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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis is a comparative exploration of the good life from the perspectives of Moses 

Maimonides and Thomas Aquinas. 

By sketching a broadly characterized Aristotelian view of the good life and noting the 

common structure that their accounts share with their ancient philosophical forebear, we 

can identify certain important features lacking in Aristotle, but accounted for in either 

Maimonides or Aquinas or both and which do philosophical work throughout their 

respective projects. These features serve to distinctly illuminate and enhance the common 

Maimonidean and Thomistic accounts on the nature and extent of the good life. 

The comparative approach reveals significant differences in each more sharply than if 

considered in isolation. Comparatively, Aristotle’s approach may be characterized as 

informational, Maimonides’ as instructional, and Aquinas’ as pneumatic-relational. 

Significantly, the role of faith as a virtue in both Maimonides and Aquinas makes a 

substantive difference over Aristotle’s in theoretical and practical ways, and can be used to 

exploit their accounts of the human Fall, moral perfection, and ultimate human 

perfection—the knowledge of God.  

The medieval positions initially face similar problems marking Aristotle’s account, 

making the good life seem virtually elusive as both are challenged sometimes in more 

acute ways than is Aristotle’s account. The way in which each responds to similar 

problems helps to further elucidate their respective positions on faith, the knowledge of 

God, and the good life. However, we discover that Aquinas’ account displays certain 

advantages over Maimonides’ account which seems to suffer from a form of what we 

might call “spiritual autism” when compared to Aquinas’ model of spiritually formative 

moral epistemology. This helps to illuminate implications for future research in theology, 

virtue theory, philosophy, and social cognition.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This project is a comparative exploration of the good life from the standpoint of 

two of the greatest medieval philosophers. As Moses Maimonides (1135/8-1204) is the 

greatest Jewish philosopher of the medieval period, so Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) is the 

greatest Christian philosopher of that period. Yet it has been said that “Maimonides 

without Aristotle is unthinkable,”
1
 and, “without Aristotle, Thomas would not be.”

2
 Of 

course, what is meant by such statements is simply to express a debt to the enormous and 

ubiquitous influence Aristotle has had on the two medievalists and continues to have on 

their respective traditions through their writings such that these latter thinkers’ views come 

to light best when understood in light of their historical sources of influence.  

Given that Aristotle was the major (though certainly not only) philosophical 

influence on these two thinkers, it makes sense to begin this exploration by attending to 

his views that are germane for shaping some of the background of their respective 

positions on important issues. While noting the common structure that the medieval 

thinkers share with their ancient philosophical forebear, indeed with much of the classical 

tradition altogether, my central concern in this research will be to identify certain 

important features that seem to be lacking in Aristotle but are accounted for in either 

Maimonides or Aquinas or both and which do philosophical work throughout their 

respective projects. These features serve to distinctly illuminate and enhance the common 

Maimonidean and Thomistic accounts over the Aristotelian account on the nature and 

extent of the good life as understood through an exploration of their respective views on 

the fallen human condition and human perfectibility. In the same spirit, a comparative 

                                                           
1
 Daniel H. Frank, “Introduction,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 76 (Winter 

2002): 3. 

 
2
 Of course, it is also said that “without Thomas, Aristotle would be silent.” Ralph McInerny, 

Thomas Aquinas: Selected Writings, edited and translated by McInerny. Harmondsworth (N.Y.: Penguin 

Books, 1988): xxxiv.  
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approach of all three helps to clarify better the significant points of interest for us here in 

both Maimonides and Aquinas than without the comparison. While there has been work 

done comparing Aristotle and Maimonides,
3
 Aristotle and Aquinas,

4
 and Maimonides and 

Aquinas,
5
 precious little has been done on all three, particularly with the foci of this 

dissertation. Yet still, the emphasis is on the medieval thinkers as they adopt and adapt 

Aristotelian thinking and maneuvers. It is in this comparative religious dialogue and in 

exercising the age-old quest of the relationship between Athens and Jerusalem that these 

thinkers’ views are best illuminated.
6
  

Chapter 1 provides a broadly characterized Aristotelian view of the good life to set 

the philosophical background of the problem(s) in our exploration. Chapters 2 and 3 

provide the respective Maimonidean and Thomistic accounts, revealing their indebtedness 

to, but also their significant departure from, Aristotle on the good life by exploring their 

                                                           
3
 Daniel H. Frank, “Humility as a Virtue: A Maimonidean Critique of Aristotle’s Ethics,” in Moses 

Maimonides and His Time, ed. Eric Ormsby (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1989), 

89-99. “Anger As a Vice: A Maimonidean Critique of Aristotle’s Ethics,” History of Philosophy Quarterly, 

7 (1990): 269-81. “On Defining Maimonides’ Aristotelianism,” in Medieval Philosophy and the Classical 

Tradition in Islam, Judaism, and Christianity, ed. John Inglis (London: Curzon Press, 2002), 231-234. 

“Maimonides and Medieval Jewish Aristotelianism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish 

Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 136-56. Jonathan Jacobs, “Plasticity and 

Perfection: Maimonides and Aristotle on Character,” Religious Studies 33 (1997): 443-54. 

 
4
 Harry Jaffa, Thomism and Aristotelianism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952). Anthony 

Kenny, “Aquinas on Aristotelian Happiness,” in Aquinas’ Moral Theory, edited by Scott MacDonald and 

Eleonore Stump (New York: Cornell University Press, 1999), 15-27. Scott MacDonald, “Ultimate Ends in 

Practical Reasoning: Aquinas’ Aristotelian Moral Psychology and Anscombe’s Fallacy.” The Philosophical 

Review, Vol. C (January 1991): 31-65. Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre 

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press), 1984.  

 
5
 Alexander Broadie, “Maimonides and Aquinas,” in History of Jewish Philosophy, edited by 

Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman (London and NY: Routledge, 1997). Routledge History of World 

Philosophies, volume 2, N.Y.: Routledge, 1997. David Burrell, “A Philosophical Foray into Difference and 

Dialogue: Avital Wohlman on Maimonides and Aquinas,” in American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 

Vol. 76, Winter 2002 Issue No. 1, pp. 181-194. Dobbs-Weinstein, Idit. Maimonides and St. Thomas on the 

Limits of Human Reason (New York: University of New York Press, 1995). Marvin Fox, “Maimonides and 

Aquinas on Natural Law,” Dine Israel 3 (1972): 10-26. 
 

6
 In framing the debate between faith and reason, Tertullian famously asked, “What indeed has 

Athens to do with Jerusalem?” Implied in this question is that Tertullian understood faith and reason to be at 

odds. Tertullian is also famously, albeit falsely, known for saying that faith is irrational. Yet he never said 

credo ad absurdum, but credo ad ineptum. That is, in context, it is not that Christian faith per se is absurd, 

but that it is “foolish” to unbelievers, echoing the Apostle Paul who said in I Corinthians 1:18 that the 

Gospel was considered foolish to unbelievers. See “The Prescription Against Heretics,” 7 in 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf03.v.iii.vii.html.      

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf03.v.iii.vii.html
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philosophical and religious accounts of the fallen human condition and human 

perfectibility. Chapter 4 explores the important differences between the medievalists’ 

respective positions by direct comparison in a sort of dialogue, the implications each has 

for one another relative to the good life, and an extended discussion of Aquinas’ view of 

spiritual formation.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

A COMMON TELEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND: ARISTOTLE 

The purpose of this chapter is to set up the philosophical background and problems 

in Aristotle which each medieval thinker’s viewpoint endeavors to resolve or improve on 

by suitably adopting and adapting Aristotelian thinking for their purposes. To do this, 

since the focus of the dissertation will be on Maimonides and Aquinas, I will provide a 

plausible and broadly characterized Aristotelian view of the good life relevant to my 

project, an account of Aristotle’s understanding of human perfectibility roughly shared or 

taken for granted by both thinkers.   

In section 1, I will trace the basic Aristotelian structure of the human good by 

considering raw human nature, its ultimate end, and how to get from man as he is in the 

raw to man as he could become. In section 2, I will address certain problems that the 

account raises which have the effect of rendering the human end elusive for most people to 

obtain given certain preconditions necessary for the good life. That is, on this account, 

there are certain things that disqualify most people from ever reaching the prize, the good 

life. In section 3, I will look at the narrow gate through which a few might pass to 

experience the good life, finding that, even while elusive for most, it becomes elusive even 

for the best of men as a mere human idealistic façade or else quite rare and episodically 

unsustainable. In essence, I will show that Aristotle’s eudaimonistic view of human 

perfectibility ends with a whimper rather than a bang as one cannot be optimistic about the 

attainability of the good life. The Aristotelian account lacks certain necessary features of 

the best life for man, even for the best of men (much worse for the worst of them), which 

is where the medievalists will make their advance.  

In addition to observing the structure, problems, and a possible way through to 

attaining the good life, we will see Aristotle setting the stage for the Aristotelian move 

made by the two medievalists. Most interestingly, as Aristotle’s view on human perfection 
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is developed and understood by an individual’s philosophical speculation and relevant 

activity, it reveals a striking two-tier notion of moral virtue (a necessary precondition to 

the ultimate perfect life of intellectual virtue). Ironically, the moral bifurcation Aristotle 

makes between fully virtuous acts and merely virtuous acts winds up itself being just one 

part of the additional bifurcation that both Maimonides and Aquinas are committed to in 

their respective philosophies given a certain nexus that without which the virtues are less 

than virtuous and virtue itself is less accessible than even Aristotle’s scheme supposed. 

This nexus of key features becomes all the more important to obtaining the good life. 

Indeed, without it, to use Aristotelian idiom, the virtues become like matter without form. 

As Aristotle’s perfect life is found lacking (i.e., an exhibit of Aristotelian privation), it is 

here where the medievalists seek to supply the form, and where the Maimonidean and 

Thomistic man (given their richer ontology) will always be in an advanced state relative to 

the good life over the Aristotelian man.
1
 

 

1.1  The Basic Structure of the Human Good 

      Aristotle’s vision of the human good is eudaimonistic, teleological, and 

intellectualist. Eudaimonism is the view that happiness is the ultimate justification of 

morality.
2
 It is the well-lived life as a life favored by a god. He is also, from a 

contemporary viewpoint, an ethical naturalist (considered a theory where ethical terms are 

defined via factual terms in that ethical terms refer to natural properties).
3
 As an ethical 

naturalist, he holds that nature determines normativity. In some respects, Aristotelian 

ethical structure seems to fit our moral experience, a structure which dominated the 

                                                           
1
 The term “man” is typically used throughout this work in a gender neutral sense and is intended to 

denote a typical representative of humankind more generally. This usage is largely consistent with the usage 

found in Aristotle, Maimonides, and Aquinas. 
 

2
 Julia Annas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 43-44.  

 
3
 Louis Pojman, Ethical Theory, (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1998), 737. 
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schemes of both the classical and dominant Western theistic traditions. It is fundamentally 

the Aristotelian teleological structure of the world which the major theistic traditions in the 

West were more than willing to co-opt for their own projects in philosophical theology.
4
 

This structure was analyzed by Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics (NE).
5
 On a 

fundamental level we see a stark contrast between man as he actually is in his raw, uncut, 

and otherwise untutored form, and man as he could become if he only realized or 

actualized his potential that is grounded in the essence of human nature. Accordingly, 

then, ethics is the field of thought that informs man on how to make the transition from 

one state to the next via practical reason. It presupposes some account of potentiality and 

actuality as elaborated by Aristotle: man as he is “in the raw” (human nature), and man as 

he may become if he understood his human telos, a term often translated “end,” “goal,” or 

“purpose.” This teleological structure of Aristotle’s view of human nature is a microcosm 

of his view of all of nature which is likewise teleological. In short, ethics informs us as to 

what one ought to do, ethically, if one is to attain the good life. We thus have the threefold 

and interrelated schema: raw and untutored human nature with attending capacities, 

principles of rational ethics prescribing how humans ought to live to attain the good life, 

and the fully developed human in the form of the good life.
6
 To say what one ought to do 

                                                           
4
 In addition to the major Jewish and Christian thinkers like Maimonides and Aquinas, Averroes is 

of particular note in Islam. See Richard Taylor, “Averroes: religious dialectic and Aristotelian philosophical 

thought,” in The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy, edited by Peter Adamson and Richard Taylor 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 180-200.  
 

5
 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, translated from the Oxford Classical Text by W.D. Ross and 

revised by J. O. Urmson. Unless otherwise noted, regular textual references will be from The Complete 

Works of Aristotle, vol. 2, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1984).  

 
6
 This picture is duly noted by Alasdair MacIntyre. See his After Virtue, second edition,  (Notre 

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984). Under theistic construal by Maimonides and Aquinas, this 

schema largely remains intact, yet is amended somewhat to include divine law, variation in the virtues, and 

an account of sin radicalizing mere human error and a rich account as to why we are not all living the good 

life. This schema can also be represented by what John Hare calls The Moral Gap, which involves the 

demand to live in accordance with the good life (which, of course, includes at least moral goodness), the 

natural human capacities to reach the demand, and the gap that remains in that we fall short of reaching the 

demand; thus Hare posits a theistic account enabling the transition between the capacities and the demand. 

Others seek to puff up the capacities or else reduce the demand in light of this gap. John Hare, The Moral 

Gap: Kantian Ethics, Human Limits, and God’s Assistance (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 
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according to this view is to say what will in fact lead to one’s eudaimonia, one’s 

flourishing, according to the natural kind of thing it is.
7
   

 

1.1.1  Human Nature and its Natural Capacities   

      Aristotle’s ethical theory, and his overall theory of the human good, rests (in part) 

upon his view of human nature as such. In considering the good life, we should first want 

to know what sort of life it is and then inquire about the good for that sort of life. Thus, it 

is appropriate to consider Aristotle’s metaphysical and psychological grounding for 

ethics.
8
   

Basic to Aristotle’s ontology is substance, the subject of predication (e.g., 

“Socrates is white” where Socrates is the subject), as discussed early on in the Categories. 

Later, after he discovered the distinction between form and matter, it became common for 

Aristotle to describe natural substances in hylomorphic terms.
9
 That is, an individual 

substance is a unified matter-form composite. This is true of humans where body is to 

matter what soul is to form. What makes matter be what it is specifically is its form. 

Aristotle believed that living things have a nature, and humans have a specific nature and 

                                                                                                                                                                               
 

7
 While someone may object that this is guilty of the ‘is-ought’ fallacy, a modernist charge, the 

classical and theistic picture denies the modern fact/value dichotomy according to which it is fallacious to 

derive an ‘ought’ conclusion from an ‘is’ premise, value from fact. This objection ignores that there are 

some cases where it is legitimate to do so, those cases in particular where there is a functional concept 

employed. For instance, from the proposition, “This watch fails to keep time well,” we can infer a value 

statement, “This watch is a bad watch,” where we define watch in terms of its purpose or function. The 

criteria for defining a watch and for a good watch are similarly factual criteria. The way something is in its 

nature defines how it ought to function. Thus, in some instances, to call something good is to make a factual 

statement. And the good for man is grounded in that which is most salient about human nature wherein man 

functions well or good when he functions properly, the way man ought to function in order to flourish. In 

any case, we are simply representing the historical view. See also John Searle, “How to Derive ‘Ought’ from 

‘Is’” in The Philosophical Review, vol. 73, No. 1 (Jan., 1964): 43-58. 

 
8
 T. H. Irwin, “The Metaphysical and Psychological Basis of Aristotle’s Ethics,” in Amelie O. 

Rorty, Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1980), 35-54. 

 
9
 Metaphysics VII Z.7-9. See also Alan Code, “Aristotle: Essence and Accident,” 411-439. In 

Philosophical Grounds of Rationality: Intentions, Categories, Ends, R. Grandy and R. Warner, eds. Oxford: 

1983); “On the Origins of some Aristotelian Theses about Predication,” 101-131. In J. Bogen and J. E. 

McGuire (eds.), How Things Are: Studies in Predication and the History of Philosophy. Dordrecht: Reidel, 

1985. Charlotte Witt, “Hylomorphism in Aristotle,” Journal of Philosophy 84 (1987): 673-79.  
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thus a specific form of what it is to be human. To identify something’s form is to identify 

the natural kind to which it belongs (e.g., human, lion, etc.)  In Physics 2, he ties form and 

function together by contending that a natural organism is its form, arguing that its 

functional properties are the essential explanatory properties of the thing’s activity or 

behavior.
10

 If we can discover the characteristic activity of the organism, its soul will be 

the power to engage in that particular activity thereby expressing certain capacities.  

Aristotle begins his Metaphysics with, “All men by nature desire to know.”
11

 But 

what do we desire to know, and what is it that explains this desire? Man’s distinct nature is 

a unique inner principle of change such that man’s overall function is to live a robust 

active life expressing his nature.
12

 In accounting for change, Aristotle further developed 

the notions of matter and form where matter is potentiality and form is actuality. This 

potentiality-actuality distinction is the subject of Book IX (Theta). Things have certain 

potentialities grounded in the sorts of things that they are and function best when they 

actualize their potentialities. He says that soul is in some sense the first actuality of a 

living body whereas its second actuality is its fulfillment.
13

 When observing the 

characteristic activities of things, we discover that the powers which constitute soul form a 

hierarchy. That is, various kinds of souls (e.g., nutritive, perceptual, and intellectual) form 

a kind of hierarchy. While any creature with reason will also have perception, and any 

with perception will also possess the abilities of nutrition and reproduction, the converse 

does not hold. Man distinguishes himself by the ability to engage in both practical and 

theoretical reasoning. Aristotle describes mind (nous, often rendered as “intellect” or 

                                                           
 

10
 He goes on to describe the four causes, formal, final, efficient, and material, which are used to 

explain a thing. 

 
11

 Metaphysics I.1.  

 
12

 On the Soul I.1-2, II.1-1.2, III.2-4, III.5, III. 9-13; Nicomachean Ethics III.1-5; VI; On the 

Movement of Animals VI-VII. 

 
13

 On the Soul II.1, 4412a27-8, b5. 
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“reason”) as “the part of the soul by which it knows and understands,”
14

 which is thus 

characterized in broadly functional terms. Plainly, humans can know and understand 

things and want to do so because it is in our nature to do so.
15

 Whereas possessing sensory 

faculties is essential to being an animal, so possessing mind is essential to being a human. 

But beyond simply understanding, it is equally essential to the human being to plan and 

deliberate courses of action towards some end. Aristotle distinguishes the “practical mind” 

(“practical intellect” or “practical reason”) from “theoretical mind” (“theoretical intellect” 

or “theoretical reason”).
16

 In all this, investigating this capacity of the soul has a special 

significance for him. In investigating mind, he is, in fact, investigating what makes 

humans human.  

Humans are not born good or bad but are ethically neutral.
17

 However, we can 

become good or bad, virtuous or vicious over time. Human nature resides in its psychic 

abilities, abilities which distinguish the human soul from all other species as was said 

previously. In NE 1.7, Aristotle defines the human good by reference to the proper 

functioning of these particular human rational abilities by virtue of which humans can 

achieve their telos in ethical matters and beyond. So if one is not functioning properly so 

as to achieve one’s telos, this dysfunctionality may be linked either to some defect in the 

original design or to, at some point along the path, impeding the actualization of one’s 

nature and requiring an adequate remedy (to be considered in chapters 2 and 3). To know 

what the human good is we must first gain an understanding of the human soul.
18

 Here he 

                                                           
 

14
 On the Soul III.4, 429a9-10; cf. III.33, 428a5; III.9, 432b26; III.12, 434b3. 

 
15

 Metaphysics I.1, 980a21; De Anima II.3, 414b18; III.3, 429a6-8. 
 

16
 NE VI.8 1143a35-b5. 

 
17

 NE II.1 1103a23-26. 
18

 NE I.7 1097b22ff; NE I.13 1102a18-26. 
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locates man’s essence in its rational capacities and the human good in their proper 

exercise.  

As he has arguments for eudaimonia being both practical and theoretical, two ways 

of understanding how to perfect the human soul and live the good life, Aristotle seems to 

end up with an ambiguous view of human nature which accounts for dispute amongst later 

commentators: composite or rational soul.
19

 The practical or political life indicates the 

former while the purely theoretical life indicates the latter as it involves that most divine 

part of man.
20

 It is disputable as to whether he resolved this point or not.
21

 In any case, the 

actualization of human potential depends upon what resources are available; human nature 

possesses certain natural abilities and capacities which are the raw materials by which man 

can actualize and perfect himself. Human nature has certain essential capacities, the most 

distinct of which is rational capacity. His ultimate end will be in accordance with this.    

 

1.1.2  The Human Telos (virtue and theoria) and Aristotle’s Theos 

Having characterized Aristotle’s view on human nature, we are now in a position 

to talk about the human end(s). For Aristotle, a thing’s good is specified by its ergon 

(“work”) or characteristic activity or function.
22

 While not all things have an ergon 

(indeed, some have no activity), those that do have an ergon have their good specified by 

it. The goal, then, is to actualize human nature and the most characteristic aspect of human 

nature, in particular, to the fullest.   

                                                           
 

19
 See the following pieces on eudaimonia in Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, edited by Amelie O. 

Rorty, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980): Thomas Nagel, “Aristotle on Eudaimonia” 7-14; J. 

L. Ackrill, “Aristotle on Eudaimonia,” 15-34;.John McDowell, “The Role of eudamonia in Aristotle’s 

Ethics,” 359-377. 

 
20

 NE X.7 1177b28-9, X.8 1178a20; X.7 1178a2-4. 
 

21
 Thomas Nagel concludes: “It is because he is not sure who we are that Aristotle finds it difficult 

to say unequivocally in what our eudaimonia consists….” Thomas Nagel, “Aristotle on Eudaimonia,” 8. 
 

22
 J. E. Whiting, “Aristotle’s Function Argument: a Defense,” American Philosophical Quarterly 

(1988): 33-48. 
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Aristotle’s NE begins with a discussion of eudaimonia ( “happiness” or 

“flourishing.”).  He argues that every human agent acts for the sake of an end, happiness, 

the pursuit of which consists in an activity that perfects the highest faculty in man and is 

directed to the highest object. He concludes that human happiness consists primarily in 

contemplation, contemplation of the Divine. Human agents act for the sake of some end or 

some good, but those end(s) appear to differ in practice. Book I of his NE begins by 

discussing how we define the word “good.” He begins by looking at how people use the 

word, at what things they call good, and what is common to all of them. It turns out that 

good, broadly construed, is that which all things desire, the aim of all activity whether 

moral or not, and whether it is really good or just an apparent good becomes a critical 

distinction. Desire is related to good like belief is related to truth. Not all beliefs are true 

and not all desires are good. Our desires and beliefs should be conformed to what is good 

and true, respectively, but the converse does not hold. Structured in this way, desire is not 

simply denoting a preference but something that is per se desirable. It is objective rather 

than subjective in nature in the same way truth is objective and is to be that which our 

beliefs map on to.  

Some things are desired for the sake of other things (e.g., medicine for health), and 

some for their own sake (e.g., beauty and truth). It is the latter of which that is central to 

his concern. And these two ways of accounting for desire mark out a distinction between 

means and ends. In the same way that Aristotle denies an infinite regress from effect to 

cause,
23

 so he also claims that there must be some ultimate end that is worth desiring for 

its own sake which motivates us to desire all the means that lead to that end. If there is 

some end of the things we do, desired for its own sake, then this must be the chief end or 

chief good. This is because if we were to do x for the sake of y, and y for the sake of z, 

                                                           
23

 For instance, he affirms a First Cause or Prime Mover for the world which moves all other things 

in it (including ourselves) without itself moving (like a magnet whose power to move other objects is its 

attraction). 
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etc., we would never do anything. If there is some one good, then knowledge of it will 

have a profound influence on our lives. For him, “the human good turns out to be activity 

of the soul in accordance with virtue, and if there are multiple virtues, then in accordance 

with the best and most complete” (or “perfect”).
24

 But what is that ultimate end for the 

sake of which all human actions are performed? This forms a very practical question for 

Aristotle: “Will not the knowledge of it have a great influence on life? Shall we not, like 

archers who have a mark to aim at, hit upon what is right?”
25

 After filtering through select 

candidates for what this might be, Aristotle’s contention is that the ultimate end for the 

sake of which all things are done in human activity is eudaimonia or happiness, at once the 

ultimate “ought” or “demand” or “aim” all men seek in the attainment of human 

perfection, the good life.
26

  

However, one should not confuse Aristotle’s understanding of happiness with 

happiness in the modern sense. The modern sense connotes something passive, something 

that “happens” to people like good luck. While luck or fortune may well play a role in 

Aristotle’s understanding ultimately, it has comparatively little to do with it. Happiness in 

our modern conception has nothing to do with how good we are; it happens by chance and 

is somewhat of a temporary, fleeting accident. But for Aristotle, happiness is dependent on 

how good you are, is by choice rather than chance, and is lasting rather than temporary.  

Eudiamonia expresses an objectively good and lasting state of the soul. It would not make 

sense to a modern person to hear someone say to them, “You think you’re happy, but 

you’re not.” But it would make sense to Aristotle. Eudaimonia is essentially the same for 

everyone. This is because it is the fulfillment of our deepest desires, which in turn come 

                                                           
 

24
 NE I.7, 1097b22-1098a20. 

 
25

 NE I.1094a18-25. 
 

26
 NE I.4, 1095a14-30; 1.7, 1097a30-b6. 



13 

 

from our essential nature, which is the same for every human qua human. Being good, 

being happy, and being a fully developed human are really three ways of saying the same 

thing.  

Now, just as every occupation of man has an end, a purpose, and a function, as 

does every organ in the body, so man’s proper end, his ultimate end, is vita contemplativa. 

The best life constituted by eudaimonia is one of contemplation. Reason is the highest part 

of man and that which makes us distinctively human. Living according to reason, then, is 

the human good, which includes, at least initially as necessary preconditions to the highest 

end, moral and intellectual virtues. Indeed, Aristotle construes virtue as the most important 

means to the attainment of eudaimonia. Virtues are chosen, and virtue is (generally) taken 

to be a mean between two opposing vices, one at each extremity. 

But if the good for man is “activity of soul in accordance with virtue,” and if there 

are several virtues, which if any is most perfect? The best for man is happiness in 

accordance with the best amongst the virtues. In Book X, it turns out that the best is sophia 

or understanding such that perfect happiness is the activity of contemplation. Aristotle 

does not make this identification in Book II because no distinction has been made yet 

between moral and intellectual virtues or even among intellectual ones like practical 

wisdom (phronesis) and understanding. In Book I, he claims it is a characteristic of 

happiness that it should be teleion (translated either “perfect” or “complete”). Those 

holding an inclusive interpretation of eudaimonia—including all the virtues—favor 

“complete,” while those favoring an exclusive interpretation (focusing on a select virtue) 

favor “perfect.” It seems most plausible to opt for the latter which is the characterization 

adopted here.
27

 Aristotle explains what it is for one good to be more perfect than another 

                                                           
27

 For a good discussion on these positions, see Anthony Kenny’s Aristotle on the Perfect Life, 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). If “complete” is the correct interpretation of teleion, then it would not 

make much sense to say that there could be more than one perfect end for humans. But Aristotle is saying 

that there are many perfect ends (intelligence, virtue, pleasure, etc.), yet that they are for the sake of 

happiness and hence are not most perfect which would be desirable for its own sake and not for another (i.e., 
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(1097a30-b6) and claims that happiness is the most perfect of all perfect ends. In X.7, he 

takes up the discussion of happiness where Book I left off. Having shown in the first book 

that happiness was the exercise of virtue, now he shows which virtue it is the exercise of. 

The best human virtue is the best part of a human being, the speculative intellect. Hence, it 

is the activity of speculative intellect together with its own proper virtue, sophia, which 

constitutes true perfect happiness. It is no wonder that for Aristotle the truly happy man is 

the philosopher, the lover of wisdom. The person devoted to the contemplation of truth 

and it alone is the happiest; but happy in a secondary sense is the person who lives in 

accordance with the other virtue, namely phronesis, which is the guide of all the moral 

virtues. 

Again, when considering just what kind of life constitutes the best life for man, his 

two top contenders as juxtaposed in NE are (1) the practical life (the life of moral virtue), 

and (2) the purely theoretical or contemplative life (the life that is by nature amoral and 

apolitical).
28

 The practical reasoning involved in the moral life is not the same as 

theoretical reasoning in the contemplative life. Although we are not born ethically good 

(even if we are metaphysically good), we can become good over time given proper actions 

and practical reasoning. But pure theoretical reasoning is devoid of moral calculations as 

such (even if in morality there is required a minimum of external goods and internal stable 

character).
29

 The happiest life for Aristotle is vita contemplativa which is the life lived in 

accordance with the divine. Of course, Aristotle’s conception of the divine which we 

ought to imitate is not what one might expect in traditional theism. It was the highest and 

                                                                                                                                                                               
happiness is most perfect as it is for its own sake). Thus, he seems to imply a singular perfect end. However, 

nothing ultimately turns on whichever view is held, not for our purposes anyway, in discerning Aristotle’s 

problem and resolutions posited by Maimonides and or Aquinas. See chapter 3 following for Aquinas’ view. 

 
28

 NE X.7-8 1177b26-1178a22. It is not as though the contemplative person is no longer virtuous, 

but simply that such is no longer the purpose nor the desire given the ultimate happy life. It is a life whose 

desire is the activity of that most divine part in us, not the political life. The (penultimate) virtuous life 

provides the stable character as provisional for the (ultimate) contemplative, life, the divine life.  
 

29
 NE VI.1, 1139a3-14; VI.5, 1140b27-8. 
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most perfect object of knowledge, but approximating a kind of narcissistic thinking 

machine whose activity might be described as thinking itself thinking, utterly unconcerned 

with human affairs. It is an impersonal yet conscious force, apolitical and amoral, 

functioning for humans as a sort of final cause.
30

 The contemplative, described near the 

end of the NE, places no premium on the performance of good deeds as the ultimate or 

best life given that happiness is a function solely of contemplation, a virtual life of 

theoria.
31

 Whatever one’s conception of the divine is will determine to the best extent 

possible how a human ought to imitate it/Him.  

Aristotle’s theoria seems to require theology, an intellect or mind that is actively 

thinking primary substance which does nothing other than thinking itself thinking as the 

superlative state of actuality. This ultimate object of thought (and also of desire) moves 

others without itself being moved.
32

 Desire in lesser objects provides the means whereby 

something else can cause motion without moving itself such that an object of desire need 

not itself move in order to cause the motion in those that desire it. Aristotle’s God is unlike 

a theistic God. Jonathan Lear elaborates:  

                                                           
 

30
 Personhood typically considered involves notions of thought. But unless it is Cartesian (whose 

mental substance is characterized only as mind) it also involves notions of volition, etc. To think Aristotle’s 

divine as personal merely because of it involving thinking does not resonate with a personal God that thinks, 

intends, wills, etc. Aristotle’s God does not act in any volitional sense that is usually associated with persons. 

If he acts at all, it is active thinking itself thinking. Now, there are traces in his later writing of a more 

traditional view of God as personal: “If the gods pay some attention to human beings, as they seem to … it is 

reasonable for them to benefit most [those most like themselves]” (NE X, 8, 1179a25ff). Now, if such 

benefiting is done by divine action, the view is not consistent with 1178b21 which says about the divine life, 

“If someone is alive, and action is excluded, what is left but contemplation.” See Richard Bodeus, Theology 

of the Living Immortals (Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), for the suggestion that these are not merely “traces.” 

Though it is not the majority report, some see personal elements in Aristotle’s God. See W.J. Verdenius, 

“Traditional and personal elements in Aristotle’s religion,” Phronesis 5 (1960): 56-70. See Jonathan Lear, 

Aristotle: The Desire to Understand, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 116-140, 294-299. 

 
31

 NE X.8, 1178a9.  

 
32

 Metaphysics XII.6-10. There is a sense in which this God does move or change things, but not by 

taking any action per se; rather, the god moves everything “by being loved.” (XII.7 1072b3). John Hare uses 

the image of “God as a magnet” to summarize the role God plays in Aristotle’s ethical theory. While used by 

Plato (at Ion 536a), it fits Aristotle’s account. Hare, God and Morality: A Philosophical History (Malden, 

MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 15. 
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Aristotle’s God is not a directing general: he does not directly intervene in the 

world, or in any sense create it . . . Nor is he a divine engineer. He has no purposes 

or intentions: so the teleological organization to be found in the world cannot be 

the expression of divine purpose. Nevertheless, the world manifests a rational order 

for which God is responsible, even though he did not plan the world . . . God is the 

final cause . . . God does not intervene in the world, but the world can be conceived 

as an expression of desire for God . . . form or primary substance at its highest-

level actuality simply is God. And the desire which God inspires is none other than 

the desire of each organism to realize its form.
33

 

 

Clearly, this description entails that he does not providentially intervene, create, engineer, 

or mentally intend anything such that the human telos is not one of Divine Purpose quite 

like that understood of the Judeo-Christian God. Aristotle’s God is the ultimate or final 

cause, and the order of the world bears some particular relation to God. All things desire 

self-actualization of their form. God’s thinking is somewhat like ours, and it is desirable 

for us to imitate for “its life is such as the best which we enjoy, and enjoy but for a short 

time. For it is ever in this state which we cannot be” (emphasis mine).
34

  

Even if not traditionally conceived, God is not only frequently mentioned but does 

important philosophical work in Aristotle. The Greek words theos (“god”) and theios 

(“divine” or “godlike”) occur in NE roughly twice as often as the words eudaimonia 

(“happiness”) and eudaimon (“happy”).
35

 This startling statistic is ironic when we consider 

that Aristotle considers happiness the goal of our lives. God’s life is the best sort of life we 

can enjoy, and enjoy only episodically, given our natures. This is the contemplative life at 

                                                           
33

 Jonathan Lear, Aristotle: The Desire to Understand (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998). 

 
34

 Metaphysics VII, 1072b13-30. This is Aristotle’s claim that we cannot always be in the state of 

Aristotle’s God. 
 

35
 The comparison can be made by searching the words in a concordance. Hermann Bonitz, Index 

Arisotelicus (Berlin, 1870). There is also an English concordance, based on the Oxford translation, by T.W. 

Organ, An Index to Aristotle in English Translation (Princeton, 1949). And now one can access the web 

version of the second edition (1955) publication written in English. 

https://opernlibrary.org/books/OL16744604M/Index Aristotelicus. This statistic about the prominence of 

God in Aristotle was brought to my attention by personal correspondence with John Hare (February, 18, 

2014) and is also mentioned in his book, God and Morality, esp. 7-74. While Hare’s dissertation, 

(“Aristotle’s Theories of Essence,” Princeton, 1975) was in metaphysics and he has since moved into ethics, 

he observes a shift that has occurred away from the “vertical” (i.e., theological) in Aristotelian scholarship 

and toward the “horizontal.” God is often consigned to the background, along with other areas like women 

and slaves, in Aristotle’s philosophy. 

https://opernlibrary.org/books/OL16744604M/Index
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the end of NE according to which man contemplates primary substance. In man satisfying 

his desire to know, he realizes his own essence, and in fulfilling his nature comes to 

imitate God by engaging in the same activity as God: contemplation. We become like God 

or God-like. His God is mind, which is thinkable as is any other object since mind is an 

object of thought. Understanding and the object are the same. God’s activity is simply 

thinking itself thinking.
36

  

Two potential problems emerge, however: (1) This concept of theos could pose a 

motivational problem, and (2) it is forever in a state that we cannot attain or, perhaps 

better, durably sustain.
37

 Be that as it may, prior to actualizing our intellectual perfection 

towards an activity of theoria, certain preconditions must be met. One of these 

preconditions is that one must attain a certain level of moral virtue provisional for the 

ultimate happy life whose focus is contemplative rather than active. So the truly happy 

man is the philosopher, the one living the contemplative life. But to attain and to sustain 

this is not so easy, if it is possible at all.  

 

1.1.3  Ethical Theory: The Possibility of Attaining One’s Telos  

Given the potential in human nature and the human telos, how does one go about 

actualizing this to the fullest? Aristotelian ethics is, in one sense, an attempt to answer the 

question, what is the good life for man, and how is it to be attained? In so doing, it offers a 

story of how one can make the transition from untutored man in the raw to man as he can 

be. Given that Aristotle’s man is by nature a political animal, the attainment of the good 

life cannot be answered for an individual, at least initially, in abstraction from society 

which provides much of the context and opportunity for the attainment of the good life. 

                                                           
 
36

 Kosman, L.A. Kosman in “Divine Being and Divine Thinking in Metaphysics Lambda,” Boston 

Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 3 (1987): 165-88; “What does the Maker Mind Make?” in 

Nussbaum, Martha and Amelia Rorty, Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima (Oxford: OUP, 1992), 343-358.  
 
37
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But Aristotle’s interest in the NE is no mere academic exercise. The aim of the NE is to 

provide one a reflective understanding of how one can achieve happiness, eudaimonia, 

flourishing, by living an ethical life within society. Reflective understanding is itself of 

practical value. Despite the intense theoretical element, the NE is actually very practical in 

nature. Its purpose is to be studied for the sake of action and actually becoming virtuous, 

without which the good life is unattainable. Aristotle himself says in Book II that “the 

purpose of our examination is not to know what virtue is but to become good since 

otherwise the inquiry would be of no benefit to us.”
38

 The NE is a set of lectures about the 

human good whose ultimate goal was to make its audience members good. By way of 

audience analysis, we can see that the NE is geared towards those who are somewhat 

mature and already on the path to virtue, not towards those men who “lack experience of 

the actions in life” or him who “follows his feelings” rather than his reason, but rather 

those who have been properly trained and brought up in fine habits.
39

 Only this group will 

truly benefit. So the audience is narrower than one might originally suspect. 

But if the experienced, rational, and well-trained are already that, what point then 

is there in their listening to Aristotle’s lectures? What is it that Aristotle surmises that they 

lack? The NE is an attempt to transition the ripened rather than the untutored from a 

merely behaviorist (i.e., not yet virtuous) framework to one of genuine virtue. Already he 

seems to be restricting the possibility of being virtuous to a limited class of people. The 

treatise is concerned with the state of the soul, with the whole person, not with just the 

action per se. His audience possesses a starting point for theoretically entering the nature 

of the good, a prerequisite to adequately considering the subject, but they lack the reasons 

upon which the virtues are based which and which they have come to learn and live. Thus, 

his audience is composed of people who are already immersed in the form of life 
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regarding which Aristotle wants to add deeper reflection and real understanding. His hope 

is to provide an account of why what the student is doing and is becoming predisposed to 

is, in fact, the proper thing to do. To the predisposed, it provides the reflective ground 

whose understanding is itself partly constitutive of the good life such that “one’s 

understanding of the ethical life reinforces one’s motivation to live it.”
40

 So one’s reasons 

and motivation for the good life are not simply precursors but partly constitutive of the 

good life. Of the various sorts of knowledge, this is not simply propositional knowledge, 

then, nor is it knowledge by acquaintance. It is know-how, developed skill. In 

contemporary terms, and with regard to the ethical life, he is attempting to move his 

audience from simple seeing (knowledge by acquaintance where one is directly aware of 

something, say, seeing an apple in front of me or an act of justice) to know-how (a 

reflectively acquired skill like knowing how to utilize things for certain purposes). And 

this is not mere know-how but genuine know-how, where one operates on knowledge and 

insight that is characteristic of skilled practitioners, rather than simply having the ability to 

engage in correct behavior with little or no knowledge of why one is performing it. Such 

understanding has a transformative impact on one’s motivational structure, thus 

reinforcing and solidifying the direction one is already headed in. It is thus not for skeptics 

or bad people, per se.  

The ethical life cannot adequately be understood from an external perspective. 

Acting virtuously is not a means to a distinct end of living a happy life. Acting virtuously 

constitutes, at least penultimately, a happy life. And without having a personal reflective 

understanding of this, one cannot be said to be in a state of eudaimonia. This cannot be 

adequately understood by a non-virtuous person or a merely virtuous person. From the 

perspective of a vicious man, for instance, a virtuous act will appear onerous and a waste 
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of time. For the immature, perhaps it may have some appeal, but the soul will be 

insufficiently formed for this to be the strongest desire, and he’ll feel the tension of 

contrary desires and will not fully understand that acting virtuously is the way to be happy 

(which is why Aristotle did not want the young attending his lectures, whether young in 

years or in character).
41

 The argument for the good life in the NE is internal to the 

audience as the lectures are intended to reinforce reflectively the lives they are already 

inclined to lead. It is geared for those who are already on the path, the way, of the good 

life. One comes to understand (and thus fulfills the desire to understand) the nature of the 

good life and thus reinforces one’s motivation to live it. The audience thus possesses both 

habituated actions in accordance with virtue and reliable beliefs about eudaimonia.  

For Aristotle, the possession of virtues is a necessary precondition to eudaimonia. 

But what is a virtue? An ethical virtue is a condition that is intermediate (e.g., courage) 

between two other states, one involving excess (e.g., foolishness), and the other deficiency 

(e.g., cowardice).
42

 He describes an ethical virtue as a hexis (a “state” or “disposition”)—a 

tendency or disposition, brought on and induced by our habits, to have appropriate 

feelings.
43

 Virtues are excellences (arête); they are states or dispositions of the soul which 

enable a person to live an excellent life, to fulfill one’s telos. And not unimportant for 

living the good life, they are stable states that enable one to make the right decision to act 

in the appropriate circumstances and that motivate one so to act. Aristotle describes virtue 

as “a state . . . which makes a man good and which makes him do his own work well.”
44

 

This stability of character is a precondition to the contemplative life. It is the stability of 

soul that constitutes character because one’s character has somewhat organized one’s 
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desire and thus motivates one to act via that properly ordered desire, a deliberative desire, 

sometimes translated as “desiring mind or thoughtful desire.”
45

 It is not, therefore, some 

mere emotional state. Desires, as understood by Aristotle, are impregnated with reason. 

The ethical virtues are not in us by nature, but are brought about by habit via repetitive 

action, where actus forms habitus. They are states acquired by doing the acts that one 

would do if one already had the state such that “states arise out of like activities.” We 

become just by doing just acts, as it were. He says, “It makes no small difference, then, 

whether we form habits of one kind or of another from our very youth; it makes a very 

great difference, or rather all the difference.”
46

   

This explains why Aristotle’s lectures were of little use to anyone not already 

brought up well; excellence arises from habit rather than from lectures. Given that ethics is 

not an exact science for Aristotle, and so there are not any rules for how a virtuous person 

should act,
 47

 we rely on habit as a mode of educating a person to virtue. Habits instill 

dispositions; more importantly, circumstantially sensitive dispositions. A person who is 

already courageous will have little need for rules as he’ll be sensitively motivated. Habits 

organize the soul’s desires well such that the virtuous life itself becomes desirable and 

pleasurable. For instance, a child who does not consider spinach to be good to her even 

though it is good for her must cultivate the taste so that what is good for her also becomes 

good to her. Aristotle says that “the man who does not rejoice in noble actions is not even 

good; since no one would call a man just who did not enjoy acting justly.”
48

 The virtuous 

person has a harmonious soul. The virtues are pleasant in themselves and become what we 

call “second nature” to this person. They are in themselves desirable, and the virtuous 
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person organizes his desire so as to naturally desire that which is genuinely desirable, 

hence becoming the genuinely virtuous person. It is this reorganizing of our desire that 

constitutes the task of moral education by which we find the objectively good life for us to 

be subjectively good to us; living the good life becomes pleasant. 

Importantly, for Aristotle, a man may act in accordance with a virtue without 

acting virtuously. That is, an act that appears virtuous on the surface is not really virtuous. 

This denotes the mere versus genuine distinction alluded to earlier. While it may appear 

objectionable at first glance, this two-tiered notion of virtue is very pronounced in 

Aristotle and will make a similar and significant appearance in both Maimonides and 

Aquinas. Someone may perform what we might call a merely virtuous act (which, to 

Aristotle, is not a virtuous act after all) rather than a genuinely virtuous act. A merely 

virtuous act will not consist in the things a fully or genuinely virtuous act will as 

performed by a fully or genuinely virtuous person. That is, it will lack or suffer the 

privation of certain necessary features for a genuinely virtuous act. To be a virtuous person 

is not simply to act in accord with a virtue or set of virtues. That is, it is not to be merely 

virtuous. Rather, it is to be genuinely or fully virtuous.
49

 A comparison might help us 

understand the mere versus fully or genuine distinction.  

Consider a stone. It possesses the requisite essential properties for being a physical 

object (e.g., spatiotemporal location, mass, etc.). Now consider a dog. It possesses all the 

essential properties for being a physical object as well. It is fully physical. But it is not 

merely physical because it has animate properties as well. The stone is merely physical as 

well as fully physical.  

Then take a human being. While being fully physical, he is not merely physical as 

he has organic and animate properties, too. So he is fully animate, but, unlike the dog, he 
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is not merely animate given his rational, moral, aesthetic qualities, etc., which mere 

organic entities lack. He is merely human as well as fully human. To be fully human 

means to fully exemplify human nature. To be merely human is not to exemplify a kind 

nature distinct from that of humanity. It is to exemplify humanity without also 

exemplifying a higher ontological kind of nature, such as divinity. It is this rationale some 

have used to claim the coherence of the idea that Jesus Christ of Nazareth was both fully 

(rather than merely) human and fully divine.
50

  

Now, instead of a stone, a dog, a mere human, and a fully human being, consider a 

human act, a proper human act, a merely virtuous human act, and a fully virtuous human 

act. For a human act consider blinking. It is an act done by a human, but is not properly so 

called because it is done involuntarily. It is a mere human act. A similar act known as 

winking is now a proper and fully human act because it is done voluntarily rather than 

involuntarily. But not all human acts are virtuous human acts (e.g., the act of simply 

looking at a tree is a fully human act but it lacks the property of virtuosity, that property 

exemplifying the nature of a virtue or multiple virtues). There are human acts that 

exemplify a virtue(s) and, as such, are virtuous acts. But they are not fully virtuous human 

acts. Rather, they are merely virtuous human acts, acts done, as Aristotle would say, “in 

accordance with virtue.” Aristotle would not necessarily say that a person acting in 

accordance with justice is vicious, but neither would he necessarily say that such a person 

(or his attending act) was genuinely or fully virtuous. Merely virtuous acts are not 

identical to fully or genuinely virtuous acts. In order to be a fully or genuinely virtuous 
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human act, it must be done by a genuinely or fully virtuous person for the right reasons 

and in the right circumstances. He is unified in motivation and deliberation. 

As ethical beings, we begin with the potential to act or actualize some otherwise 

putatively virtuous act, but only upon fulfilling certain conditions over time can one’s first 

acts bring one into a position of being in a second potential state so as to act genuinely 

virtuously and to fulfill one’s second actuality. Aristotle affirms three conditions for acting 

genuinely or fully virtuously versus merely virtuously. For the former, the agent must have 

(1) practical knowledge (not just first actuality done in accordance with, say, justice) of 

what the right act would be in particular circumstances, (2) the act must be chosen and for 

its own sake (choose justice in these circumstances simply because it is the thing to do), 

and (3) the act, a case of second actuality, must flow from a firm or stable character (e.g., a 

character of justice). Now, these conditions are not isolated. Since ethics is not a precise 

science with rules governing action, the only way to determine how to act in a situation is 

to ask how the virtuous man would act, thus the importance for the role of modeling. The 

practical knowledge found in the virtuous man is his phronesis. Aristotle is clear that 

philosophical wisdom (sophia), which is knowledge (episteme) plus comprehension 

(nous), is a higher form of knowledge than practical wisdom (phronesis).
51

 Nonetheless, 

and of particular importance at this stage of moving towards human perfection, he 

considers sophia useless for human concerns and things about which it is possible to 

deliberate.
52

 Thus, practical and philosophical wisdom seem to be two discrete types of 

life (vita activa and vita contemplativa) which may pose a problem for Aristotle later on. 

For now, practical mind is a motive force for humans, the highest state of which is 

phronesis. This is a developed ability to judge good and bad ends and to deliberately 
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choose acts appropriate to securing those ends in particular circumstances.
53

 But such acts 

themselves are not just means, but are partly constitutive of the good life.  

The importance of phronesis is such that one cannot advance from the moral or 

political life to the contemplative or philosophical life without it. Aristotle distinguishes 

between intellectual and moral virtues. Man is at his best when he exercises to his best his 

most distinct feature, the mind (i.e., in knowing truth). The dispositions of the mind that 

enable one to know truth are called intellectual virtues which are contrasted with moral 

virtues, the dispositions of our emotions which enable us to correctly respond to practical 

situations. The rational and emotional sides of us are different aspects of our nature, and 

their virtues do not overlap except in one case: phronesis (sometimes translated 

“prudence” or “practical wisdom”). It is the function of phronesis to help us know the 

correct way to behave. It is not itself a moral virtue but is closely connected. Three of the 

intellectual virtues (knowledge, comprehension, and wisdom) concern facts about the 

world that we cannot change. The two others (phronesis and skill) concern things that we 

can change. Aristotle defines phronesis as “a state of grasping the truth, involving reason, 

and concerned with action about human goods,” or as sometimes translated, “a true and 

reasoned state or capacity to act with regard to the things that are good or bad for man.”
54

 

It is the state of the fully developed virtuous person. It is the appreciation of what is good 

and bad for us at the highest level combined with a correct understanding of the facts of 

experience, the skill to draw correct inferences regarding how and when to apply our 

general moral knowledge to a particular situation quickly and reliably. If we possessed this 

quality, we would always act in the right ways, and we would have success. But since the 

virtues are those dispositions which, if possessed, make one do what is right, then what is 
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the point of having phronesis? It is so that we can avoid being morally clumsy. Although a 

virtue will provide us with the correct objective, without phronesis one still lacks the 

intellectual ability to know the correct steps to take in order to reach it. Aristotle holds that 

the virtues differ from each other because they involve different emotions. Also, if a man 

has one virtue, perhaps he has all of them. This is because if he has one fully developed 

virtue, then he will have practical wisdom. But if he has practical wisdom, then perhaps he 

has all of the virtues. 

The NE thus provides the precise tools for the properly predisposed person to be 

fully or genuinely virtuous and to possess the master virtue, phronesis. The proper 

philosophical reflection thus serves the purposes of internally motivating and sustaining 

the good life at this stage. His is an ethical system based firmly in the study of human 

motivation since ethics was grounded in the study of human desire and the satisfaction of 

that desire. The point of NE is not to persuade us to be good or how to behave well, but is 

to give people who are already living a life in accordance with virtue a reasonable 

understanding and motivation to persist in living the kind of life they’ve come to 

understand such that they move from being merely virtuous to genuinely or fully virtuous. 

It is important to note, however, that the development of the virtues is similar to 

the development of the vices (the extremes of the virtues). Aristotle claims that (most of) 

the virtues are dispositions lying in a mean. While the capacity for virtue (as well as vice) 

is innate, the virtues (and vices) themselves must be acquired voluntarily, and their 

attainment is a precondition, though intrinsically valuable, to ultimate human perfection.
55

 

Stability of character is ideal for Aristotle such that one performs virtuous acts only when 

one knows the acts are virtuous, deliberately chooses them for themselves, and does so 
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from a settled state.
56

 Thus, we can say that for Aristotle, an act is a genuinely virtuous act 

if and only if (1) one knowingly and deliberately chooses a virtuous act (2) for its own 

sake, (3) stemming from a settled state of virtue. Vicious acts are similarly defined, except 

that the one performing such an act does not think they are doing vicious acts because they 

are mistaken. Obviously, it takes time to actualize the settled states. But this is important 

for perfectionism since the attainment of one’s telos is normally self-sustaining as one 

finds her activity via “second nature” to be naturally pleasing and having reason to 

continue in it. The stability and duration of happiness depends on the stability of one’s 

virtuous character (likewise for vicious character in terms of sustaining that mode of life). 

An agent’s settled, sound conceptions of what is good are what enable her to see the 

practical world.  

In NE VII, Aristotle lays out six moral states: superhuman virtue, virtue, 

continence, incontinence, vice, and brutishness.
57

 These form contrasting pairs. From the 

states of virtue and vice come corresponding actions without internal conflict in the agent, 

except that the vicious person’s view of the good is delusional. The continent and 

incontinent know the good as does the virtuous person, but, unlike the virtuous person, 

these both struggle to do the good, consequentially being either successful (the continent 

person) or unsuccessful (the incontinent person) in their struggle with the passions. The 

virtuous person sizes up the particular situation, feels appropriately, and freely acts from a 

firm disposition. Both the brutish and superhuman are scarcely mentioned in the NE. The 

superhuman example seems to be a hyperbolic character briefly characterized by Aristotle 

as Homer’s Hector, and the brute is found largely amongst non-Greeks, people who live 
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by sensation alone.
58

 The other four moral states (virtue, vice, continent, and incontinent) 

have similar starting points in that they are rational dispositions developed by rational 

agents. Even though vice is delusional about the good, the vicious person still has a view 

about the good. Not so the brute who lives by sensation alone like a beast and, by contrast, 

the superhuman who lives by reason alone.  

Aristotle’s moral realm seems virtually exhausted by the four positions. Yet near 

the end of the NE men are urged to transcend their nature by contemplating as much as 

possible. So here in Book VII divine heroic activity is the goal of practical excellence. So 

we are again asked to consider heroic virtue of a superhuman sort, which brings us back to 

theos (“god”).  

The Aristotelian theos functions as a magnet, drawing us toward the best human 

life which is also the life closest to the divine. Hence, the ultimate teleological connection 

in Aristotle is a theological connection. Aristotle says that God moves everything “by 

being loved.”
59

 His God is the prime mover, who moves other things (by being loved by 

them) but is without motion in the divine activity itself which consists in contemplation, 

which in turn is also how we most imitate God. While contemplation is central to the good 

life, Aristotle refers to theological premises in regard to ethical (as well as intellectual) 

virtues. He says that the good of an individual is a desirable thing, but the good of a city is 

greater and a more complete thing to obtain and preserve, because “what is good for a 

people or for cities is nobler and more godlike.”
60

 Interestingly, Aristotle ends the 

Eudemian Ethics (EE) by saying,  

For god is not an imperative ruler, but is the end with a view to which wisdom 

issues its commands . . . for god needs nothing. What choice, then, or possession of 

natural goods—whether bodily goods, wealth, friends, or other things—will most 
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produce the contemplation of god, that choice or possession is best; this is the 

noblest standard. But any that through deficiency or excess hinders one from the 

contemplation and service of god is bad.
61

  

 

 

So the penultimate life of stable, virtuous character is a prerequisite to the ultimate good 

life. While detailed analysis lies outside the scope of this project, it should be repeated that 

by the mere fact that notions like “God’ and “divinity” are used in the Aristotelian corpus, 

we certainly should not assume that the same notions are in play as those found in the 

Abrahamic faiths which will be important to consider in Maimonides’ and Aquinas’ 

treatment of the good life.
62

 My point is that theological premises are significant in his 

system. The best life is in accordance with virtue, and this means being as much like God 

or the gods as possible (i.e., acting divinely in keeping with the divine element in us). He 

says:  

But we must not follow those who advise us, being men, to think of human things, 

and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so far as we can, make ourselves 

immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with the best thing in us . . . 

that which is proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for each 

thing; for man, therefore, the life according to intellect is best and pleasantest, 

since intellect more than anything else is man. This life therefore is also the 

happiest.
63

  

 

If we omitted the theological premises in this system, we would be missing the power 

within our lives of an attraction toward a kind of life that is not merely human (i.e., the 

divine element). And we would be missing the divine life toward which we are attracted 

on the first picture, a life that is foundational to the way the whole universe is ordered, so 
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that when we live in a way consistent with this attraction we are mirroring in our own lives 

the order of the cosmos. Without the theological component in Aristotle (an essential 

element in his teleology and psychology), we will lose this harmony. 

 So to sum up, we can say that man, according to his nature, has a high telos; 

indeed, it is to imitate God or the gods like only man can do given his nature and 

capacities. But one must first become genuinely virtuous, possessing phronesis, before 

living the contemplative life. But how realistic this is becomes a serious question or 

problem to which we now turn.  

 

1.2  Problems in Attaining the Prize  

We are now at the point where we can discuss the aporia(s) or problems in 

Aristotle’s system. The impasse emerges between what seems to be the good life 

attainable and yet not so attainable on the Aristotelian account. There are those who fail 

along the way to attain the end for the sake of which their natures are otherwise inclined. 

Man has a particular telos grounded in his nature. It is the telos of man, qua man, that 

determines which human qualities are virtues. Virtues are required for the attainment of 

moral perfection, a prerequisite for intellectual perfection. In Aristotle’s system, his theos 

is both the source of the moral (and metaphysical) “demand” (the divine kind of life 

according to which we ought to strive) and, in some respects, the enabler to reach that goal 

as the supreme object of desire. All people are naturally inclined according to their human 

nature towards the good life, the sort of life lived by the gods. Yet for most (if not all) it 

seems to be a sham. While we are designed or naturally inclined according to our natures 

towards a certain telos, actualizing such an end seems constantly, if not perpetually, 

elusive. While the potentialities resident in human nature seem to suggest that we can be 

all we can be, qua man, something required for this to transpire seems to be missing. It 

seems that our natural capacities in and of themselves are inadequate to bridge the gap 
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between them and the teleological demand such that the good life is perhaps beyond our 

grasp. Our natures incline us but do not adequately supply us for such a high aspiration. 

The teleological demand is simply too high for the good life such that most will never and 

can never obtain it. At the outset, the gap makes the good life elusive for most. This is so 

for both internal and external reasons.  

Externally, most are not even in the range of qualification for candidacy simply on 

account of their lacking certain external goods. Aristotle’s distinction between the elite 

and the masses alludes to this in some respect, giving the impression that the end of man is 

only seriously possible for a member of the elite Aristocratic class.
64

 More generally, few 

people seem to be internally (let alone externally) endowed for the effective transition 

from man as he is by nature to man as he could become if he realized or actualized his 

telos. There is a minimal requirement one must have without which it spells “the end” for 

the end (telos). Below we will observe with more detail the external and internal reasons 

for why this large class of people is precluded from the good life.  

 

1.2.1  Internal Disqualifications  

The ultimate good life is contemplation of the divine which requires theoretical 

virtues. Yet not all meet the conditions of moral perfection, a prerequisite for intellectual 

perfection. Recall that along the spectrum of the most common types of people are the 

virtuous, the continent, the incontinent, and the vicious person (hero and brute are 

uncommon). The continent person has sound conceptions of the good, but he experiences 

internal struggles with his passions which make it difficult to consistently satisfy those 
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conceptions. Similarly, the incontinent man has sound conceptions, and he too struggles, 

but he often fails. The vicious person, by contrast, has unsound conceptions but often does 

not know it. If this should be revealed, given the fixity of character, it is difficult or even 

impossible for such an individual to extricate himself and so reform. Aristotle admits that 

some agents become “ethically disabled,”
65

 as it were, but are nonetheless still culpable for 

their disability given the role voluntariness plays in becoming a settled agent. For the most 

part, Aristotle held that people are responsible for their actions and have substantial 

responsibility for their characters. But we do not know or have fine-grained control over 

the precise ways in which our actions affect our dispositions. We do not know, for 

instance, how many lies it takes to become a liar. We do not know how many times one 

must act a certain way before developing a good or bad habit and formed character, and 

thus establish a virtue or vice. In the case of vice, at some point it also corrupts our 

judgment and our perception of good. Aristotle says,  

 

Actions and states, however, are not voluntary in the same way. For we are in 

control of our actions from the beginning to the end, when we know the 

particulars. With states, however, we are in control of the beginning, but do not 

know, any more than with sicknesses, what the cumulative effect of particular 

actions will be. Nonetheless, since it was up to us to exercise a capacity this way or 

another way, states are voluntary.
66

  

 

 

In this regard, Jonathan Jacobs argues that, although it is voluntary, given Aristotelian 

character formation and corresponding modification of judgment, vicious agents can get to 

a point where, like virtuous agents, character is fixed, stable, and unchanging. Thus, a 

significant number of rationally responsible agents will become far too ethically disabled 
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to extricate themselves from their situation and respond appropriately to what is ethically 

required or demanded in order to satisfy genuine virtue (e.g., to genuinely do justice).
67

 

Ethical requirements are objective in Aristotle, but are not always or equally 

accessible given certain character states. Aristotle says of what is genuinely good that it “is 

apparent only to the good person; for vice perverts us and produces false views about the 

origins of actions,” and “in all such cases what is really so is what appears so to the 

excellent person.”
68

 This is not some sort of ethical relativism; rather it underscores that 

there is an objective perspective, but also that very few are so privileged to occupy it. Only 

Aristotle’s phronimos, the individual possessing practical wisdom, has the know-how, like 

a wine connoisseur who has acquired or developed the ability to detect genuinely good 

wine. It is the master ethical virtue phronesis which supplies direction to the virtues of 

character, a precondition to ultimate human perfection. It is phronesis that unites the 

virtues since they need to be informed by a true grasp of what is good in order to be 

genuine virtues of character.
69

 Phronesis is allegedly that which makes ethical 

requirements, or the demands of normative activity, truly accessible. Pre-rational 

habituation by repetitive action modeled on moral exemplars serves to modify character.  

While not knowing where along the spectrum of repeated activity that habit or 

settled character becomes established, it nonetheless makes a causal difference that it 

becomes established. As self-moved movers, we control voluntary actions that make a 

difference to our settled states of character, even when we may not intend to bring about 

particular states. Without necessarily intending it, one can come voluntarily to lead an 
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unhappy life. As character develops and matures, it typically becomes fixed and difficult 

(or impossible) to change. Even if the vicious man were somehow to be motivated to 

aspire towards virtue, it is not clear in Aristotle that he would even know how to do so 

unaided, or even aided, given that particular actions guiding considerations become 

framed with respect to one’s maturing character, shaping one’s ability or disability to see 

what is really good. If the Aristotelian conception of virtue theory is correct, and a 

naturalistic conception of anthropology is adopted, then it may be true that unaided 

humans are susceptible to ethical disability. The natural resources of human reason and 

volition do not seem to make plausible provision for moving one from a vicious state to a 

virtuous state on their own. This opens the door to consider a theistic conception 

(including revelation and a concomitant conception of human willpower in repentance) for 

the possibility of ethically significant modification of character. Hence, the importance of 

a Maimonidean or Thomistic overhaul of the Aristotelian schema.
70

 The more robust 

theistic meta-ethical requirement makes provision for human volition to respond 

effectively by faith and repentance in light of God’s gift of aid or grace, without which the 

horizon of human perfection may, for most if not all, be hopelessly beyond reach. Given 

our nature and our telos, the story of achieving the telos is significantly hampered for 

many based on Aristotelian fixity of mature character. The possibility for ethical 

perfection seems a long shot for most on this account. One needs to be virtuous, rather 

than continent, incontinent, or vicious. Further, the elusiveness of the good life for most on 

Aristotle’s account applied well before considerations of ethical disability (a resulting 

                                                           
 

70
 Jonathan Jacobs makes this suggestion on p. 160 in in “Aristotle and Maimonides: Ethics of 

Perfection and Perfection of Ethics,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 76 (2002): 145-63.  

If something like Aristotelian naturalism is the correct view of unaided human agency, then it may 

be true that without grace, either in the form of revealed law (and the human capacity to repent 

effectively) or in the form of infused virtue (for example, in the Thomistic view) human beings are 

susceptible to ethical disability. It would be unreasonable to expect those whose cognitive and 

motivational alienation from ethical requirements is quite fixed to change or be changed in the 

direction of virtue. 

 



35 

 

fixity of vicious character consequent on past action). This is because the majority of 

humans are constrained by matters beyond their control (e.g., slaves, women, children, and 

barbarians, etc.), making the good life a gentlemen’s club for the elite as we will see next. 

 

1.2.2  External Disqualifications 

Aside from virtue or vice, not all qualify for the prize given contingency, accident, 

circumstances, or “moral luck.”
71

 For Aristotle, external goods are required for the good 

life. Even a “well-endowed slave,” assuming there was such in Aristotle, may be out of 

luck despite his potential. Aristotle says that “happiness evidently also needs external 

goods to be added, as we said, since we cannot, or cannot easily, do fine actions if we lack 

the resources.”
72

 Some external goods enable the excellent political life (e.g., good birth, 

good children, beauty, or other good fortune). Without such external goods, the aim of 

moral perfection is virtually eliminated. According to Aristotle, certain virtues are 

available only to those of great riches and high social status (i.e., the aristocratic 

gentleman); there are virtues which are unavailable to the slave which in Aristotle’s day 

constituted a significant portion of the population. Worse yet, even if he is not a slave, 

there are still some virtues unavailable to the poor man. And those are, on Aristotle’s 

view, centrally important virtues to human life (e.g., magnanimity and munificence).
73

  

Many actions we perform require, for example, friendship, wealth, and political 

power as instruments. And any deprivation of things like good birth, good children, 

beauty, etc., detracts from our happiness. Being born in an impoverished state or childless 

or in a lacking social state, all of which are often products of circumstance, often render 
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the good life off-limits or nearly so. Fate plays a role here in Greek thought. Aristotle is 

forced to ask whether happiness is the result of some divine fate, fortune, or luck.
74

 He 

admits that if the gods give any gift at all to human beings, it is reasonable for them to 

give us happiness more than any other human good insofar as it is the best of human 

goods. Happiness is “one of the most divine things.” We need a certain amount (an 

amount Aristotle never defines) of fortune or external goods, in order for happiness to 

obtain. Because happiness cannot obtain without obtaining moral perfection, and the latter 

cannot obtain without prerequisite external goods, the things most people in Aristotle’s 

world would then be lacking, then happiness at the outset is scarcely attainable by the 

majority. Its seems, then, that happiness relies a bit on a matter of luck or chance 

circumstance, things that are out of one’s control.
75

   

The thought that while certain things seem obligatory for all (e.g., moral 

goodness), their attainment might be possible only for the few favored by fortune, is 

strikingly scandalous by measures of contemporary sentiment.
76

 For that which is 

universally obligatory seems to require that it be within our power to do. It should not be 

so dependent on contingency or, as someone has said, available only to “those with special 

skills, or kindly feelings, or exceptional intelligence, or luck in other ways.”
77

 If nature 

determines normativity, and if most humans are precluded, do we negate their humanity? 

It therefore seems that some features relative to normativity are lacking in Aristotle. As a 

normative theory, this creates potentially systemic problems.
78
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Furthermore, as Aristotle makes clear, ultimate happiness requires both complete 

virtue and a complete life. That is to say, even assuming the requisite external goods and 

that one has obtained the moral excellences, such a good is fragile and susceptible to being 

lost. Even though many events happen by chance, small things do not weigh in favor or 

disfavor much, but a multitude of them could make life good or bad making happiness 

vulnerable. The virtuous person’s happiness is unstable (despite his otherwise stable 

character) and vulnerable to circumstance of misfortune throughout his life (e.g., the 

tragedy of King Priam of Troy) such that if one experiences misfortune to a certain degree, 

no one calls that person happy. Even beyond death one’s status as a happy person is 

disputable if his legacy is to a certain extent out of his control given what sorts of lives his 

posterity live and whether this brings honor or dishonor on the dead and otherwise 

virtuous man. Nonetheless, virtuous activity, activity in one’s control, is the best possible 

means of securing what is ultimately not securable, happiness. This constitutes part of the 

tragic nature of Aristotle’s theory on the good life. 

So moral virtue is vulnerable to circumstance or accident in Aristotle. Yet, it seems 

intuitively plausible to most of us that from a human perspective we should not judge a 

person morally for what lies beyond his control. If he fails to do right because of 

unavoidable ignorance, or external constraint, or because of unforeseeable events that 
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produce disaster, we do not normally assign culpability to him as a bad man. We might go 

so far as to say that someone’s lack of intelligence, right feelings, or imagination cannot be 

relevant to the moral worth of his actions or to him as an agent. Since morality is 

obligatory on all, the demand of normative activity, it would be a kind of scandal if only 

some were sufficiently lucky. But this egalitarian principle that moral goodness is 

accessible to all and is invulnerable to circumstances outside our control is not agreeable 

with Aristotle. For him, such a moral demand, while obligatory on all, is not really 

accessible to all. It seems to be misguided on the Aristotelian account to talk of the good 

life for man, when it is really only appropriately geared for the aristocratic man. There is 

an evident inadequacy in Aristotle’s account to bridge for the masses the potential in 

human nature with the human telos. For not all are favored by fortune, and even if they are 

there is no guarantee of retaining it even when one has done her moral and epistemic best. 

So for human perfection in Aristotle, (i.e., the good life) to obtain, one must possess a 

minimum of external goods, be a virtuous person, and somehow retain all of this after 

death. This is not very good news for the prospect of obtaining the good life. 

Recall Aristotle canvassing the candidates for what might constitute eudaimonia 

(pleasure, honor, esteem, wealth, and moral virtue itself). Variously, all of these are too 

base, too instrumental, or too dependent on an external source to be viable. Aristotle 

claims each of these plays a role, but by itself none is sufficient to guarantee it. Each is 

necessary such that he says happiness requires external goods such as wealth, good birth, 

physical beauty, etc., without which the final goal is impossible to attain and one is 

rendered an outcast. Aristotle’s position forces him into a dilemma. Either happiness is 

something within our control (like moral virtue) and not easily lost, or it is outside of our 

control and at least partially dependent upon luck and fortune. For the former, external 

goods and moral luck play little or no role, but for the latter it seems quite dependent upon 

luck and good fortune. So either the good life is attainable and sustainable purely by our 
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own efforts or it is not (e.g., King Priam of Troy). Human life is ultimately tragic for 

Aristotle because of the interwoven contingency, even for the best of men. For him, 

happiness requires external goods and is consequent upon good fortune, rendering 

happiness, on the one hand, within our control and, on the other hand, greatly beyond our 

control. Contingency is woven into happiness such that misfortune and moral luck are ever 

present, making the good life tragically fragile indeed.
79

 The seemingly ineliminable 

element of tragedy in Aristotle’s account seems unmatched in Maimonides and Aquinas.  

 

1.3  A Way Through for the Virtuous: “The Few, The Proud” 

In the United States armed forces, the elite fighting force is the Marines. As 

opposed to the slogan of the United States general military, the Army—“Be all you can 

be”—the Marines have as a slogan, “The Few, The Proud, The Marines.” For Aristotle, 

who can “be all you can be”? Who can attain a durably good life? Given the multi-faceted 

problem that the good life is off limits to most, even though it seems strongly tied to the 

nature of things, there does seem to be a narrow way through for ”the few, the proud.”  

In Aristotle’s NE, he describes the megalopsychos, the “proud man.” There are 

those to whom honor is due, those who have run the race with pride. Aristotle affirms the 

virtue of pride (megalopsychia, “great-souledness”) as a mean between two vices or 

errors—vanity and humility.
80

 The megalopsychos, according to Aristotle, deems himself 

worthy of great things and is so. Thus, he is justly deserving of honor by others. While the 

vain man deems himself worthy, he is not. And the humble man, while worthy, sadly does 

not deem himself such. Thus, he is both ignorant and unjust to himself (since he fails to 

claim his rightful due), which is why he is in error. So honor is the prize, not the goal, of 

virtue such that pride is the “crown” of the virtues; it is a second-order virtue supervening, 

                                                           
79

 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 318-342. 
 

80
 NE IV 1125a19. 



40 

 

as it were, upon a fully virtuous person. Attaining this is not easy and is impossible 

without nobility and goodness of character.
81

  

The proud man disdains some men. Take, for example, the merely wealthy men 

who base their honor on their wealth rather than on virtue, and commoners who because of 

lack of wealth cannot partake of virtuous action. Of them he says that one ought “to be 

dignified towards people who enjoy high position and good fortune, but unassuming 

towards those of the middle class; for it is a difficult and lofty thing to be superior to the 

former, but easy to be so to the latter.”
82

 It is not surprising, then, that it is a cardinal sin 

for the proud aristocrat--the megalopsychos, the phronimos man upon whom Aristotle’s 

ethical theory is based, the paradigm of the virtuous man--to show dignity to the 

commoner. To be sure, it is not that he is necessarily pompous, but that he is simply 

claiming his due, according to Aristotle. If the proud man is the mean, then at the extremes 

are vain man and the humble man. Aristotle holds that the just prize of virtue is honor, and 

he should be honored. If pride were of little importance, then humility would not be a 

vice.
83

 Not only does Aristotle’s proud man seem scandalous to common sentiment, but 

one wonders how such a cold, self-sufficient, self-regarding deliberator can be ethically 

good let alone provide an ideal for others. And, of course, it is not one of the common but 

the uncommon who attains this. But even if such a person were admirable, he would still 

be a notable example of moral luck whose final estate rests in part on that good fortune to 

be able to act in a grandiose scale worthy of honor.
84
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Let us take stock one last time. We found that happiness is an activity in 

accordance with excellence or virtue, with the highest excellence or virtue which will be 

the best things in us. He says, “Whether it be itself also divine or only the most divine 

element in us, the activity of this in accordance with its proper excellence will be complete 

happiness.”
85

 Clearly, for Aristotle, that activity is contemplative. For he says, “this 

activity is the best (since not only is intellect the best thing in us, but the objects of 

intellect are the best of knowable objects); and secondly, it is the most continuous, since 

we can contemplate truth more continuously than we can do anything.”
86

 As well, self-

sufficiency belongs most to the contemplative activity. While a wise man and a just man 

and all others require the necessities of life, when sufficiently equipped with such the just 

man needs people with whom he can act justly. But the wise man, even when solitary, can 

contemplate truth. Happiness is also thought to depend upon leisure, but the political life 

seems unleisurely. The activity of intellect, which is contemplative, seems to be superior 

in worth and aims at no end beyond itself, and its pleasure is proper to itself. This 

contemplative life is “the complete happiness of man, if it be allowed a complete life.”
87

 

Of course, he then turns around and says that “in a secondary degree the life in accordance 
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with the other kind of excellence is happy; for the activities in accordance with this befit 

our human estate.”
88

  

Practical wisdom is linked to virtuous character which is also connected to the 

passions, indicating that such moral virtues belong to our composite nature. The 

excellences of the composite nature are human, and so are the life and happiness to which 

these correspond. So, it seems that we have the composite and the non-composite good 

lives. While the active political life with all its deeds is necessary for such a life, the man 

of contemplation needs no such deeds with respect to his activity, and they may even be 

said to hinder such activity. Aristotle argues in favor of the contemplative life as the best 

life for man on the grounds that the gods above all other beings are considered happy, and 

the sort of actions we assign the gods/God, the best activity, is contemplation. Once again, 

however, Aristotle seems to be dragged down by the fact that qua man one will also need 

external prosperity. For he says, “our nature is not self-sufficient for the purpose of 

contemplation, but our body also must be healthy and must have food and other 

attention.”
89

 For him, the truth of practical matters is discerned from the facts of life which 

are the decisive factor. He says that when we test our understanding of happiness against 

these facts and they harmonize, great. If not, then we must suppose our understanding a 

mere theory about the ideal.  

To wrap up, in Book I, Aristotle says three kinds of lives are thought to be 

especially attractive: pleasure, politics, and knowledge.
90

 In X.6-9, he returns to these, 

exploring them more fully than in Book I. Dismissing pleasure, he turns in X.7-8 to the 

two remaining alternatives, politics and philosophy, and presents a series of arguments to 
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show that the philosophical life, a life devoted to theoria (contemplation), is best. Theoria 

is not the process of learning leading to understanding since that would be a means to an 

end and not the end itself. For him, theoria is the activity of someone who already attained 

theoretical wisdom. The happiest life is the life lived by one who has a complete 

understanding of the fundamental causal principles governing the operation of the 

universe, and who also possesses adequate resources for living the life devoted to the 

exercise of such understanding. Such a life he compares to the life of a god. God thinks 

without interruption and endlessly. Likewise, the truly happy man, the philosopher, enjoys 

something similar for a limited, episodic duration, or at least ideally so. 

It is perhaps odd that he ends the NE this way such as to leave ethics behind. 

Perhaps instead X.7-8 is to be continuous and consistent with the other themes in the 

Ethics. Perhaps we should understand him to be assuming that one needs to possess the 

ethical virtues in order to live the life of a philosopher, like a god, even if such exercise of 

the ethical virtues is not the philosopher’s ultimate end but his penultimate end. One needs 

to be adequately equipped for the philosophic life by having practical wisdom, justice, and 

the other ethical virtues. That is to say, the political life is not useless, but it is only a 

necessary precondition as the penultimate life to living the ultimate life, the life of theoria, 

which is true eudaimonia. But whichever of the two ways of life one interprets Aristotle, 

yet still the good life is precluded for the vast majority and is even admitted to being 

limited or perhaps even only an ideal for the best and most fortunate of men.  

Perhaps the most salient revelation of the defects of the political life is that it is in a 

sense not such a leisurely life.
91

 Aristotle insinuates that ethical activities are remedial. 

That is to say, they are required when things go wrong. For example, courage is exercised 

in war, which is a remedy to some evil and not something sought. And so on for the other 

ethical virtues. The just person living in the real world must experience a certain degree of 
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dissatisfaction. Normally, the pleasures of ethical activity are mixed with pain. Unalloyed 

pleasure is only attainable for us when we are not involved in the mundane world and can 

contemplate the rational order of the cosmos. The exemplars of human happiness are those 

who are lucky enough to devote their time to the study of such a world far more orderly 

than the real world we live in, a world that does not so much require the continual exercise 

of the practical life. Hence, the good life seems to be somewhat idealistic rather than real 

even for the best of men.  

Interestingly, in X.9, the final chapter of the Ethics, he reveals that his task is not 

yet complete because humans can only become good or bad existing in a certain political 

community. We are precluded from attaining happiness, or even something that 

approximates it, unless and until we live in communities that foster good habits and 

provide the basic equipment of a well-lived life. Thus, the best life for man is not found in 

the political life. Yet the very possibility of anyone attaining the good life requires the 

willingness of some to lead the second best life, the political life, so that someone else 

may eventually live the best life, the ultimate end, the life of contemplation (theoria), the 

divine life.  

 So even for Aristotle, the possibilities are bleak. Either the good life is simply an 

ideal, or there is a way out if only for episodic durations. While it appears to be a very 

pessimistic outlook in terms of anyone actually attaining and sustaining the good life for 

both external and internal reasons, perhaps a better description is tragedy.
92

 The tragedy of 

contingency plagues most during life and even the best of men after we die. 

 Given the tight connection between (1) man’s nature and (2) man’s telos, the story 

of how one moves from (1) to (2) reveals some tragic inadequacy, something lacking in 

man’s capacities or the high demand to reach the good life. His view creates a systemic 
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gulf between man as he is and as he could be, rendering the prospects of the good life as 

not very good.  

 

1.4  The Medieval “Aristotelian” Turn 

Given the Aristotelian tragedy, both Maimonides and Aquinas have proposals for 

addressing the issues that do not require straining to either increase the human capacity or 

lessen the demand in order for man to live the good life. Maimonides and Aquinas, though 

differing in perspective, note something lacking, even lacking in a greater way than that 

which Aristotle let on, in terms of our human condition and capacities to reach the apex on 

our own.  

Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation focus on Maimonides’ and Aquinas’ 

respective departures from Aristotle by exploiting the Aristotelian picture’s insufficiencies 

for attaining the good life, while exploring their differing views of man’s fallen condition 

and human perfectibility. All three thinkers believe that the highest end for man involves 

some account of theoretical contemplation, the knowledge of God. If the knowledge of 

God constitutes human perfection, then human imperfection is somehow constituted by a 

lack of the knowledge of God. Not only are there substantive differences in their accounts 

compared to Aristotle’s relative to the summum bonum, but even leading up to that end 

certain key features lacking in Aristotle’s account are areas for which their own views 

make provision (either with respect to their conceptions of endowed human nature and its 

capacities, or with respect to some form of divine providence by which those capacities 

are extended in order for man to reach the summum bonum).   

Unsurprisingly, faith is not a virtue in Aristotle. And while the knowledge of God 

in Maimonides and Aquinas is the highest end of man as it is for Aristotle, there are 

semantic differences. Both claim—in the Guide of the Perplexed and the Summa 

Theologica, respectively—that faith is a virtue. As a virtue, there is some excellence that 
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this provides. The role of faith as a virtue in both of them makes a substantive difference 

over Aristotle in theoretical and practical ways, extending (1) our knowledge and (2) our 

motivation in actualizing the summum bonum. While Aquinas talks about faith much more 

than Maimonides, nonetheless both take faith as an important virtue that does 

philosophical work in each of their systems; faith (or its lack) plays a role in, and can be 

used to exploit their accounts of, the human Fall or lapse, moral perfection, and ultimate 

human perfection.  

Maimonides and Aquinas, in accordance with their theistic traditions, provide a 

philosophical account of the nature and extent of the fallen human condition. While 

differing from one another in their own assessments, both accounts reveal a clearer picture 

than Aristotle’s as to why man fails to obtain the good life. By examining their views of 

the original state of integrity and what constitutes or constituted the ultimate failure, 

bringing about the distorted human condition, we can best see what is missing and what 

ontological resources are available to help man resolve those limiting conditions such that 

the good life can be attained.  

The accounts of the summum bonum in all three thinkers involve some account of 

intellectual perfection, accounts which are markedly different given their understanding of 

the object of intellectual contemplation (i.e., the deity). This difference also makes a 

difference in terms of the broadly shared structure of human nature, the human telos, and 

the transition to the actualization or fulfillment of one’s telos. All agree that the summum 

bonum involves imitating God. But what this means, given the respective ontology each 

holds, makes a difference, where Maimonides’ and Aquinas’ accounts provide resources 

for a more robust, universally accessible, and durably sustainable account of human 

flourishing, in ways that Aristotle’s account does not. Their accounts, because of man’s 

limitations and or fallenness, required some form of Divine providence and appropriate 

human response. Aristotle’s account, to be sure, provides motivation to live the good life, 
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but not nearly as robust as the accounts of his medieval counterparts. An account of 

worship of a worshipful being or person provides a richer motivational base than merely 

imitating a principle thinking itself thinking whose summum bonum may be more 

motivationally deflating than appealing. 

Although certain conditions are required for attaining the good life, notions 

construed as some form of divine providence as well as faith are present in their own ways 

in Maimonides and are emphatic in Aquinas, especially given the gravity of Original Sin 

in the latter as accounted for in our exploration of the Fall. Given this, Aristotle’s 

phronimos (the virtuous person) is less than virtuous or simply less virtuous than 

otherwise thought, as there are certain virtues of the phronimos (e.g., pride) that run in 

opposition to virtue as understood by the medievalists (e.g., humility), rendering the 

Aristotelian vision as falling short of even moral perfection according to their respective 

accounts.
93

 This is in part because of one’s understanding of oneself in light of one’s 

understanding of the ultimate object of contemplation (the deity). Given the requisite, but 

relatively applied, notions of what might be called “grace” or “gift” and “faith,” all other 

things being equal, the Maimonidean and Thomistic man will always be in a superior 

position (NB: not superior nature) relative to the good life over their Aristotelian 

counterpart at any corresponding level (in the same way as an Aristotelian gentleman 

would be over a slave or poor man lacking certain resources relative to satisfying 

conditions for the good life to obtain). The best life is that of the philosopher-

prophet/saint, not the philosopher-sage.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

MAIMONIDES AND THE GOOD LIFE: INTRODUCTION 

As the saying goes, “From Moses to Moses there was none like Moses.” Moses 

Maimonides’ (1135/38-1204) impact is far reaching. While it is clear that Maimonides 

influenced many later thinkers both within and without Judaism, he was also informed by 

others in his own intellectual development, an important factor one needs to consider in 

trying to understand his thinking.
1
 

In this chapter, I will show how Maimonides’ view on the good life enhances 

Aristotle’s view in several ways, most of which connect with a feature absent in Aristotle, 

namely, the virtue of faith, a virtue not often discussed in Maimonidean scholarship but 

clearly one of significance for him.
2
 In section 2.1, I will examine Maimonides’ notion of 

faith which not only avoids being fideistic in nature, but which, to use Aristotelian 

vernacular, quite substantially fills in the form where Aristotle’s view is lacking.
3
 This 

necessary condition for the good life—the faith factor—can be shown to operate along the 

spectrum from the Fall to human perfectibility (i.e., the presence of faith or its lack plays a 
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crucial role in accounting for the Fall and man’s rise to human perfection). In section 2.2, I 

will show the essential role it plays in explaining Maimonides’ interpretation of the Fall 

and human lapse in general. In 2.3 and in 2.4, its role will be examined in recovering both 

the practical as well as the theoretical life of man such that without faith the best life is not 

obtainable, not even by one so great in the mind of Maimonides such as Aristotle.  

Maimonides shares a great many similarities with Aristotle in much of his 

thinking, so it is fair to say that his philosophy is quite Aristotelian. Indeed, “Maimonides 

without Aristotle is unthinkable.”
4
 This is the case on a number of issues, but most 

importantly for our purposes at this juncture is that they both affirm the same fundamental 

structure of the good life (including human nature, the human telos, and the general 

transitional story from the former to the latter). Of course, there are important distinctions 

in every one of these points (e.g., the image of God ,and what it means to imitate God in 

the summum bonum, to name a few), but the basic framework is nonetheless present for 

comparison and contrast.  

Now, as is well noted within Maimonidean scholarship relative to the good life, 

like Aristotle before him, “there is nothing Maimonides values more than knowledge, 

especially knowledge of . . . divine science.”
5
 But the content of this knowledge and the 

means by which it is obtained will, at times, mark a significant difference that makes a 

difference. Maimonides is dissimilar from Aristotle, especially on substantive issues, not 

the least of which is owing to his meta-context of what might be called his “faith 

tradition.” This should not be contrasted with a knowledge tradition. It could, however, be 

misleading to use this term if one is not careful, since Maimonides comes across as 

intellectualist, and this term may seem to express a form of fideism. But what is meant 
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here is that he is part of a tradition, Judaism, which possesses not only philosophical 

prowess of its own but also an additional source of knowledge that aids in promoting 

human perfection, the Torah, which means “instruction” given by God.  

Like other faith traditions (including the major Abrahamic traditions: Christianity 

and Islam), one’s conception of God and of the nature of man will determine, in part, what 

it means to imitate God and how that is done best. Both thinkers believe that the highest 

end for man involves some account of theoretical contemplation, the knowledge of God. 

But if the knowledge of God constitutes human perfection, then it follows that human 

imperfection is constituted by a lack of the knowledge of God in some way. Before we 

diagnose what constitutes this imperfection in the human soul and consider Maimonides’ 

prescription for it, we will explore one important but often neglected feature found in 

Maimonides that will appear all along the path to human perfection, a feature that radically 

distinguishes his view from Aristotle’s. While initially consonant with Aquinas, it 

ultimately marks out a distinction there as well. 

 

2.1  Maimonides on Faith    

Unsurprisingly, faith is not a virtue for Aristotle. While it may come as a surprise 

to some, faith is, in fact, a virtue for Maimonides. While the knowledge of God in 

Maimonides is the highest end, the role of faith as a virtue makes a substantive difference 

in theoretical and practical ways over Aristotle’s view. It would be a grave mistake to 

apply a conception of the nature of faith in Maimonides that opposes it to reason or 

knowledge. The account of faith found in Maimonides is not the sort of thing one might 

expect from some contemporary adherents of fideism who seem to delight in the act of 

closing their eyes and plunging with confidence into the absurd, as it were.
6
  Rather, the 
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essence of faith—biblical or perhaps otherwise—is confidence or trust in a worthy object. 

One can have faith in a thing (e.g., a chair or even a practice like daily prayer) or a person 

(e.g., a parent, a king, or God), and one can have faith in the truth of a proposition, such as 

confidence that the following propositions are true: “Aspirins help alleviate the pain from 

a headache,” “Mutual Fund X is a good investment,” or “God exists.” When faith as trust 

is directed toward a person/thing, it is called “faith-in”; when faith is directed towards the 

truth of a proposition, it is called “faith-that.” Contemporary philosophical vernacular uses 

“belief-in” and “belief-that.” In many cases, belief-in or faith-in reduces to belief-that or 

faith-that (e.g., “I believe in spirits” reduces to “I believe that spirits exist”), but such a 

reduction is not always the case.
7
 That is, belief-in may presuppose belief-that but is not 

reducible to it.  

Appropriate faith is grounded in knowledge and is as good as its object. Take a 

chair, for example. On the basis of my knowledge about the chair, I am able to exhibit 

confidence and a disposition to act (e.g., sit in the chair) as if some proposition about the 

chair is true (the durability of the chair is such that it can hold my weight). Faith is rooted 

in knowledge, including misplaced faith where one might root that faith in what one takes 

oneself to know, perhaps mistakenly. So, given that the object of consideration in 

Maimonides is ultimately God, we could well do what Menachem Kellner, following 

Abraham Joseph Heschel, has done, and that is to see the distinction between faith-that 

and faith-in as the distinction between “theology and depth theology.”
8
  

                                                                                                                                                                               
Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, Lowrie trans. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941; reprint 1974), 

44. 
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 H.H. Price, “Belief ‘In’ and Belief ‘That,’” Religious Studies I (1965), 5-28. 
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 Manachem Kellner, “Heresy and the Nature of Faith in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” (Jewish 

Quarterly Review 77 (1987): Cited in The Jewish Philosophy Reader, edited by Daniel H. Frank, Oliver 

Leaman and Charles Manekin, (London: Routledge, 2000; Reprint 2004), 114. See also A. J. Heschel, God 

in Search of Man (New York, 1977), 7.  
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Let us consider a model or exemplar of faith within historic Judaism. Although 

there were things he did not understand concerning his faith, the highly revered patriarch 

of Western religion, Abraham, placed his faith in God, a faith that was grounded in a 

minimal set of things he knew about God and was not at all a case of blind faith akin to 

fideism. Further, his faith in God was not reducible to faith that God exists. As with all of 

the Abrahamic faiths, Abraham is highly regarded in Judaism and, in particular, by 

Maimonides. He was not alone amongst well-known Jewish philosophers in commenting 

on Abraham’s faith. From the early Jewish philosopher Philo, we see an apparent 

reference to faith as a virtue in the context of Abrahamic righteousness before God (Gen. 

15:6). In fact, for Philo not only is faith a virtue, but it is taken to be the “queen of 

virtues.”
9
 In Harry Wolfson’s account, Philo takes faith to have two aspects: cognitive and 

non-cognitive.
10

 Surely, Abraham believed certain propositions about God to be true (e.g., 

those propositions pertaining to God’s unity, providence, and existence). And Abraham 

also trusted God with human life, including his own posterity, no less.  

Like Abraham, Maimonides affirmed certain propositions about God and believed 

that others should as well. In fact, in his Commentary on the Mishnah
11

 specifically in his 

discussion concerning the world to come and how all Israel has a share in it, Maimonides 

lists thirteen principles (the closest one comes to credal dogma in Judaism) that he 

                                                           
9
 Philo, On Abraham, 270, LCL, 6.1333. This is not of course to say that all forms of fideism are 

without cognitive content. But the account of faith given here certainly is not fideistic wherein religious 

beliefs are ungrounded, not being subject to rational assessment. Of course, religious beliefs may be directly 

grounded in religious experience without inference to other beliefs and thus rationally warranted akin to how 

perceptual beliefs are grounded in perceptual experience. But this is not ungrounded faith we are dealing 

with here in Maimonides, the one who is responsible for the greatest systematic work on Jewish law (i.e., 

Mishneh Torah). In this work he sought to show that every piece of Jewish law actually serves a rational 

purpose.  
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 Harry A. Wolfson, Philo, 2.216-18. It includes both assent to propositions and trust in God. 
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 This early commentary is to be distinguished from his greatest legal work, the Mishneh Torah. 

The former includes books like “Eight Chapters,” whereas the latter includes books like “Laws Concerning 

Character Traits.” 
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considers binding on every Jew.
12

 So it seems that there are certain propositions 

Maimonides thinks every Jew needs to believe are true. Some may consider this somewhat 

surprising in light of the emphasis in Judaism on actions rather than beliefs, and also in 

light of the contemporary variegated viewpoints in Judaism. One author, for example, 

claims that “it is difficult to imagine Jewish identity without a belief in God. Yet, for many 

Jews today, belief in God is a major stumbling block in relating to Judaism.”
13

 The 

contemporary Jewish lens might be shaded by a post-Enlightenment viewpoint that is non-

theistic. But for Maimonides, subscribing to doctrine was not a problem; it was a virtue. 

For, unlike other popular Jews of academic report, such as Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, 

and Peter Singer, he was not an atheist; and unlike Spinoza and Einstein, he was not a 

pantheist. He was, like Moses before him, a theist.
14

 He affirmed, and thought others 

should affirm, certain doctrines to be true, even if tempered by the via negativa.  

But can Maimonides, an intellectualist of sorts, make room for faith? Indeed, he 

does. In Arabic, he says faith (al-iman) is a virtue (fadilah) saying, “I refer to the virtue of 

faith.”
15

 His Hebrew equivalent is emunah. After we have unpacked it, this notion will 

prove useful in situating his understanding of ethics, the transition from raw human nature 

to the human telos. The context of this claim near the end of his philosophical magnum 

opus, The Guide of the Perplexed, is in the discussion of three substantial terms: hesed 
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 For these “Thirteen Principles,” see his commentary on Sanhedrin 10. In English, see Isadore 

Twersky (ed.), A Maimonides Reader (New York: Behrman House, 1972): 401-23. They are as follows: the 

existence of God, the absolute unity of God, the incorporeality of God, the eternality of God, that God alone 
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 David Ariel, What Do Jews Believe? (N.Y.: Shocken Books, 1995), 88-90. 
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(“loving-kindness”), mishpat (“judgment”), and zedaqah (“righteousness”). With respect 

to the last of these he says,  

 

The word zedaqah is derived from zedeq, which means justice; justice being the 

granting to everyone who has a right to something that which he has a right to and 

giving to every being that which corresponds to its merits . . . For when you walk 

in the way of the moral virtues you do justice unto your rational soul, giving her 

the due that is her right. And because every moral virtue is called zedaqah, it says: 

‘And he believed in the Lord, and it was accounted to him as zedaqah’ (Genesis 

15:6). I refer to the virtue of faith.
16

 

 

 

To digress for a moment, it is not simply that Abraham, to whom Maimonides here refers, 

had a high regard for God, but rather that he recognized God’s authority, and Abraham 

could be counted on to obey God in light of this understanding. His faith was 

characteristic of him like a common virtue. The Hebrew term emunah is sometimes 

translated “faith,” and at other times “faithfulness.” Kenneth Seeskin claims that from the 

standpoint of traditional Judaism, there is no difference because the man of faith is 

reliable; he is loyal. It is no surprise, then, that the Jewish concept of faith is found in the 

expression of a covenant whereby one’s faith in God is committed to keeping God’s 

commandments.
17

 In Exodus 24:7, the Israelites responded in the covenant made with God 

not with “we believe” but “we will do.” Given that the object of faith is a moral agent—

God—faith can be seen as reciprocated where emunah is ascribed to God’s relationship to 

Israel. This is not propositional nor even some blind faith God has in Israel (i.e., neither 

purely cognitive nor fideistic), but is an expression of God’s faithfulness or righteousness 
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 Maimonides, Guide III.53, 631. Ironically, some students of Maimonides are so wrapped up in 

his intellectualism that they’ve been surprised upon hearing that Maimonides affirms faith as a virtue. This 

was, in fact, the response of one Maimonidean scholar, Dan Frank, who disputed this dissertation proposal 

when it first began until seeing the textual evidence. Daniel Frank, personal email communication, February 

25, 2009.   
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 Kenneth Seeskin, “Judaism and the Linguistic Interpretation of Jewish Faith,” Studies in Jewish 
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to Israel to whom He has made a covenantal promise.
18

 So there is a sense in which faith-

in is an expression of trust or loyalty to another moral agent that is irreducible to faith-that.  

Both the cognitive and non-cognitive elements can be found in Judaism in general 

and in Maimonides in particular, and there is interplay between the two. For example, 

while Seeskin claims faith-that (an expression where one is convinced that something is 

the case, e.g., “God will keep his promise”) presupposes faith-in, where we must trust the 

person (i.e., God) who vouches for it, implying our loyalty, I suggest it often works the 

other way around as well. To trust the person, one must know something about the person 

(e.g., that they are trustworthy). One cannot love, believe in, or obey God in ignorance. In 

the end, having faith in God implies remaining true to God (i.e., faithful) as an object 

worthy of one’s endeavor, which explains why emunah is often translated alternately as 

either “faith” or “faithful.” 

Returning to the passage above, not only does Maimonides understand justice here 

as giving each his due, but he goes beyond this to hold that even when we act morally 

(e.g., curing the hurts of those whom one has not even injured), we do justice to our own 

rational soul. For Maimonides, intellectual perfection cannot be attained without the 

prerequisite moral perfection.
19

 He refers to moral virtues as zedaqah. As noted, his 

example is of Abrahamic faith (Gen. 15:6): “And he believed in the Lord and it was 

                                                           
 

18
 In Hebrew literature the use of parallelism (as opposed to rhyme in English literature) is often 

used. For example, citing Isaiah 1:26 in the New JPS translation of the Tanakh (the Jewish Bible and what 

Christians call the ‘Old Testament’), the last sentence reads, “After that you shall be called a City of 
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“righteous” and “faithful” are synonymous. Again, in Isaiah 11:5 it reads, “Justice shall be the girdle of his 
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faithful, believe, trust, etc., and emunah, used 49 times (cf. Gen. 24:27, 49; 32:10; 47:29; Ex. 34:6) is often 

translated as faithfulness, truth, faithful, faithfully, faith, and trust.  
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 He says in Guide I.34 that “the moral virtues are a preparation for the rational virtues.” 
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accounted to him as zedaqah.” He explicitly states what he means by this, saying, “I refer 

to the virtue of faith.” Therefore, I suggest that faith qua virtue in the Hebrew 

understanding of it is neither blind nor mere intellectual assent but involves consent; it is 

not primarily propositional but morally dispositional.
20

 As has been shown, it is closer to 

the concept of faithfulness, that which is borne out in action, given one’s confidence, 

devotion, loyalty, and trust in the object of one’s faith. This is borne out in the Bible and in 

the Talmud with which Maimonides was obviously quite familiar, having written an 

extensive commentary on it, establishing him as the greatest legal scholar of his day.
21

 

Not only is faith a virtue for Maimonides, it is perhaps initially surprising that it is 

not an intellectual virtue, but is instead a moral virtue. One might initially think it 

otherwise given some things he says about “belief,” namely, that it is not “what is said but 

rather what is thought when a thing is affirmed.”
22

 Further on in the same section he says, 

“we cannot believe unless we think, for belief is the affirmation that what is outside the 

mind is as it is thought to be within the mind.” So here, belief does not seem to be found 

as a relational quality or disposition with respect to other persons. Instead, it has particular 

cognitive content such that the proposition held is either true or false. Indeed, in contrast to 

some of the Talmudic statements, Maimonides does seem to require some cognitive belief 
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 When applied to our relationship to God is carries with it not merely a tendency, but a moral 
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citation deriving from Habakkuk 2:4. See Kellner, "Heresy and the Nature of Faith in Medieval Jewish 

Philosophy," Jewish Quarterly Review 77 (1987): 299-318. Reprinted in Daniel Frank, Oliver Leaman and 
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in individuals who may convert to Judaism, that is, cognitive elements required in 

religious beliefs (e.g., Oneness of God and prohibition of idolatry).
23

 

So it seems that we have here evidence of the nature of religious faith being 

primarily a dispositional attitude of the believer, but also one of propositional content with 

specific propositions to be affirmed or denied. Maimonides opens his commentary 

containing the “Thirteen Principles” this way: “I have seen fit to speak here about many 

principles concerning very important doctrines [al-itiqadat],” and concludes that “when all 

these foundations are perfectly understood and believed in [itiqaduhu] by a person he 

enters into the community of Israel.”
24

 

He insists that Torah commands affirmation of certain beliefs, some of which he 

takes to be philosophically demonstrable (e.g., belief in the unity of God and belief in 

God’s existence).
25

 So belief is, for Maimonides, a matter of the intellect in some contexts. 

But in others, it is also a matter of the non-rational or appetitive part of the soul. He 

subordinates the moral to the intellectual, the moral being instrumental and preparatory for 

the intellectual. And he uses both al-iman (emunah in Hebrew) and al-itiqad (da’at in 

Hebrew) for our notions of faith or belief, consistently distinguishing them. Iman is trust 

or consent, and itiqad is confidence or (intellectual) assent. This coheres with the 

distinction in contemporary philosophy of belief-in and belief-that.
26

 His intellectualist 

definition of belief is itiqad, and the term used of faith as a virtue is iman (emunah). So the 
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 Kellner, “Heresy and the Nature of Faith in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” in The Jewish 
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faith he denotes as a virtue is a moral virtue and notably involves characteristics of trust, 

loyalty, devotion, and commitment to God.  

Like Aristotle, Maimonides makes a distinction between intellectual and moral 

virtues and does this early on in his career in the Treatise on the Art of Logic where he 

says that “moral habits are settled states which form in the soul in such a way that they 

become fixed dispositions from which actions stem” and are termed “virtue and vice.” 

Likewise, he speaks of “rational virtues and rational vices” when speaking of reason.
27

 

Thus, moral virtues can become fixed in the soul through exercise such that they become a 

habit. So faith, like other moral virtues, matures with time and practice. Trust is something 

that develops in relationships with agents and is borne out in action when one comes to 

rely on the trustworthiness of the thing or person in question, whereas the affirmation or 

denial of a proposition may have little or no effect on one’s behavior. On the other hand, 

intellectual virtues are such as to have excellence in reasoning about propositions.  

Elsewhere, when he distinguishes between moral and intellectual virtues, for 

example in the Eight Chapters, he claims that justice is a moral virtue and resides in the 

appetitive part of the soul where man desires or is repulsed, and where fear and love 

reside. A person who trains and controls the appetitive part of her soul is said to possess 

moral virtues; the appetitive should be guided by the rational part, since it “distinguishes 

between base and noble actions.”28
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 “Treatise on the Art of Logic,” in Raymond Weiss and Charles Butterworth, editors, Ethical 

Writings of Maimonides, (N.Y.: New York University, 1975), 160. 
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 “Eight Chapters,” 61-63 in The Ethical Writings of Maimonides, translated, edited and compiled 

by Raymond Weiss with Charles Butterworth, (New York: Dover, 1975). In this earlier work, “Eight 
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So faith construed as a virtue would be a moral virtue for Maimonides, residing in 

the appetitive part of the soul whose vices would likely be viewed as excessive or deficient 

faith (a state of affairs wherein one does not believe where one ought to or believes where 

one ought not to). If faith is iman (in Arabic) or emunah (in Hebrew), then clearly it would 

be good to possess proper trust in God. In fact, if moral perfection is a prerequisite for 

human perfection, and faith is a moral virtue for Maimonides as we have shown, then one 

can hardly be morally perfect (a prerequisite to human perfection) without faith. This 

virtue is central to a Jewish theocentric ethic with God as the object of faith and the author 

of the commands which carry with them divine authority. This inspires enhanced moral 

motivation, much more than, say, in Aristotle whose portrait of the divine is thought 

thinking itself thinking which may be motivationally deflating by comparison.  

So in short, faith (emunah) is a moral virtue. This serves to dispel the hyper-

intellectualist view often portrayed of Maimonides. Given the context of Abrahamic faith 

where this is discussed, although not an intellectual virtue, it is still a prized moral virtue, 

and since moral perfection is a prerequisite to authentic intellectual perfection, it is 

indispensable for human perfection. Significantly and unsurprisingly, there is no evidence 

in Aristotle’s writings that faith, much less faith in God, is a virtue. All of this is not to say 

that Maimonides would prefer simple faith to knowledge of God; not at all. But rather, 

genuine knowledge of God will entail faith (as in trust). Knowledge and this kind of faith 

are not mutually exclusive. As Seeskin states, “If the purpose of reason is to search for 

truth, the purpose of faith is to insure the integrity of behavior.”
29

 Faith is a serious 

motivational factor. It is the knowledge of God, as we will see, that brings about love of 

God and trust (as Abraham surely trusted God based on some knowledge he had of God). 

We will see eventually that the virtue of faith plays a significant role in explaining the 
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Fall, human perfection, and the transition between the two, a major distinction from 

Maimonides’ philosophical predecessor’s vision of the good life with whom he shares the 

basic teleological structure. Without faith, the good life is neither attainable nor 

sustainable. 

 

2.2  The Fall and Ethics 

 In addition to arriving at a philosophical account of human nature in order to 

understand that in which human perfection consists, Maimonides also has a religious text, 

Torah, whose instruction informs his moral theory via divine commands and whose text 

provides certain key insights into the human condition. Relative to faith and its relation to 

the good life is man’s lapse from the ideal state. In The Guide of the Perplexed, he 

discusses the Fall of man in chapter 2 of the first part where he applies a philosophical line 

of interpretation to Genesis.
30

 At the outset, human perfection for Maimonides turns out to 

be rational contemplation (although, as we will see, this is richer than Aristotle’s notion of 

theoria), as intellectual perfection is the highest achievement of man.  

He discusses the four perfections of man in this ascending order of perfection: (1) 

wealth, (2) health, (3) ethical virtues, and (4) true human perfection (i.e., attainment of 

rational virtues leading to correct opinions on matters of metaphysics or divine science). 

Maimonides says that only (4) “brings man eternal life and by it man is man.” All the 

others, including (3), are of instrumental value to this end.
31

 Knowledge of God—

metaphysics, or divine science—is of the highest importance to Maimonides.
32

 The 
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Mishneh Torah begins with the basic metaphysical truths everyone is obligated to know 

and ends with the world being engaged exclusively in the pursuit of knowledge. The 

Guide also opens and closes with two parables depicting true human perfection, not as the 

moral, but with the acquisition of rational virtues conjoined with true opinions about 

divine things.
33

 We will find that intellectual and moral perfection in Maimonides are 

richly interwoven.    

In the Guide’s dealing with Adam in the Garden of Eden, the straightforward 

reading might suggest that Adam gains something that he did not possess before, namely, 

knowledge of good and evil. Thus, Adam started as a mere animal or beast and his action 

of partaking of the fruit gave him a new “moral sense.” But, in fact, Maimonides reverses 

this and claims instead that Adam became a beast consequent to the disobedience. This is 

why it is considered the doctrine of the Fall. He never really gained anything; indeed, he 

lost something or came to lack something (a case of Aristotelian privation). Maimonides 

holds with Aristotle that ethical and political matters pertain to “generally accepted” things 

or opinions,
34

 but that “generally accepted” things are not something accessible to the 

intellect but to the imagination. And the imagination is not constitutive of human 

perfection per se.
35

 Now, Maimonides does hold that one of the functions of the rational 

faculty is to rule cities,
36

 so perhaps we might be inclined to think that the intellect may 
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know good and evil (or is at least poised for such). Once the imagination knows good or 

evil, then it can employ the intellect to discern between them. 

Genesis 3:5 says, “And you shall be as gods (Heb., elohim), knowing good and 

evil.” It should be pointed out that the term elohim is not the specific covenantal name of 

God as expressed in the tetragrammaton, YHWH; rather, it is generic. As Maimonides 

points out, it has multiple meanings given in various contexts: deity, angels, judges or 

rulers over cities or states, strong ones, etc. He takes elohim here to mean rulers governing 

cities.
37

 Notably, Maimonides is in part fulfilling one of the dual purposes of the Guide as 

mentioned in his introduction, namely, providing a basic lexicon that assists in explaining 

various meanings that biblical terms may have. So according to Maimonides, it is not the 

case that man was an irrational animal before the Fall; he was the epitome of rational man, 

a philosopher, in that he was exclusively concerned with truth and falsehood, theoretical 

perfection, which just is human perfection. Among the powers of the human soul, two are 

noteworthy here: the rational and the imaginative. The latter, while sometimes useful, can 

also be perilous.
38

   

Genesis 3:6 says that the tree of knowledge of good and evil was “good for food 

and was a lust for the eyes.” Man partook of the fruit of this tree in disobedience and 

turned towards the lusts of the imagination and the sensual pleasures, and was thus 
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deprived of intellectual perfection. He acquired the sense for the generally agreed or 

accepted. It is in the fallen condition, as it were, from the realm of contemplative thought 

to the material world that man is concerned with ruling in ethical and political matters.  

Maimonides supports his interpretation of elohim to refer to rulers governing cities 

by appealing to two factors. First, he alludes to the imago Dei, the fact that man is made in 

God’s image which, according to the previous chapter of the Guide, implies that there is 

some similarity between the intellect of man and of God, understood as pure intellect.
39

 

Second, man is given a commandment which reveals his possessing both practical (at least 

in latent form until necessary for utilization) and theoretical intellect. 

So on one level, the Fall consists in a change of priorities from a life of the mind to 

a life of the body, from intellectual contemplation of truth(s) to being ruled by one’s 

passions, a move from intellect to imagination. It is taking one’s intellectual “eyes off the 

ball,” as it were, where Adam subordinated a higher good for a lower good(s). Man was no 

longer concerned exclusively with truth and falsehood but with good and evil, with the 

“generally accepted.” Recall that Aristotle distinguishes between demonstrative syllogisms 

grounded on true premises and dialectical reasoning grounded on generally accepted 

opinions, leading only to probable conclusions.
40

 Maimonides reapplies this distinction to 

the realm of theoretical truth and the realm of moral action. This is also consistent with 

Aristotle’s holding that ethics is not an exact science like the theoretical sciences and is 

related to the distinction between nature and law emphasized by the sophists.
41

 For 

Aristotle, generally accepted opinions are those accepted as known by the wise and are the 

basis of dialectical arguments.
42

 Thus, instead of being solely concerned with matters of 
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the intellect as he was prior to the Fall, man is now concerned with matters pertaining to 

the imagination, with political ruling. This tension between the ideal theoretical life for 

human happiness and the political life in the cities runs throughout the Guide.  

According to Maimonides, we find in the Torah that the theoretical life was again 

made possible by people like Abraham who prepared the philosophical groundwork for 

the teaching of Moses to take root and be promulgated. The Torah, then, is intended to 

train the beastly man to be obedient to theoretical and practical intellect, idolatry being 

fundamentally man’s subjection to the deliverances of his imagination. Maimonides’ 

interpretation of elohim as connoting rulers indicates that he takes this story as a 

philosophical allegory. And Maimonides is here accomplishing a second purpose of the 

Guide in this narrative, namely, explaining obscure parabolic works of the prophets which 

are not explicitly identified as such. That is, it is to be taken in its hidden rather than 

apparent sense. Maimonides then seeks to solidify his allegorical interpretation by noting 

that the term open need not be taken in its literal sense either in Genesis 3:7. The passage 

says, “And the eyes of both of them [Adam and Eve] were opened, and they knew that 

they were naked,” which according to Maimonides means, “They then became alert to the 

fact that being naked was to be considered an evil matter.” Whatever it was that seemed to 

them to be desirable to make them wise either was not itself desirable (only desired) or 

else was inordinately desired in light of other priorities (e.g., being captured by lesser 

goods instead of greater good[s] like failing to subject oneself to the authority of God’s 

command in order to obtain something else). Finally, he looks for other biblical passages 

to confirm his view. He says that he will give the significance and meaning of a particular 

verse in Job, and then reapplies that meaning in Genesis. The verse, “He changes his face 

and Thou sendest him forth,” denotes man’s directional stance in disobedience to his true 

nature, and as a punishment he was expelled from his blissful state.  
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How could Adam have moved from a state of blissful intellectual contemplation, 

the things of the soul, to things of the body, imagination, ethics, and politics? While 

Maimonides does not mention Eve or the serpent in the story, he gives hints elsewhere in 

the Guide.
43

 She appears to represent matter (resting on a platonic tradition of identifying 

woman with matter). Man’s flaw is his composition of matter and form. It is the matter 

that prevents him from being a disembodied intelligence, unconcerned with material 

things. The serpent seems to be imagination uncontrolled by reason.
44

 So man’s fall is a 

consequence of being distracted with matter or material goods and imagination.
45

  

Maimonides’ prelapsarian Adam represents man’s ideal state wherein no excessive 

or evil desires are present. This is not the postlapsarian Adam who needs to rule his 

excesses or evil passions. Summarizing, he cites Psalm 49:13: “Adam unable to dwell in 

dignity, is like the beasts that speak not.” Hence, rather than man beginning as a mere 

animal, disobeying and then becoming moral which is his highest calling, instead, since 

his true nature is philosophical and contemplative, man’s disobedience results in his 

misfortune of losing sight of his true priorities, becoming controlled by his passions, an 

irrational animal. He became in his corruption less than man, failing to imitate God as the 

best or optimal state of man.  

Given what we have said about the notion of emunah, we can now see that what 

came to be a fundamental lack in Adam was the loss of trust, loyalty, and commitment to 

God as expressed in God’s authoritative command not to eat the forbidden fruit. Upon 

seeing that its appearance was desirable and acquiescing to temptation, man was deceived 
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by such a prospect which revealed a compromise that took hold in man’s soul relative to 

his commitment to God. Emunah was broken. Adam’s disobedience revealed his 

disloyalty and lack of commitment to God in favor of that which is not-God. 

Consequently, the way things ought to be in shalom was lost.  

This raises some questions. To begin, why assume that the philosophical rather than the 

literal interpretation is the intent of the narrative? First, Maimonides, like other 

medievalists both inside and outside of Judaism, affirms what we might call the Unity of 

Truth thesis: Truth is one and cannot consist in contradictory interpretations. Maimonides, 

a disciple of the Muslim philosopher Al-Farabi, on the relationship of philosophy and 

religion holds that philosophical truth temporally precedes religions.
46

 Hence, unchanging 

philosophical truths about the world precede and set the rational framework for the 

acceptance of true religious claims.
47

 So the interpretation of a religious text must cohere 

with what is true philosophically about the world. Now, since what sets man apart from 

other species is rationality, the contemplative life is the ultimate goal of human perfection. 

So any interpretation of a Fall would presumably diminish this aspect of man in some 

way. And, of course, one can affirm this and also be committed to the view that emunah 

was broken at the same instant.  

Second, following Al-Farabi, religious texts are of a certain genre, a genre of 

communicating truth to the masses in a way appropriate to their understanding (i.e., via 
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imagination). True religion, truth for the masses, cannot contradict philosophic truth, truth 

for the elite. Like Al-Farabi and Aristotle, Maimonides distinguishes between the masses 

and the elite. Maimonides naturally takes the prophets as philosopher-statesmen, since the 

philosophic worldview informs the religious. In the case of Judaism in particular, 

philosophic meaning is present in the text because the Torah represents in popular form 

for the masses the truth of philosophy, and it was composed by a philosopher, Moses. This 

was also, according to Maimonides, previously prepared by philosophic groundwork via 

Abraham.
48

 

For Maimonides, the highest human achievement is doubtless the perfection of the 

intellect,
49

 an impossible feat without the ability to pursue truth, an ability shared by all 

humans albeit on a varying scale. The Tanakh, as a sacred document, is a source of truth 

for Maimonides. Such truths contained therein may not always be apparent, but we know 

that they are there if one were to dig sufficiently deep. It follows that any interpretation of 

the Bible that is demonstrably false (e.g., “God is corporeal because the Bible uses 

anthropomorphic language about God”) must be a false interpretation regardless of how 

straightforward it may seem. Biblical interpretation must accord with philosophical truth 

given the Unity of Truth thesis. In accounting for Adam’s total lapse due to disobedience 

(entailing a morally vicious lapse), it would be impossible for Maimonides to provide such 

an account without also affirming a necessary lack of emunah. Adam was motivated 

ultimately by lesser goods than by remaining true or faithful to the ultimate good because 

he was somehow captured by perhaps what were, in fact, goods, but goods found in 

disordered priority.  
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 As pointed out earlier, Maimonides takes faith to be an important virtue that is 

philosophically important in his system, a virtue often neglected in Maimonidean 

scholarly discussions. Faith (or its lack) plays a role in and can be used to exploit his 

understanding of the human Fall or lapse, moral perfection, and ultimate human 

perfection. In accordance with his theistic tradition, he provides a philosophical account of 

the nature and extent of the fallen human condition that, without mentioning it, indirectly 

supports a lack of faith in God as at least a partial explanation of human lapse, making 

faith a necessary condition to ultimate human perfection. Maimonides affirms that Adam 

was a philosopher-prophet.
50

 And Maimonides’ view on the matter of divine providence 

via prophecy is such that whoever is fit and also prepared for prophecy will invariably 

become a prophet as God will never withhold prophecy from anyone deserving it. It is not 

that God cannot, but that God will not. He claims that “according to the foundations of the 

Law, of the Torah, [God] has never willed to do it, nor shall He ever will it.”
51

 Adam’s 

prelapsarian gaze was devoutly focused on divine truth. For Maimonides, divine 

providence never ceases while one is so gazing. This human gaze or contemplation of the 

knowledge of God and divine providence would have obtained in the original state of 

integrity.  

Like Aristotle, Maimonides provides an account of the highest end for man, which 

involves theoretical contemplation, the knowledge of God. If the knowledge of God 

constitutes human perfection, then human imperfection is constituted by a lack of the 
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knowledge of God. But, as per our earlier discussion on the nature of Jewish faith, we 

have no reason to assume that Adam suddenly changed his theistic propositional faith 

from affirmation to denial, hence becoming an atheist. No, what seems explanatory is that 

he came to lack in emunah (faithfulness, loyalty, or commitment).
52

   

So what is the Fall after all if not ultimately a revelation of some lack of 

knowledge of God? Trust, devotion, and loyalty to God as the ultimate good and to whom 

we should give our obedience was compromised in a failure to acquire some lesser 

good(s) as though it were superior, which came to explain the fallen human condition. 

Now, if faith be a moral virtue as we have come to understand it in Maimonides, and if 

concern for good and evil were supposedly relegated entirely to the postlapsarian human 

condition, how could such faith exist in a prelapsarian state? We must keep in mind first 

that for Maimonides the Adamic story is allegory rather than literal history, and so any 

prelapsarian state is an abstraction; but secondly that faith has both cognitive and non-

cognitive elements.
53

 The non-cognitive may lie dormant during contemplative states. It 

depends, in part, on what one’s focus is on.  
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 Following Shlomo Pines’ interpretation of Maimonides here,
54

 Maimonides said 

that while in his perfect and excellent state, Adam was endowed with “the intellect that 

God made overflow unto Adam” through which he distinguished between truth and 

falsehood. Fine and bad (or good and evil) belong, for Maimonides, to the endoxa 

(generally accepted opinions), not those things cognized by the theoretical intellect. Prior 

to his disobedience, man “had no faculty that was engaged in any way in the consideration 

of generally accepted things” or moral judgments.
55

 But when he disobeyed and was 

inclined towards the desires of his imagination and pleasure of corporeal senses, he was 

punished and deprived of intellectual apprehension and became absorbed with judging 

things good and bad. Hence, “And you shall be like elohim knowing good and evil.”  

It seems apparent that if God gave a command prior to the Fall, then even if Adam 

had never in fact engaged a faculty prior to this moment useful for considering and 

obeying a command, he was nonetheless at once capable of doing so upon receiving a 

command. Since the practical intellect comes into being concomitantly with the theoretical 

intellect given that man is composite, then, as Aristotle remarks, the theoretical and the 

practical intellect differ only with respect to their telos, the telos of the theoretical being 

the apprehension of truth, and the telos of the practical being the good.
56

 When the 

intellect reaches towards higher things, its activity is theoretical; when towards lower 

things, its activity is practical. Both exist even if the latter is only in latent form owing to 

the existence of the intellect but whose practice depends upon the telos at hand. The two 

intellects seem to be identical as to their upokeimenon and differ only in respect to their 

logos (i.e., what they are considering). The practical intellect is what it is because of its 

relation to the body and bodily things. This concentration on material things has become 
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our concern now in this fallen condition rather than being ultimately concerned with and 

committed to divine truth. Having seen that Maimonides views faith to be an 

indispensable moral virtue and how it plays a role in accounting for the Fall and ethics, we 

can now examine how he moves out of lapse and towards the good life.  

 

2.3  Morality and the Path to Attaining Human Perfection  

Aristotle’s problems were multiple. Most men could not obtain the good life and 

fulfill their natural telos for various reasons which were out of their control. First, the 

Aristotelian man who had developed a fixed vicious character could not extract himself 

from it. Second, whether slave or free, one is consigned to the interwoven contingency of 

external goods of fortune and luck, even after death. At best the life of happiness is found 

to be rare and unsustainable, and at worst only an unattainable ideal. These things, 

however, are not beyond remedy for Maimonides, as we will see in the next few sections. 

Holding a robust view of free will, he invokes the notion of repentance, given that 

knowledge of the deity via Torah creates greater motivation, and his treatment of Job 

shows contingency to be unproblematic. And, of course, we have the significance of the 

virtue of faith.  

 

2.3.1  The Dispensability of Fortune 

As noted, the path to intellectual perfection requires moral perfection, but that path 

is vulnerable to some things; for example, one’s vulnerability to misfortune could bring 

about a disqualification for the prize, at least according to Aristotle. Recall that for 

Aristotle, tragedy is interwoven in the human condition. The contingency of happiness 

based upon forces outside of one’s control threatens the attainability and durability of 

human happiness, the good life. But Maimonides does not consider the vagaries of fortune 

as being indispensably tragic.  



72 

 

He uses the parable of Job to illustrate his own view of divine providence (which 

simply is divine knowledge in human affairs). Maimonides’ discourse on the parable is 

rooted in Aristotelian thought and grounded in Aristotle’s discourse on moral virtue and its 

ultimate insufficiency to procure sustainable happiness. Job is to some extent 

Maimonides’ analogue to Aristotle’s phronimos with his portrayal of the passage 

construed as an implied critique of Aristotle. His view of Job is that Job is ultimately good 

but ignorant, and so not wise. Maimonides notes that, although righteousness is attributed 

to Job in the story, wisdom and knowledge are not.
57

 Job’s tragedy is not brought about on 

account of his moral virtue or lack thereof but on account of ignorance. Dan Frank 

interprets Job as someone who “suffers on account of his innocence, i.e., lack of 

wisdom.”
58

 Else why would Job be perplexed about his situation given his relative 

goodness? He suffers from the common delusion that moral virtue procures happiness, 

often reckoned to be constituted by such entities as material wealth, health, family, etc. 

Adopting this, Job is presumptuous and has no true understanding of that which is of most 

value; he has no grasp ultimately on why what is happening to him is happening.  

Like Aristotle, Maimonides sees misfortune as being compatible with moral virtue, 

and thus that moral virtue is not ultimately what procures or secures happiness.
59

 One 

could be morally virtuous and suffer misfortune and thus lose happiness. All the 

candidates that are considered by Aristotle (e.g., wealth, health, virtue, etc.) to be 

necessary are not by themselves sufficient conditions. The question persists whether 
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happiness is in our control and to what extent. As Frank puts it, “Aristotle’s position drives 

him to the following dilemma . . . either happiness (like moral virtue) is something in our 

control . . . in which case external goods and moral luck play no role, or happiness is, at 

least in part, outside our control.”
60

 It is no wonder there was unresolved tension in 

Aristotle regarding stability and fragility in happiness. Misfortune and moral luck consign 

us to tragedy. King Priam of Troy is a prime example of someone who had it and lost it, 

and this is true given the contingency of happiness whose attainability and sustainability 

lie outside ourselves, whether in this life or thereafter.  

But differing here from Aristotle, Job’s “misfortune” according to Maimonides, is 

ignorance. If there is tragedy in Maimonides, it is that not all can be philosophers.
61

 For 

him, the antidote to human suffering (as with everything else) is knowledge of God. Job 

misunderstood this until the end when he realized that his assumption about the role of 

moral virtue or external goods in securing happiness was insufficient. Only knowledge of 

God guarantees that one possesses a sense of the relative value of things. Such knowledge 

brings with it invulnerability to fortune. Without it, we suffer concern for lower things.  

Thus, for Maimonides in contradistinction from Aristotle, misfortune is not an 

ineliminable part of the world because it is often a function of ignorance which is soluble. 

Such ignorance—at least of what is of ultimate rather than even penultimate importance in 

life—reflects an imperfection. Misfortunes of the type revealed in Job would not be 

misfortunes if one had genuine wisdom and knowledge of God.
62

 And Maimonides held 

that Job had “no true knowledge and knew the deity only because of his acceptance of 
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authority, just as the multitude adhering to a law know it.”
63

 Job is portrayed to be like 

those later in the Guide who merely consider traditional authority but do not engage in 

speculative thinking in religion.
64

 Such people are merely folks of unreflective common 

sense and are captured by contingency.  Not so those who engage in philosophical 

understanding of the human good which entails that prophecy is the highest good and, of 

course, the prophet (especially Moses) is the human ideal. Divine providential care is no 

less than a function of intellectual apprehension of the divine. Maimonides says that  

 

Providence watches over everyone endowed with intellect proportionately to the 

measure of his intellect . . . Providence always watches over an individual 

endowed with perfect apprehension, whose intellect never ceases from being 

occupied with God. On the other hand, an individual endowed with perfect 

apprehension, whose thought sometimes for a certain time is emptied of God, is 

watched over by providence only during the time when he thinks of God; 

providence withdraws from him during the time when he is occupied with 

something else . . . and becomes in consequence of this a target for every evil that 

may happen to befall him.
65

 

 

 

For Maimonides, then, the human condition is not ineliminably tragic given its tie to 

contingency because we are far more in control of our destiny than Aristotle held. Not 

until the end when Job encountered the divine did he come to his wits in humility and 

understand that happiness is not dependent upon things in the contingent realm, which are 

now viewed as “dust and ashes.” Further, the Maimonidean man is at an advantage over 

the Aristotelian man given both divine aid and motivation towards the divine, having a 

more robust conception of the divine and man being made in that image. The bridge 

between human nature grounded in the imago Dei and the human telos given the divine 

aid of the Torah is closer for many than Aristotle imagined. Man need not be a cosmic 

orphan. As Frank points out, “though prophecy, the summum bonum, is for Maimonides 
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not wholly a natural occurrence, the first step is very much in our power.”
66

 The 

dispensability of fortune, then, is such because the knowledge of God eclipses all other 

fortunes by comparison.  

 

2.3.2  Habituation, the Fixity of Character, and Moral Motivation 

Beyond the issue of external goods of fortune serving to disqualify many, in 

Aristotle’s schema, from attaining the good life, there is another issue weighing against the 

Aristotelian vision, namely, the hardness of moral character itself. Maimonides adopts and 

adapts Aristotelian vernacular for his own ends. He finds company at many points, for 

example, the nature and acquisition of the virtues via voluntary activity towards habituated 

character. Human capacity and voluntariness seem more elastic for Maimonides in order 

to meet ethical demands that are brought into reach for us by divine aid in a more 

proximate sense than for Aristotle. The relation between human capacity for, and 

accessibility to, the good life is thus increased on Maimonides’ account.  

Virtue ethics generally speaking tells a story about the transformation of character 

through a habitual process something like this agricultural metaphor: “Sow a thought, reap 

an action; sow an action, reap a habit; sow a habit, reap a character; sow a character, reap a 

destiny.” Aristotle’s virtue theory entails a certain level of fixity of character, an ideal for 

him because it provides a measure of self-sustaining happiness. Having settled 

dispositions comes with advantages because it stabilizes character and leads to destiny. 

Having a virtuous character enables one to move to the ultimate contemplative good such 

that fixity is a good thing in terms of creating a potentially durable happiness. The 

achievement of one’s telos is itself said to be somehow self-sustaining.  
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But what if one possesses vicious character? It cuts both ways in terms of virtue 

and vice. The positive for some becomes a death knell for others given this fixity of 

mature character. While Maimonides shares with Aristotle that most of the virtues are 

dispositions lying in the mean which we are naturally capable of acquiring via our own 

volition, he has substantial differences with Aristotle. The naturalistic Aristotelian view 

entails that a person who acquires vices to a certain degree may wind up with such a fixed 

character as to render him utterly incapable of ever extracting himself out of it and 

rendering the good life forever beyond reach. 

Pre-philosophical moral thinking and the structure shared by Aristotle and 

Maimonides (i.e., human nature in potentia, human telos, and the transition of actualizing 

one’s natural potential) may seem to imply some notion of “ought implies can,” where 

certain ethical demands or considerations can somehow be satisfied by the obliged agent. 

But the obligation imposed upon the Aristotelian perhaps entails a demand that cannot be 

met by natural human capacity alone. Given the stability of character, the developed 

character of a bad agent seems to preclude his extracting himself from a state of developed 

vicious character in the same way that it fosters stability for the happy life in the good 

character. While the continent and incontinent man have proper conceptions of what is 

good, and struggle (successfully or not, respectively) to satisfy them, the vicious man’s 

conceptions become corrupt and perverse such that he does not even know that what he is 

doing is not good. In this way, character informs cognition. Even if he were to discover or 

be shown his vices, his character now seems to preclude him from doing anything about it. 

Though the agent is culpable for getting there, she is virtually incapable of getting out of 

there. Ethical considerations, while objective, and possibly even ordinarily accessible, 

cannot be satisfied.  

However, available on Maimonides’ account is the notion of repentance, entailing 

emunah, which greatly enhances Maimonides’ notion of voluntariness over Aristotle’s 
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such that one can through repentance always extract oneself. Furthermore, the Aristotelian 

phronimos, while not vicious, does suffer on Maimonides’ account from some epistemic 

and ethical dysfunction or defect and may not be aware of it. He is, on the Maimonidean 

account, lacking in some crucial sense. And by Aristotle’s own lights, the answer to the 

question, how should one live? is grasped from the inside out, from the standpoint of the 

virtuous person.
67

 But whereas phronesis functions for Aristotle as the master virtue 

informing the other virtues, Torah functions for Maimonides in a similar way. Thus, in 

another sense the answer to the question may be grasped from outside help. The Torah 

brings with it potential for restoration. As Jonathan Jacobs notes pertaining to phronesis, 

“The role that practical wisdom fulfills for Aristotle, in making ethical requirements 

accessible is, in Maimonides’ view, performed by the Law, the revealed will of God.”
68

  

This is the case even for those generally accepted opinions known by the many or the wise 

and which are rationally defensible and discernible even if not demonstrable, since they 

are ultimately “justified and sanctioned by their being part of revealed law.”
69

   

Jacobs is correct in affirming that revelation guarantees the ethical demands’ 

authoritativeness in a way unparalleled in Aristotle. But it seems that Jacobs is incorrect in 

believing that it guarantees its equal accessibility, unless one means all are capable of 

receiving prophecy, or in comparison with an Aristotelian need for a properly endowed 

community to foster good laws and upbringing such that the Maimonidean has that 

necessary communal element. But clearly, the Maimonidean man, a man with revelation, 

potentially achieves ethical understanding via the gift of Torah and the knowledge of God. 

Maimonides claims that the commandments “discipline the powers of the soul” in the 
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sense that they are capable of making a transformative difference in the agent rather than 

merely changing behavior.
70

 They are graciously given by God as instructional but can 

become transformational in character by obedience. The Torah then sets a demand which 

we are capable (via repentance) of satisfying by our capacities (see Deut. 30:11-14). 

Revealed law is a difference that makes a difference in terms of its availability or 

accessibility. In light of Torah, repentance, entailing emunah, is a powerful motive force.  

A fundamental difference is scope of voluntariness or freedom given the ability to 

extract oneself from a vicious state via repentance. True, habituation to settled character 

initially requires robust freedom, and our actions do make a causal difference, but 

Aristotle’s view seems to allow self-determination to determine oneself right out of any 

further self-determination, whereas Maimonides’ conception of freedom is always an open 

question given the nature of the covenant between man and God. In his Commentary on 

the Mishnah, where he is dealing with free will and punishment, he says, “to sum up the 

matter . . .  just as God wishes man to be erect in stature . . . so too He wishes him to move 

or be at rest of his own accord and to perform actions voluntarily. He does not force him.” 

And in reference to the Fall (e.g., Genesis 3:22) when man rebelled, he says that Adam  

 

has become unique in the world, i.e., a species having no similar species with 

which he shares this quality he has attained. What is this quality? It is that he 

himself, of his own accord, knows the good and the bad things, does whatever he 

wishes, and is not prevented from doing them . . . All of this is just. It is necessary 

for him to accustom his soul to good actions until he acquires the virtues, and . . . 

should not say he has already attained a condition that cannot possibly change, 

since every condition can change from good to bad and from bad to good; the 

choice is his.
71
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Maimonides says that “whoever is bad is so by his own choice. If he wishes to be virtuous, 

he can be so; there is nothing preventing him.”
72

 For Aristotle, mature character, in 

whatever state it is in, typically becomes fixed and then hard if not impossible to alter. 

Even if not impossible, this is where the motive force is greatly enhanced by emunah, a 

moral virtue directed to a person, not to a principle. For the Aristotelian virtuous or vicious 

agent, certain ethical considerations do not even figure into the matrix in decision making 

since they become tone deaf to either vicious (if a virtuous person) or virtuous (if a vicious 

person) actions as they’ve become conditioned otherwise. For Maimonides, repentance 

(and lapse) is always possible.
73

 Repentance is an activity that has a transformative effect 

if one does it from a knowledge and love of the law and, ultimately, of the Law Maker. 

For Torah not only makes one wise but “restores the soul.” Its guidance and potential 

action-guiding response (faith) provides a wider scope of voluntariness than does 

phronesis. 

To some extent, as nature is to history, so natural law is to revealed law. Not only 

are moral principles rationally discernible, generally speaking, but they and other moral 

injunctions are authoritatively codified and sanctioned in the Torah, providing the 

commoner and not just the philosopher with necessary authoritative tools. So the ethical 

demands known generally through rational discernment are sanctioned by Torah, which 

guarantees authoritativeness and, in principle, broader accessibility amongst the masses. 

Such generally accepted ethical demands (e.g., murder, theft, etc.) are “laws about which 

the sages said ‘If they were not written down, they would deserve to be written down.’ 
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Some of our modern wise men who suffer from the sickness of the dialectical theologians 

call them rational laws.”
74

  

But Maimonides believes that the reason to follow the law is not mere legalistic 

obedience but to perfect the soul, saying, “Great is repentance, for it brings men near to 

the Divine Presence (Hosea 14:2).”
75

 The repentant individual is said to undergo 

transformation of character.
76

 The authoritative definiteness of certain moral injunctions 

for Maimonides is available for the vicious in a way that is not so on Aristotle’s schema. 

Jacobs says concerning Maimonidean meta-ethics, 

 

If something like Aristotelian naturalism is the correct view of unaided human 

agency, then it may be true that without grace, either in the form of revealed law 

(and the human capacity to repent effectively) or in the form of infused virtue (for 

example, in the Thomistic view) human beings are susceptible to ethical disability. 

It would be unreasonable to expect those whose cognitive and motivational 

alienation from ethical requirements is quite fixed to change or be changed in the 

direction of virtue.
77

 

 

 

This brings us to an important point. Goodness without God may not be good 

enough. Grace of sorts enables capacity to satisfy the demand for humans to be all that 

they can be and attain the good life.
78

 But given the additive facets in Maimonidean 

resources over the Aristotelian situation (e.g., divine aid of Torah and the extended scope 

of volition allowing one the seeming perpetual possibility to express emunah and repent), 

the bad person can truly be restored such that one is left without excuse for continuing 
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outside of virtue and the good life. So factors that contribute to the problems of the 

contingency of fortune and fixity of character do not seem to plague Maimonides like they 

do Aristotle in ordinary situations.
79

   

 

2.3.3  Sagacity, Saintliness, and Moral Motivation 

While anyone can achieve this moral perfection, in principle, perhaps it is 

practically unachievable outside of Judaism. Recall that Aristotle’s NE was geared to a 

particular audience, an audience already prepared, in part, for his lectures. They were 

already inclined towards the good life (having been brought up in fine habits and 

externally endowed with sufficient fortune), but Aristotle has something to offer which 

they lacked: a reflective grounding for the basis and motivational reinforcement to 

continue living the good life to the fullest extent. He wanted to move them from 

unreflective behaviors in accordance with virtue to an actually virtuous life. One’s 

understanding reinforces one’s motivation to live it. The NE provides those with 

habituated virtue what they need so as to be fully virtuous, possessing phronesis. Now, 

Maimonides similarly has something he is offering the audience of the Guide, a reflective 

grounding and motivational reinforcement to continue in the good life over and against 

merely going through the actions.  

Interestingly, as we will see, he is committed to the view that the Aristotelian man, 

indeed the phronimos himself, is by comparison merely living in accordance with the 

virtues, but not actually living the virtuous life. Like the lectures of the NE, the Guide 

provides its audience, the virtuously predisposed, the necessary reflective grounding to 

continue the lives they are inclined to live. The Guide is a dialectical work that starts from 

endoxa, beliefs of the many or wise, and siphons out the truth from them. The addressee is 
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one for whom the validity of the Law has both become established in her soul and actual 

in her belief. He is trying to reconcile halakhic (the body of Jewish religious law) faith 

with philosophic wisdom. So it is an audience who has thus far lived a life consonant with 

Jewish virtue but now wants philosophical edification to motivate and sustain such a life.  

Like Aristotle, Maimonides thinks that an account of human nature and its telos is 

necessary to understand what it means for a human person to flourish. It is this natural 

teleology from which the morality of happiness, the good life or flourishing, emerges.
80

 

But unlike Aristotle, Maimonides gives an account of human nature with an importantly 

distinct facet grounded in the image of God (Heb. tzelem; Ltn. imago Dei) and human 

fallenness relative to his understanding of Torah, an additional and authoritative 

epistemological light accessible to the Maimonidean man. Given human nature’s fallen or 

lapsed condition, man has an acute problem that needs resolution if human perfection is to 

be obtained.  

Now, Maimonides does not affirm the fallen condition with such gravity as does 

the Christian world which is given to the doctrine of original sin. He says that man does 

not possess either virtue or vice at the beginning of his life.
81

 It does not seem plausible to 

attribute to Maimonides the view that man has a sinful nature or inclination.
82

 Recall that 
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Maimonides’ philosophical interpretation of the Fall is allegorical. But it still points to a 

problem that is a reality of our current estate even if not understood to be inherited by the 

rest of humanity directly from Adam. We suffer from a lack of knowledge of God, the 

ultimate human perfection. One reason that moral perfection cannot be the highest form of 

human perfection is that moral perfection is “an instrument for someone else” and thus 

involves others besides the person seeking such perfection rather than the solitary 

individual.
83

 Another reason is that moral claims, unlike scientific or metaphysical ones, 

are non-demonstrable. They are not deducible from self-evident premises. A yet third 

reason is that the prerequisite to moral judgment relies on the pitiful fact that we are 

beings of passion, possessed with acquisitive lusts consequent to our being composed of 

matter and form (intellect). 

Despite its secondary position in order of human perfection, morality plays a 

crucial role in Maimonides’ thinking. For we must quell the impulses of matter that 

distract from intellectual pursuits en route to true human perfection, whose quelling is 

associated with “holiness.”
84

 Now, even though there is a certain kind of morality that 

precedes and is instrumental to the life of contemplation, Maimonides also affirms a kind 

of morality that proceeds from and is a consequence of the life of contemplation, 

representing an overflow from the intellectual perfection. Relative to the point of 

intellectual perfection, let us call the former anterior morality (AM) and the latter 

posterior morality (PM).
85
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Maimonides claims that “the improvement of moral habits is the same as the cure 

of the soul and its powers” such that the proper cure for the soul via moral habituation 

makes knowledge of God possible (to the extent that man can know God) and may even 

bring about prophecy, whereas vices function as veils inflicting the soul and preventing 

prophecy. In improving the soul via AM, a process that occurs over time and with proper 

actions forming habits of character, Maimonides largely concurs with Aristotle’s doctrine 

of the mean between two extremes, both of which are vices (either excess or deficiency).  

Interestingly, along with Aristotle, Maimonides holds that some extremes are 

further from the mean than their opposites. For example, cowardice is more opposed to 

bravery (or courage) than bravery is to rashness (or fool-heartedness).  So for him, 

acquiring a virtuous character trait may require performing acts deviant from the mean for 

purposes that are either corrective (bringing his characteristics towards the mean), or 

preventive (sustaining someone on the mean).
86

 If someone is inclined towards cowardice, 

he should act with great boldness in the direction of fool-heartedness such that he corrects 

the extreme and ends up on courage. Then he can continue to perform only courageous 

acts so as to sustain the mean. This deviant stance for corrective or preventive purposes is 

what justifies ascetic behavior (e.g., the Nazarite), apart from which purposes such 

behavior would be a vice. 

While he invokes the mean almost as an ideal, Maimonides often displays 

inclinations towards asceticism, particularly for those who are living the life of the 

intellect (including prophets). There is the “wise man” or sage who acts according to the 
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mean, and next to him the “pious man” or prophet who, in practicing preventive therapy, 

intentionally leans towards one of the extremes.
87

 Maimonides alternates in praise between 

the two, citing Solomon and the philosophers in favor of the wise man (the virtuous person 

whose desires are in accord with his actions), and the rabbis in favor of the pious man 

(similar at this stage to the continent man who is duty bound and succeeds despite his 

desires to obey the laws).
88

 Both Aristotle and Maimonides agree that the ultimate good 

life entails the imitation of God whose activity is superhuman, but they disagree 

specifically regarding the nature of the imago Dei, the deity, and the involvement of the 

moral component. 

A stark contrast between Aristotle and Maimonides on at least one of the virtues 

each prizes concerns the virtues of pride and humility.
89

 For Aristotle, the proud man 

(megalopsychos) is his highest achieving specimen en route to the life of contemplation. It 

is his phronimos, or man of practical wisdom, whom Aristotle believes is entitled honor 

from others. Honor is the prize (to athlon) for the morally virtuous individual, keeping in 

mind that not all qualify for the prize (those because of fixed vicious character who cannot 

extricate themselves, and those who lack the resources given a lack of external goods or 

misfortune). Aristotle demands honor, whereas Maimonides disdains it. The proud man’s 

crown of virtue is like a second order virtue that supervenes upon its subvenient virtuous 

base. While wealth and good birth are not what is awarded, neither are they irrelevant, for 
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one cannot exercise virtues such as liberality without money to do so. And the crown 

cannot be had without the virtues.
90

 This proud man is the great-souled man or phronimos 

upon whom the Aristotelian ethical theory is based. In opposition to this, Aristotle thinks 

the humble man is somehow lacking. This would be anathema for Maimonides. For him, 

given what the Torah says, one is forbidden to pursue the disposition of pride or approach 

it as to some sort of mean.
91

 But Aristotle thinks that the extremes of the proud man—

vanity and humility (or undo humility)—are vices. Humility does not give the honorable 

person his due. Indeed, the humble man suffers from both self-injustice and ignorance 

(moral and epistemic deficiencies). So the Maimonidean man who is supposed to be 

humble is, for Aristotle, lacking in some important aspect of virtue, either moral or 

epistemic. While the vain man claims more than his due, it is the humble (and not just 

extremely humble) man that is ignorant of his due because he is ignorant of himself, a 

failure of the maxim to “know thyself.”
92

 Putting Aristotle’s proud man in perspective 

may not resolve the differences.
93

 What is mainly at issue here is how an agent sees 

                                                           
90

 Aristotle, NE IV 1-3.  

 
91

 Maimonides, “Laws Concerning Character Traits,” II.3.  

 
92

 Aristotle, NE III, 1125a22. 

 
93

 Our notion of “pride” and that of Aristotle’s may not be the same. For a good discussion, see W. 

F. R. Hardie, “‘Magnanimity’ in Aristotle’s Ethics,’ Phronesis (1978): 63-79; H. Curzer, “A Great 

Philosopher’s Not So Great Account of Great Virtue: Aristotle’s Treatment of ‘Greatness of Soul,’” 

Canadian Journal of Philosophy 20 (1990): 517-38; “Aristotle’s Much Maligned Megalopsuchos,” 

Australasian Journal of Philosophy 69.2 (1991): 131-51; Julie Anna, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1995), esp. 116-120. Aristotle’s proud man may not be the egocentric, narcissist, 

type of person that comes to mind when thinking of pride. He may well simply be claiming proper honor due 

his character. But something about being concerned about honor itself divorces Aristotle and Maimonides on 

that note. Recall Maimonides’ statement that in addition to pursuing extreme humility “To take interest in 

worldly honor is to forget God, to live and to act as if God did not exist. It is to place the mundane above the 

divine.” For more on this, see David Shatz, “Maimonides’ Moral Theory,” The Cambridge Companion to 

Maimonides, edited by Kenneth Seeskin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), esp. 175-177.  

Further, even if his phronimos were thoroughly admirable and even likable, he would still be a notable 

example of moral luck alluded to in chapter 1 (see NE 1123a15-20). The good fortune of the phronimos does 

not seem to be a matter of simply being born with a great soul, but with having great opportunities in a 

worldly sense. It is certainly limiting. The notion of what is obligatory on all (i.e., moral goodness) might be 

possible only for people favored by good fortune. But if it is so obligatory, then it would seem to be in the 

power of everyone. Admittedly, while it is clear that Maimonides carries with his view the notion of 

obligation, it is not clear that this is the case for Aristotle even if his ethics in some sense is normative. The 



87 

 

himself and his actions in reference to God. For Maimonides, at least in reference to God, 

there is a profound humility: “He will be filled with fear and trembling, as he becomes 

conscious of his own lowly condition, poverty, and insignificance . . . he will then realize 

that he is a vessel full of shame, dishonor, and reproach, empty and deficient.”
94

 

The partial disagreement actually serves to shed light on their different conceptions 

of human nature in reference to God. For Maimonides, humility will be seen as the crown, 

as shown in Hilkhot De’ot I, 4-5, II, 3.
95

 For him, the sage or wise man (hakham) is the 

one whose character traits generally lie in the mean. But the saint-prophet or pious man 

(hasid) transcends the hakham due to the fact that his ways do not all lie in the mean: 

“Whoever is exceedingly scrupulous with himself and moves a little toward one side or 

the other, away from the mean, is a pious man.” And further, “Whoever moves away from 

haughtiness to the opposite extreme so that he is exceedingly humble is called a pious 

man.”
96

   

It may seem that Maimonides parallels Aristotle here in that Aristotle has both the 

phronimos and the scarcely mentioned hero of super human virtue while Maimonides has 

both the hackham and the hasid.
97

 Surprisingly, Frank takes the hakham (wise man) to be 

Maimonides’ equivalent to Aristotle’s phronimos. But this cannot be correct. For while 

many of the same moral virtues may reside in them, they come to be opposed in at least 

one crucially significant way: the hakham is humble, and the phronimos is proud. What 

Aristotle takes here to be a virtue, Maimonides takes to be a vice, and vice versa. If 
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Maimonides is right about pride given the Torah, then the phronimos cannot be a hakham 

virtuous person, much less can he be deserving of honor. And even more significant is 

emunah, that without which moral perfection is lacking. Thus, from Maimonides’ 

perspective here, Aristotle could not have achieved the prerequisite penultimate goal, the 

morally virtuous person, so he could not have attained the ultimate goal, theoria. Frank’s 

analysis here is therefore incorrect. 

To make matters worse, the hakham is merely humble. The hasid is extremely 

humble. So it is not just the hakham that is opposed to the phronimos but also the hasid. 

And given the difference at the penultimate level, the difference at the ultimate level is, a 

fortiori, greater. A humble Aristotle is simply anti-Aristotelian, but an extremely humble 

Aristotle (a pious man) is not even close to hitting the mark, for this is an extreme case of 

ignorance according to Aristotle. Interestingly, if Aristotle’s phronimos were a proud wise 

man, as is his description, then according to Maimonides, anyone who makes his heart 

haughty actually denies God’s existence.
98

 Frank claims no awareness that Aristotle makes 

a distinction between two different levels of morality like Maimonides (hakham and 

hasid), but surely Aristotle does as he distinguishes between a nominally or merely 

virtuous act and a fully or genuinely virtuous act. Now, if that is not two levels, and 

ultimately this is to be interpreted as non-virtuous versus virtuous (rather than merely 

versus fully virtuous), then the same bifurcation will be implied in Maimonides’ view 

about Aristotle, namely, that the Aristotelian man does not simply commit merely virtuous 

acts, but non-virtuous acts in the same way that without phronesis the other so-called 

virtues are not real virtues. A similar situation obtains without emunah. Either way, the 

distinction is profound and is a difference that makes a difference. Now, given the emunah 
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factor and humility of hakham (and certainly hasid), the bifurcation demonstrated in 

Maimonides and Aristotle is clearly explained given the virtue of faith which actually 

underwrites the humility and also serves as an enhanced motivator to living the good life.    

 What is it, after all, that brings about humility as a virtue? What alerts Maimonides 

to the fact that humility and not pride, à la Aristotle, is a virtue? It is seeing oneself more 

accurately in light of the cosmic drama and a greater understanding of who God is via 

instruction given in Torah.
99

  It is the virtue of faith that underwrites one’s moving to 

humility (on any scale, extreme or moderate). Whereas most virtues for Maimonides are 

defined by the mean, this virtue is not one simply found in the mean, but grows in virtue 

towards the extreme as knowledge of God grows. Maimonides does not expressly say it, 

but he is committed to it.  

Yes, Moses was ostensibly the paradigmatic person of utter humility,
100

 but the 

highly regarded Abraham was an example of faith, and it was evident through his life that 

he grew in it. Thus, if faith be a moral virtue, and a seriously motivating virtue, then 

emunah would be something that explains, in part, the humility, but is also a key to 

understanding a bifurcation between Jew and non-Jew. A proud virtuous man (phronimos) 

would not be identical to a humble virtuous man (hakham), much less an extremely 

humble one, and one with emunah. Maimonides is implicitly committed here to doing 

what Aristotle does in NE II, 4 (1105b5-9) where now for Maimonides the phronimos is a 

virtuous man in name only because he lacks the virtues of emunah and humility like 

                                                           
 
99

 Reminiscent of Isaiah 6, Maimonides draws attention to our sense of awe in reference to the 

divine: “When a man reflects on these things, studies all these created beings, from the angels and spheres 

down to human beings and so on, and realizes the Divine Wisdom manifested in them, his love for God will 

increase, his soul will thirst, his very flesh will yearn to love God. He will be filled with fear and trembling, 

as he becomes conscious of his own lowly condition.” See A Maimonides Reader, ed. Isadore Twersky 

(Springfield, NJ: Behrman House, Inc., 1972), 48. In Isaiah chapter 6 we see utter humility being displayed 

in light of Isaiah’s prophetic vision of him standing in the presence of God.  

 
100

 As cited in Num. 12:3 in “Laws Concerning Character Traits,” II, 3. 



90 

 

Aristotle’s hypothetical person who acts virtuously only homonymously because he lacks 

phronesis.  

Aristotle’s pride of place is not with the moral but with the contemplative, which is 

amoral/apolitical like unto his deity. For Maimonides, the pride of place is given to the 

contemplative, but that is positively moral/political, the hasid (e.g., Moses) above the 

plane of hakham. But again, note that since hakham might not be PM morality, it is still 

AM morality and on a higher plane than the phronimos which is lacking, and indeed 

opposed to, the Maimonidean man of humility and emunah. If an example of hasid is 

Moses, then, of course, hasid has actually reached moral and intellectual perfection and is 

now in PM morality, fulfilling the imitatio Dei at its best. Humility disregards other 

humans’ assessment, utter humility far more. Frank observes,  

 

For the hasid—and this point is obvious but nonetheless important—the ultimate 

ground for morality is God. ‘Anyone who makes his heart haughty denies the 

existence of God,’ said the rabbis of Avot, thinking of Deuteronomy 8:14, a 

passage which we have seen Maimonides quoting with approval. To take interest 

in worldly honor is to forget God, to live and to act as if God did not exist.
101

 

 

 

So the hasid existing without the virtue of faith cannot be, but this is also true of the 

hakham. The hakham is therefore not equivalent to the phronimos. Obviously, this all 

makes for an utterly different ethical perspective. As Steven Schwarzschild says as a 

general rule, “look for the evaluations of honor and humility, and you will find the 

fundamental rift between Greek and Jewish ethics down through the ages.”
102

 Frank 

admits that with respect to Maimonidean humility, it “manifests nothing less than his anti-

Aristotelian theocentric morality,” and that Moses is the paradigm of what man may 

achieve in this life; that “for him, God, not man, is the author of the moral law, and as a 
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result [emphasis mine] of this ethical theocentrism the Mosaic stance toward God was one 

of extreme humility.”
103

 Implications often go unnoticed.
104

 Extreme humility was brought 

about and is explained by Moses’ understanding of the source of the moral law and the 

authority it carries. This is, of course, why I say again that the virtue of faith is important, 

and further that it serves as the greater rift through the ages between Jew and pagan.  

For Maimonides, then, disdain for worldly honor is compatible with a proper self-

concept, especially in light of a theocentric ethic motivated by the virtue of faith. One’s 

value is not determined by what others think but by the One in whose image we are. 

Humility, for Aristotle, points to ignorance of self (an epistemic deficiency) and lack of 

self-worth as shown by man’s robbing himself of the honor due himself.
105

 Being humble 

as a result of faith is a matter of self-injustice, the opposite of the Maimonidean virtue of 

faith which is doing justice to one’s own soul. Humility may be, as Frank suggests, the 

virtue becoming a pious man, a man of God, but I suggest that the virtue of faith is the 

prerequisite for becoming a genuine hasid (as well as hakham), without which we have a 

virtuous person who is virtuous in name only, phronimos, one who in a Maimonidean 

sense denies God.         

Finally, consider Aristotle’s theoria where his interpretation of imitatio Dei reflects 

the activity of God as thinking itself thinking. He divorces god-like happiness from the 

practical life, being engaged in wholly theoretical ways (even if only for a short while). By 

contrast, Maimonides claims that the ultimate human good entails a life devoted to deeds 
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of justice, righteousness, and loving-kindness. Why? Because one’s deeds need to be 

informed by a sense of awareness that such are the sort which God himself does.
106

 Thus, 

the theistic foundation serves as a supreme motivator such that merely doing actions 

without the awareness of the divine foundation is insufficient. Aristotle’s phronimos lacks 

such a sufficient foundation. Indeed, given his theology, “the gods will appear ridiculous” 

if they engage in such practical lives.
107

 For Aristotle, the foundation for the morally 

virtuous person was the phronimos; for Maimonides, it is God. This could not be for 

Aristotle because he has no such concept of a moral divinity in his ontology. Aristotle’s 

theos is utterly unconcerned with human affairs in the moral sphere. Perhaps his man of 

superhuman virtue (the hero) mentioned briefly in the NE could be a comparative 

candidate, but not so in the end because Aristotle’s divinity is incorporeal, and moral 

virtue requires corporeality, entailing capacity for affection. He says, “as animals cannot 

possess badness or excellence, so neither can a god.”
108

 It’s as though he wants to make 

room for a superhuman moral agent, but cannot.  

In addition, the faith factor directed towards a substantially thicker version of the 

deity is a substantial motivator for the Maimonidean over the Aristotelian. While Aristotle 

clearly has a place for wonder in his worldview, it does not compare with what is available 

to Maimonides because the divine cannot ground morality for Aristotle as the divine does 

for Maimonides.
109

 In the end, whereas Frank claims that the penultimate human good as 
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the virtuous life or moral perfection is one and the same for Maimonides and Aristotle, 

differing substantially only on the fourth level of perfection, intellectual perfection, his 

analysis is shortsighted. It seems clear that even AM morality at the third level differs 

given the fact that without emunah the phronimos is a virtuous person in name only.
110

 We 

are now in a position to see what PM morality might look like after attaining the highest 

perfection, intellectual perfection. 

 

2.4  “Morality” upon the Attainment of Perfection 

 As previously noted, the knowledge of God is of the highest importance to 

Maimonides. Human perfection turns out to be a matter of rational contemplation where 

intellectual perfection is the highest achievement of man. But the question was also raised 

about moral theory in relation to human perfection. Is it only of instrumental value on our 

way up, as it were, such that only AM exists? Considering the fact that Maimonides does 

not believe that we can know God in his essence (what God is), but only in his effects 

(that God is), it follows that knowledge of God is knowledge of God’s effects. The nature 

of the object known and loved will determine the understanding of the ultimate end, the 

imitation of that object. Given Maimonides’ via negativa, the best we can know are God’s 

ways which are perceived by us as the actions done by God. This is why Moses asks God 

to show him His ways so that Moses could know God (known via his actions). To know 

God’s ways is the route by which God can be known.
111

 To follow God in this way is to 

imitate God in his “actional attributes” (hence, the imitatio Dei mentioned earlier).  
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This is where PM comes into play in relation to the perfection of the intellect. He 

says in Guide I 69 that “the end of the universe is . . . a seeking to be like unto His 

perfection as far as in its capacity.” Human intellection may be a mode of imitatio Dei. 

But given his negative theology, it is not open to Maimonides to imitate God outside of 

God’s ways, and certainly not understood à la Aristotle’s theoria where God is “thought 

thinking itself thinking.”
112

 God talk (or thought) is equivocal for Maimonides; in other 

words, there is no comparison in our thoughts with God’s thoughts. The best we can do is 

to imitate God’s actions or effects; in other words, his actional attributes. The 

contemplative life does issue in a sort of conduct, however, which is what constitutes 

imitatio Dei. The AM morality has been informed and therefore transformed into PM 

morality.   

Another contrast that is tied into the understanding of the object of one’s ultimate 

contemplation is that in which the state itself consists. If Aristotle’s view of God is right, 

then it is no wonder that Aristotle adopts (on an exclusivist view of the human good) an 

account of an amoral/apolitical theoria as the way of imitating the divine.
113

 This vision of 

the summum bonum, the life of happiness, is at best rare or episodic and at worst only an 

unachievable ideal, elusive for most. But for Maimonides, however, it is an obtainable 

reality, a life that can be lived in light of divine providence. He adopts a moral/political 

aspect of the contemplative life. His paradigm is the prophet-philosopher-statesman, 

Moses, who parallels the platonic philosopher-king. He is the halakhic contemplative. But 
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unlike Plato’s philosopher ascending from the cave, enamored by the intelligible world of 

forms (and, like Aristotle, preferring to stay in that state), he is compelled to return and 

teach the masses; Moses descends from conviction and emunah.
114

  

So we have two discrete visions of the summum bonum, active versus 

contemplative, grounded in what human nature and knowledge of God consist, in 

accordance with the notions of the imago Dei and imitatio Dei. Frank has argued that 

Maimonides moves from one kind of virtue theory early on in the “Eight Chapters” (in his 

Commentary on the Mishnah) and “Laws Concerning Character Traits” (in his Mishneh 

Torah) to a view near the end of the Guide where his mature philosophical views are 

expressed in his conception of imitatio Dei as “walking in God’s ways.”
115

 The paradigm 

case of prophecy is in the giving of Torah by Moses and is rooted in divine science to the 

extent possible for a human being, which is not a completely natural phenomenon. 

Prophecy itself may be natural, but the proclamation of it is not, nor is the foretelling of 

future events which flows from the perfected imaginative faculty of the prophet. There 

neither was nor will there be another prophet like Moses any more than there was or will 

be another Torah. Frank offers an interpretation of Maimonides’ Mosaic experience of the 

summum bonum, referring it as “somnambulism,” akin to a mode of sleepwalking, where 

the prophet is in a contemplative state while simultaneously acting dispassionately in the 

world. Moses is the ultimate multitasker, able to walk in God’s ways while simultaneously 

in a state of blissful divine contemplation.
116

   

Knowledge of the divine discovered in creation is the foundation for prophecy 

whose human limitations are accounted for both in terms of man’s finitude and fallenness, 
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both of which can be aided by instruction from the Torah (which is a display of God’s gift 

to us). It is from such knowledge that we gain amor Dei (love of God), manifested as a 

desire to imitate God’s ways (e.g., loving-kindness, justice, and righteousness), not to 

imitate his dispositions which we are precluded from positing in accordance with his via 

negativa. Just as our knowledge of God is of His ways and not His character traits, so we 

are to imitate in a like manner, dispassionately.
117

   

So the best life is one that is reflectively dispassionate, and a regimen for its 

attainment is given for those who have attained or are on the path to attaining knowledge 

of God. Along these lines there is a bifurcation between “sacred” and “secular,” but a 

bifurcation which collapses in the prophetic lives (especially those of Moses and the 

Patriarchs like Abraham). Maimonides says, “It is thinkable that a man should achieve 

such a degree of perfection . . . and happiness . . . that he is able to talk to people . . . while 

at the same time his intellect is turned towards God.”
118

 Maimonides claims that this way 

of life, a wholly sacred life of divine providence, obtains so long as one’s gaze is upon 

God. It is as though the immortal, rational self, without emotional expression, is somehow 

in a state of detached divine legislation. That is, he is somehow detached from the world in 

divine contemplation whilst simultaneously attached and functioning as a living medium 

or conduit, providing divinely revealed legislation.
119

   

 At the end of the Guide, following his description of the four perfections of man 

(wealth, health, morality, and theoretical levels), he goes on to talk about the subsequent 

imitation of God, imitatio Dei, which is shown by nature to include a moral/political 

component such that the life of action is esteemed. Only the last in the order of these four 
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perfections is the proper end, all others being means to the proper end. Yet near the end of 

the Guide, after one has achieved the exalted state of apprehending God (in His ways), in 

conjunction with Jeremiah 9:23-24 he says, “The way of life of such an individual, after he 

has achieved this apprehension, will always have in view loving-kindness, righteousness 

and judgment, through assimilation to His actions.”
120

  

In the Jeremiah passage, as Maimonides points out, God performs actions of 

loving-kindness, righteousness and judgment, and these things are to be done by the one in 

the fourth level of perfection as imitatio Dei.
121

 Hence, the role of morality in human 

perfection is shown once intellectual perfection has been achieved as PM, distinct from 

AM. The final result seeming to be of a moral/political end, however, provokes reaction. 

Does Maimonides intend that intellectual perfection really is not the highest perfection and 

may simply be an ideal as opposed to the real life of action?
122

 Maimonides gave an 

argument against the highest perfection being practical since it requires the involvement of 

other people. Shatz seeks resolution here in virtue of the fact that the way of life following 

the highest perfection is not itself the perfection per se but an overflow of the perfection 

itself.
123

 Support comes from Guide 2.11: “Know that in the case of every being that 
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causes a certain good thing to overflow . . . and the end of the being conferring the benefits 

. . . the end is nobler than the things that subsist for the sake of the end.”  

In any case, in relation to intellectual perfection, the crucial role of morality is 

present in accordance with both AM and PM, instrumental and consequential. In AM, the 

focus was on psychological, dispositional traits and stabilizing character, whereas in a 

robust imitatio Dei, man will share no emotions or passions in the matter (which are evil 

when taken in reference to a prophet-ruler’s decision making) since neither does God. So 

the difference between Maimonides’ legal writings (and the traits exhibited) and the Guide 

(where the truly virtuous person is on display) shows a development in Maimonides of the 

AM/PM distinction between the former and the latter.
124

   

What is important about this distinction for Maimonides emerges from the 

following description of two different kinds of perfect individuals. The first kind is able to 

be perfected on his own; the second kind is not only perfect in his own right, but is also 

able to significantly help others perfect themselves in a way not otherwise possible. For 

Maimonides, both the philosopher and the prophet receive the truth in their intellects 

through conjunction with the active intellect,
125

 but only the prophet with his imagination 
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governed by reason (the reversal of the Fall and the negative role of imagination) is able to 

use those truths to help other people (viz., the masses—those who cannot on their own 

receive truths from active intellect) live in accordance with truth. This further ability on 

the part of the prophet is precisely tied to his having a strong imaginative faculty, one that 

is ruled by reason as opposed to one that rules reason (à la our fallen condition). 

We have seen Maimonides’ departure from Aristotle at several points, but a 

notable point is with respect to becoming a prophet. Maimonides defines prophecy as an 

“overflow overflowing from God” via active intellect 

 

toward the rational faculty in the first place and thereafter toward the imaginative 

faculty. This is the highest degree of man . . . this is something that cannot by any 

means exist in every man. And it is not something that can be attained solely 

through perfection in the speculative sciences and through improvement of moral 

habits, even if all of them have become as fine and good as can be. There is still 

need in addition to the highest possible degree of perfection of the imaginative 

faculty in respect of its original natural disposition.
126

   

 

 

So beyond moral and intellectual perfection, there must be a reasonably developed 

imagination. One virtue of this faculty is that it distorts reality and enables communication 

of divine truths to the masses. It retains sense perceptible objects in the mind, combines 

them, and imitates them. “A certain overflow overflows to this faculty according to its 

disposition . . . and is the cause of prophecy. There is only difference in degree, not in 

kind.”
127

 Thus, human perfection is more than simply perfection in abstract knowledge. It 

is not wholly natural, even though it enters into what is natural, as “it is our fundamental 

principle that there must be training and perfection, whereupon the possibility arises to 
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which the power of the deity becomes attached.”
128

 There are natural constraints. It is not 

possible for God, for example, to make an ignorant or vulgar person into a prophet.
129

 For 

Maimonides, a person both fit for prophecy and prepared for it will invariably, though not 

necessarily, be a prophet (allowing, of course, for God’s free providence in the 

withholding of prophecy).  

He points out that “with regard to everything that can be known by demonstration, 

the status of the prophet and that of everyone else who knows it are equal; there is no 

superiority of one over the other.”
130

 So the content is the same for (the Jewish) 

philosopher and prophet. But, of course, Aristotle, given the lack of certain virtues like 

faith and humility, could not even reach moral perfection to get there. The philosopher or 

man of science (for contemporary purposes these are to be synonymous) becomes a 

prophet on account of the imagination, a divine overflow.
131

   

Typically, there are two kinds of prophets: those who prophesy for themselves 

(i.e., reach a high level of personal perfection), and those who prophesy for others. It 

makes sense to interpret him to mean that a perfected imagination is only necessary for the 

second kind of prophet; but, in point of fact, he does not say that and indeed distinguishes 

scientist/philosophers from prophets by saying that the latter have perfected imaginations 

and the former do not. One might want to differentiate between an imagination controlled 

by reason and one which controls reason.
132
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For Maimonides, knowledge is transformative, and intellectual perfection is the 

true human good. Yet without initially arriving at and sustaining moral perfection, one 

cannot achieve any significant intellectual perfection.
133

 And, of course, intellectual 

perfection is a prerequisite to becoming a prophet. According to Kellner, Maimonides 

thinks that most non-Jews (and many Jews) are unlikely to attain intellectual perfection, 

and it is clearly harder without the Torah, showing Maimonides pointing to clear 

advantages for those in possession of Torah.
134

 But I think Maimonides stakes out more 

radical territory than what Kellner grants. While Maimonides may not always be so 

explicit about it, it seems that he is committed to the view that the non-Jew who is without 

faith, a moral virtue, can never in this life reach the highest human good, the good life. 

Perhaps it is less likely without divine aid via Torah, as Kellner posits. But even with 

Torah, if one is without emunah, then one cannot achieve moral perfection. And, of 

course, Aristotle does not take faith to be a virtue, a significant moral virtue for 

Maimonides and his notion of moral perfection.
135

 One cannot achieve significant 

intellectual perfection without antecedent moral perfection given the product of tranquility 

and quiet that moral perfection brings; and, of course, obedience to Torah mitzvah is the 

very best tool available for this. Thus, it is easy to see why it follows that few non-Jews if 
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simply a super philosopher, but that he becomes a prophet on account of the imagination. He says on p.73, 

“By applying imagination to the realm of reason the prophet transcends the boundaries of pure rationality. In 

conjunction with reason the imaginative faculty becomes a creative force, enhancing the rational faculties of 

the individual, creating a new form of cognition, that of dynamic creativity.” 

 
133

 Guide III.48, 599-600. It is what gives man a perfection belonging to himself alone and 

permanence whereby man is truly man. See also Guide III.54, 635. 

 
134

 Kellner, “Is Maimonides’ Ideal Person Austerely Rationalist?” See n. 15 on p. 128 where he 

says “For Maimonides, ethical perfection is… difficult to achieve without the [discipline provided by the] 

Torah, and is a necessary prerequisite for intellectual perfection.” He claims that according to Maimonides 

they (non-Jews) may achieve full human perfection, but lacking the Torah clearly makes it harder and cites 

the example in the Guide III.49 where circumcision (a distinctly Jewish rite) minimizes drive in sexual 

activity. Torah proves to be advantageous pertaining to other desires of flesh, not to mention sometimes 

moving away from the mean for preventive purposes, etc.  

 
135

 See section 2.1 in this dissertation for Maimonides’ reasons for thinking it a significant moral 

virtue and one hard to do without if someone is to achieve moral perfection. 
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any will make it. Divine providential care accords with the degree of one’s intellectual 

perfection. Indeed, as Maimonides says, “the moral virtues are a preparation for the 

rational virtues, it being impossible [emphasis mine] to achieve true, rational acts—I mean 

perfect rationality—unless it be by a man thoroughly trained in his morals and endowed 

with the qualities of tranquility and quiet.”
136

   

While Maimonides affirms the theoretical possibility that non-Jews could 

prophesy, he thought that practically speaking it was impossible for them to achieve this 

since moral perfection is a prerequisite, and as we have seen, a Gentile cannot be morally 

perfect in this life, lacking, at least, the virtue of faith. This entails that not even Aristotle 

achieved prophecy.
137

 Some of Maimonides’ interpreters read him as though he held that 

Aristotle reached the highest human level of intellectual perfection available without 

prophecy. But as we have shown, this fourth level perfection does not seem possible 

without the third level antecedent perfection which is not possible without emunah. For 

this reason, and in light of Maimonides’ perspective, Oliver Leaman says that, given 

“Aristotle’s lack of religious commitment, he is insufficiently cognizant of the role of 

humility,” a virtue produced by another virtue, emunah.
138

 If not Aristotle, as highly as 

Maimonides regarded him, then the possibility that other non-Jews could is bleak. 

                                                           
136

 Guide I.34, 76-7. See also II 32, 361; II 36, 369-372; III 27, 510; III 54, 635. 

 
137

 This would seem obvious and anachronistic but for Maimonides’ holding out the bleak 

possibility. This piece of the discussion fits since we have referenced the notion of prophecy and 

prophesying here, but further discussion of the claims about Aristotle’s lack of prophecy here will need to 

wait as it will be better understood when the Parable of the Palace is discussed in chapter 4. We need to hold 

off for now. But it should be understood that there is an interpretive question of how close one can come to 

knowing God, the best life, without divine aid. As we will see, Maimonides ranks Aristotle very high 

(perhaps the highest among non-Jews), but even super philosophers like him are not prophets. For 

Maimonides, a prophet (Moses being the highest and unique among them) is a subset of philosophers, who 

are in turn a subset of physicists. This will make more sense when we arrive at chapter 4. Kellner, 

Maimonides on Human Perfection, (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), esp. chapter 3. See also n. 57 where he 

gives several sources of the letter affirming this to Samuel Ibn Tibbon. Alfred Ivry has recently explicated 

the letter in his “Islamic and Greek Influences on Maimonides’ Philosophy,” in Maimonides and Philosophy, 

edited by Shlomo Pines and Y. Yovel (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1986): 139-56. 

 
138

 Aristotle may well have been a religious man in terms of his own culture, but not in accordance 

with Maimonides’ perspective regarding the particular virtues of humility and emunah. both of which are 

related in some sense to man’s relation to or knowledge of God. Aristotle simply did not consider humility 
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As said at the beginning, Maimonides adopts various Aristotelian viewpoints and 

strategies, and (with substantive disagreement) adapts them for his own philosophical 

purposes. We have seen some advantages that the Maimonidean may have over the 

Aristotelian. Yet in the process of our discussion, questions have been raised as we have 

also seen that Maimonides’ viewpoints are also quite exclusionary in their own right, and 

one wonders whether he can be acquitted or perhaps there is a better way.  

In Chapter 3, Aquinas’ viewpoint on the good life will be considered as was 

Maimonides’ in this chapter, and then in Chapter 4 the two medievalists will be compared 

side by side more directly where implications will be drawn one for another and a further 

development of Aquinas’ position considered in light of modern discussions in neuro and 

social sciences.   

 

                                                                                                                                                                               
or faith as virtues and so would have lacked the kind of religious commitment Leaman is referring to. Oliver 

Leaman, “Ideals, Simplicity, and Ethics: The Maimonidean Approach,” in American Catholic Philosophical 

Quarterly, edited by Daniel H. Frank, Vol. 76 (Winter 2002): 111. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

AQUINAS AND THE GOOD LIFE: INTRODUCTION 

Thomas Aquinas, once known as the “Dumb Ox,” became the most prolific writer 

of the Middle Ages. His theory on the good life is greatly influenced by one he commonly 

refers to in the Summa Theologica (ST) as “the philosopher” who is none other than 

Aristotle. In particular, his moral theory seems to adopt and adapt for his purposes 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (NE), which drew substantial criticism and was at the 

heart of the argument for the Protestant Reformation.
1
 But his moral theory and the 

summum bonum more generally are also shaped by his theology, primarily the biblical and 

Augustinian portrait, so that his system is sometimes looked on as an attempt to synthesize 

Aristotelian philosophy and Augustinian theology, both of which share a teleological and 

eudaimonistic framework.  

In this chapter, I will provide an account of the good life according to Aquinas as 

explored through his doctrines of the Fall and human perfectibility. In section 3.1, I will 

exploit the Aristotelian background to set up and illuminate this similarity with and 

significant departure from Aristotle. Like Maimonides, Aquinas shares with Aristotle the 

same fundamental structure of the good life (including human nature, the human telos, and 

the general transitory story from the former to the latter), the caveat is that there are 

important distinctions at every point (e.g., the image of God and what it means to be god-

like in the summum bonum, and the significant features of grace and living faith making 

this possible, to name a few). I will not be overly concerned with the good life beyond the 

                                                           
1
 Martin Luther’s utter disdain towards Aristotle’s volitional model spilled over into his problem 

with Roman Catholicism via Aquinas. Luther said, “Should Aristotle not have been a man of flesh and 

blood, I would not hesitate to assert that he was the Devil himself.” It becomes clear that Luther’s 

Reformation was in large part his disputation against the scholastic himself, Aquinas, as Luther understood 

the Roman Catholic notion of salvation as having emerged from the baptism of Aristotle by Aquinas. Luther, 

Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Briefwechsel, vols. 1-18 (Weimar, 1930-85), I.88, 22-89, 29; 8 Feb. 1517; 

cited in H.A. Oberman, Luther: Man Between God and the Devil, trans. Eileen Walliser-Schwarzbart 

(London: HarperCollins, 1993), 121.  
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here and now (i.e., the beatific vision) except insofar as one’s view of it may or may not 

affect one’s appropriation of the good life in the here and now. In section 3.2 where I 

consider the prelapsarian state of human flourishing, I will lay out the relevant information 

for understanding the nature and extent of the Fall by considering his meta-ethical 

background, human moral psychology, and human action relevant to the Fall and human 

perfectibility. In section 3.3, I will provide a Thomistic account of sin, primal sin, and the 

consequences for human perfectibility relevant to original sin. Given the nature and extent 

of the lapse, in section 3.4 I will put forth what I take to be some necessary conditions for 

the transition to and attainment of the good life in light of what at first glance appears to 

be a more pessimistic state than either Aristotle or Maimonides imagined. Finally, in 

section 3.5, I will show how Aquinas’ position responds to many of the problems saddling 

Aristotle’s position in light of these necessary conditions even with the intense gravity of 

human lapse.  

 

3.1  The Aristotelian Synthesis  

Aquinas’ corpus is replete with explicit Aristotelian influence. Some claim that 

“without Aristotle, Thomas would not be.”
2
 Indeed, aside from the apostle Paul and St. 

Augustine, it seems that no one is cited more by Aquinas than Aristotle.
3
 Yet while 

                                                           
2
 Ralph McInerny, Thomas Aquinas: Selected Writings, edited and translated by McInerny, 

(Hamondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1998), 34. Aquinas makes use of Aristotle’s formal logic, speaks 

in terms of actuality and potentiality, as well as material, efficient, formal, and final causes (adding two of 

his own, exemplar and instrumental causes). He adopted Aristotle’s account of sense perception, his view of 

time, motion, and the prime mover, etc. Both thinkers regard contemplation as the supreme goal of human 

ends, ground naturally attainable knowledge by humans on sensible things rather than sensations, ideas, or 

language, etc. They share much in common in metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. 

 
3 See Mark Jordan, Ordering Wisdom: the Hierarchy of Philosophical Discourses in Aquinas 

(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986).  
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comparisons run deep, Aquinas is far from a mere apprentice of Aristotle.
4
 For it is also 

believed that without Thomas, Aristotle would be silent!
5
 With respect to the good life, 

Aquinas explores and exploits Aristotle’s thought for his own purposes in a number of 

different contexts.  

One might think that it simply reduces to this. The moral life and the overall good 

life must fall under the rubric of Christian revelation, and since Aristotle (a pagan 

philosopher) fails at this, then Aquinas’ views are correct and Aristotle’s incorrect; end of 

story. Significantly, Aquinas does not take that road. He does not reject outright 

Aristotle’s notion of an ultimate end, but distinguishes between such an end and that in 

which such a notion is realized. He takes Aristotle’s view to be that the notion of an 

ultimate end could not be realized by humans. Aristotle spoke as though such a state was 

durable and permanent, but then claimed that humans could never attain that ideal since 

                                                           
4
 Indeed, while his Aristotelian thinking in a posteriori epistemic matters assists his rejecting 

Anselm’s ontological argument for God’s existence, Aquinas’ insightful contribution in On Being and 

Essence creates an even greater gulf for his ever accepting Anselm’s argument. This shows that he was a 

philosopher and not just blindly accepting theological lights before him. But it also shows that he was not 

blindly accepting Aristotle either. Ironically, Aristotle’s direct thinking would be more amiable to such an 

argument than Aquinas’. For Aquinas, and contrary to Aristotle, the same intellectual activity does not grasp 

both that a thing is and what a thing is. Knowing the “what” of a thing will never give the knowledge “that” 

a thing is, which is why the definition of what God is could never serve as a platform for inferring his 

existence in some sort of ontological argument. This uniquely Thomistic philosophical contribution that in 

all creatures (the exception being the Creator) there is a real distinction between a thing (esse) and its being 

(ens) is crucial for Thomism, but very unAristotelian, and has an epistemic outcome such that being and 

essence are known by radically different intellectual acts. See his On Being and Essence and see Joseph 

Owen’s translation (p.58, n.4) of Aquinas’ Commentary on the Sentences I.38.I.3 compared with Aristotle’s 

view in Metaphysics, IV 2, 1003b26-33 and Metaphysics VI 1, 1025a17-18.     

 
5
 Some would see Aquinas as the supreme expositor and proliferator of Aristotle, yet with his own 

unique spin on many issues. For instance, Aristotle takes being and essence as identical, whereas for 

Aquinas there is a real distinction between each thing and its being and they are known differently as well. 

There are many other examples. For some significant comparisons and contrasts, see Joseph Owens, 

“Aristotle and Aquinas,” 38-59, in The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, Edited by Norman Kretzmann 

and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Harry Jaffa, Thomism and 

Aristotelianism, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952); Anthony Kenny, “Aquinas on Aristotelian 

Happiness,” 15-27 in Aquinas’ Moral Theory, Scott MacDonald and Eleonore Stump, eds., (Ithica, New 

York: Cornell University Press, 1999); Scott MacDonald, “Ultimate Ends in Practical Reasoning: Aquinas’ 

Aristotelian Moral Psychology and Anscombe’s Fallacy,” The Philosophical Review, Vol. C (January 1991): 

31-65; Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 1984). 
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human happiness amounts to an imperfect realization of the ultimate end (bringing about 

the charge in chapter 1 that Aristotle’s view renders man a “cosmic orphan”). For 

Aquinas, moral theology purports not to be a total alternative to natural knowledge about 

the human good but to be complementary (as well as necessary). To use Aristotelian 

vernacular, Aquinas’ view provides the form to the lack or privation found in Aristotle’s 

view on the matter. His consideration of Aristotle is, however, significant. 

First, consider Aquinas’ commentary on Aristotle’s NE (hereafter, In NE) where he 

simply seeks to explicate what he takes to be Aristotle’s view.
6
  While debatable whether 

Aristotle’s final view of the good life is inclusive (i.e., includes all of the virtues) or 

exclusive (i.e., contemplative activity alone as posited in Book X of the NE), Aquinas 

thinks Aristotle’s understanding of happiness is along the lines of the exclusively 

contemplative life.
7
  As in the case of Maimonides, there are certain virtues Aquinas 

affirms (e.g., humility) and others he negates (e.g., pride) that he thinks makes a 

fundamental difference to the virtuous life. Thus, Aristotle, had he held to an inclusive 

view, would have been seen by Aquinas as falling short of the life of the virtuous person 

without some modification of particular virtues in order to ensure that he possessed them 

all, given that pride precludes humility and vice versa. Given this, while the inclusive view 

would shut Aristotle out of the best life, so would Aristotle’s exclusive view, the one 

Aquinas thinks Aristotle actually held, because the intellect is not fully optimized without 

the virtue of living faith. Aristotle says that the good for man is “activity of soul in 

                                                           
6
 See Saint Thomas Aquinas: Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, trans. C.I. Litzinger, 2 vols., 

(Chicago: 1964; reprint Notre Dame: Dumb Ox Books, 1993). Anthony Kenny, “Aquinas on Aristotelian 

Happiness,” in Aquinas’ Moral Theory, Scott MacDonald and Eleonore Stump, eds. (New York: Cornell 

University Press, 1999), 15-27. 

 
7 Amelie Rorty, Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, editor, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 

1980); Anthony Kenny, Aristotle on the Perfect Life, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). In Rorty, see 

especially J.L. Ackrill, “Aristotle on Eudaimonia,” 15-34, and by Thomas Nagel under the same title, 

“Aristotle on Eudaimonia,” 7-14. 
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accordance with virtue, and if there are several virtues, in accordance with the best and 

most perfect.”
8
   

Second, qua Christian, with some significant agreement he attempts to reconcile 

Aristotle’s doctrine of happiness with the beatitudes expressed in the biblical Sermon on 

the Mount. Anthony Kenny comments on the irony: “the Christian texts are distorted to fit 

the Aristotelian context rather than the other way around.”
9
   

Third, as a faithful Catholic he also provides application and extension of 

Aristotelian happiness to the Christian doctrine of the ultimate goal being union with God. 

                                                           
8
 Aristotle, NE I.7, 1097b22-1098a20. Aquinas claims the best for man is happiness in accordance 

with the best amongst the virtues. In Book X, it turns out that the best is sophia or understanding such that 

perfect happiness is the exercise, then, of the activity of contemplation. Neither Aristotle nor Aquinas makes 

this distinction in Book I because none has been made between moral and intellectual virtues or even among 

intellectual ones like wisdom (phronesis) and understanding just yet. In Book I Aristotle claims that it is a 

characteristic of happiness that it should be teleion (“perfect” or “complete”). Those holding an inclusive 

interpretation favor “complete.” The Latin text used the term “perfectum” for which Aquinas thinks Aristotle 

explains the meaning of based in what it is for one good to be more perfect than another. Aquinas comments 

that some things are desirable only because they are useful (e.g., nauseous medicine), others both for their 

own sake and for the sake of something else (e.g., warm and tasty medicine), and finally, the most perfect 

good is one that is desired only for its own sake. The best end, which is the ultimate end, must be perfect. If 

there are many perfect ends, then the most perfect is best and ultimate. It is understandable why Aquinas 

thinks that Aristotle held to the exclusive view. If “complete” were the correct rendering of teleion or 

perfectum then it would not make much sense to say that there could be more than one ultimately perfect 

end. Aquinas thinks Aristotle believes that there are many perfect ends (intelligence, virtue, pleasure, etc.) 

but that they are for the sake of happiness and hence are not most perfect which would be desirable for its 

own sake and not for another (i.e., happiness is most perfect as it is for its own sake and not for another). 

Aquinas sums up in In NE X.12. 2111, “the person devoted to the contemplation of truth is the happiest of 

all; but happy in a secondary manner is the person who lives in accordance with the other virtue, namely 

wisdom, which is the guide of all the moral virtues.” Genuine wisdom, as it will turn out, is unachievable 

without living faith. So, Aquinas’ understanding of Aristotle’s summum bonum is vita comtemplativa.     

 
9
 Aquinas seeks (perhaps unsuccessfully) to reconcile Aristotle’s ethics by looking to the biblical 

ethical teaching in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel where makarios (or makarioi), 

meaning “blessed,” is connected with Aristotle’s term eudaimon. Aristotle does at times use makarios for the 

happy person and usually seems to consider them synonymous. But his typical word is eudaimon. Anthony 

Kenny points out that whenever Aquinas is discussing Aristotle, he makes the Latin felix equivalent with the 

Greek eudaimon and likewise felicitas with eudaimonia.  See “Aquinas on Aristotelian Happiness,” 20-21. 

And when discussing happiness on his view he uses synonymously, beatitudo. Where Aristotle identifies 

three possible candidates for happiness in Book I (pleasure, active virtuous life, and contemplative life), 

Aquinas follows him there by claiming that the first impedes happiness (agreeing with beatitudes 1-3), the 

second prepares us for it (as supported by beatitudes 4-5), and the third constitutes it (as shown by 6-8). 

Aquinas, ST I.II 69.4. While his general project of reconciling faith and reason, revelation and philosophy, 

may have its successes, he stretches exegesis here in his efforts. One might say that instead of baptizing 

Aristotle here, he seeks to place a Greek toga on Jesus, especially on the first few beatitudes. 
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He understood church doctrine to teach that the ultimate goal of human beings was 

happiness, Augustinian theology having certainly contributed to this end, which ultimately 

consisted in heavenly union with God. But it is not entirely clear (and even unlikely) in NE 

that any part of the human being could experience post-mortem life. In locating happiness, 

they both deny many candidates. But whereas Aristotle affirms that it is a good activity of 

the soul, Aquinas claims (with Augustine) that, while it is a good, it cannot be obtained via 

a finite or created good.
10

  Thus, while it is in the uncreated, in God, that happiness is 

ultimately found for Aquinas, yet it is in man’s soul that it is ultimately experienced. In 

agreement with the arguments of Book X,
11

 he claims with Aristotle that happiness is an 

activity in accordance with perfect virtue and within the intellect as intellectual activity 

rather than appetitive, but a sharp difference in nuance will be unpacked once we 

understand Aquinas’ notion of living faith.   

                                                           
 

10
 Aristotle, NE 1098b13-20; Aquinas, ST I.II 2.1-8. 

 
11

 Aristotle says in 1177a1-18: “If happiness is activity in accordance with excellence, it is 

reasonable that it should be in accordance with the highest excellence; and this will be that of the best thing 

in us….whether it be itself also divine or only the most divine element in us….that this activity is 

contemplative we have already said….” Aquinas, in effort to improve upon Aristotle, distinguishes between 

perfect happiness, that which is contemplation alone and to be enjoyed in the next life, with imperfect 

happiness, which is the best life for man here and now. That imperfect happiness is taken to be the topic of 

NE.X. In ST I.II 3.6, Aquinas claims that the attainable imperfect happiness in this life consists primarily in 

contemplation, but secondarily in the practical reason in accord with NE.X. So, here in the ST and in contrast 

with his commentary, Aquinas appears to side with the inclusivists who affirm a comprehensive theoretical 

and practical life. This seems to be because happiness denoting contemplation alone is only an unachievable 

ideal for Aristotle, not a reality. Speculative sciences as found in NE cannot be the basis for the ultimate 

contemplative life as the route to perfect happiness because such sciences are based upon empirical 

principles and so cannot lead beyond the sensate realm. The ultimate perfection, for Aquinas, must consist in 

something transcending the human intellect, something super human, and since the object of the intellect is 

truth, God alone being truth in His essence, it follows that only the contemplation of God perfects the 

intellect thereby making its possessor perfectly happy (Aquinas, ST I.II 3.7). While noting his understanding 

that Aristotelian happiness is applicable to the ordinary world, he hints that the superhuman element alluded 

to by Aristotle connects to the independence of the active intellect of his book On the Soul (Aristotle, NE 

1177a26,1178b21-23; On the Soul III; Aquinas, In NE 10.12 [2116]). So he extends by application 

Aristotle’s NE theory to Christian doctrine as a legitimate Aristotelian development (even if not an 

Aristotelian endorsement) given Aristotle’s own ambiguity between the imperfect and perfect happiness of 

NE X.7 itself.  
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Aquinas’ development may be seen as an attempt to resolve the ambiguity found 

largely in Book X (1177a26-1178b23) of the NE. Humanity’s deepest aspirations cannot 

be satisfied in the purely natural and limiting activities of a rational animal. Perfect 

happiness requires sharing in the superhuman activities of the divine, which requires the 

supernatural assistance of grace.
12

  He also claims that a form of imperfect happiness can 

in this life be attained by purely natural means just as the virtues can.
13

  One may inquire 

whether this does not reject the whole Aristotelian doctrine of nature and natural teleology 

by invoking such assistance. His reply would be that nature provides what is necessary. In 

the same way that man has not been given fur and claws but instead reason and hands to 

make a living, so also nature has not given man a natural capacity for perfect happiness; 

rather, he has been given free will according to which man can turn to God who can then 

make man happy.
14

 Thus, the normative demand found in the ethical theory is not greater 

than the capacity we have in our limited human natures, assuming we take advantage of 

those capacities and everything available to them, including divine aid. Aquinas develops 

an enhanced Aristotelian position for this life, not just for the life to come. 

Fourth, not only was Aquinas an Aristotelian Christian under the authority of the 

Church, but he was of a particular order, the Dominican order. He uses Aristotelian 

happiness as part of his own justification of a religious life devoted to teaching and 

preaching, giving a defense for his own Dominican order as a way of life on the path to 

perfection or eudaimonia. His view was that the Nicomachean contemplative ideal is 

ultimately realized only in the afterlife. But the contemplation and practice of god-likeness 

                                                           
 

12
 This is, in part, why Frederick Copleston claims that “Aristotle’s truly happy man is the 

philosopher, not the saint” clearly distinguishing the ordinary philosopher-sage from the philosopher-saint. 

Copleston, History of Philosophy Volume 2: Medieval Philosophy, 398. 
 

13
 Aquinas, ST I.II 5.5. Again, the difference in nuance will have to wait. 

 
14 ST I.II 5.1. 
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is for Aquinas accessible here and now as he tries to make clear the value found within the 

Dominican order of teaching and preaching the fruits of contemplation, in that it is better 

to ignite the light in others than simply be enlightened in isolated solitude.
15

 Given two 

types of active lives—one being a sort of care for the poor, the other being teaching—he 

sides with the latter. In authentic and effective teaching and preaching, the religious person 

is drawing on the fruits of previous contemplation, passing on to others the truths thus 

grasped. Even though the purely contemplative life is in one sense to be preferred, the best 

life of all includes the teaching and preaching of the religious life since it is better to share 

the fruits of one’s contemplation with others than to contemplate alone.
16

   

It is clear upon analysis that Aquinas shares a common thread with Aristotle at 

several points, points drawn out in commentary and in comparison with his Christian, 

Catholic, and Dominican points of view. He greatly admires Aristotle, seeking to 

“baptize” him where appropriate, even stretching matters at times, but also divorcing 

himself where he sees Aristotelian shortcomings vis-à-vis his own considered viewpoints, 

because he does not see Aristotle’s viewpoint as a completely successful system. The 

charge of “cosmic orphan” remains. However, if Aristotle’s gap between human nature, 

human telos, and the story seeking to draw them together failed, can Aquinas’ view 

                                                           
15

 Here, one might think of the platonic philosopher come back to the Cave to enlighten others 

rather than remain in isolation, the Buddhist Bodhisattva returned from Nirvana to teach others, or Moses 

from a mountaintop experience with God come back with a code of ethics for life. While the contemplative 

must possess the moral virtues (to prevent such contemplation from being disrupted by passions), they are 

not an essential part of the contemplative life itself (ST II.II 180.2). In ST II.II 188.2, Aquinas claims that 

even though contemplative life is supreme, along with Aristotle, the callings of all religious orders are for 

the sake of charity, and charity includes love of neighbor, but primarily, love of God, out of which comes an 

overflow of love of neighbor.  

 
16

 ST II.II 188.6. In his final statement of his own order as superior to either of the NE lives 

(practical or theoretical), significantly, he does not appeal to Aristotle. In the NE, Aristotle presents two 

ideals of happiness which he never seemed to fully resolve: firstly, contemplation, and secondly, exercising 

practical wisdom and the moral virtues; Aquinas’ single ideal is the contemplation and service of God, 

something to be done now (and to an enhanced degree in the hereafter). Interestingly, while Aquinas takes 

Aristotle’s unachievable ideal, contemplation, as achievable but only in the next life according to his 

account, Aquinas’ own ideal is closer to the Eudemian ideal (vita activa and vita contemplativa) but without 

his knowledge of the Eudemian Ethics, as there is sparse to no evidence that Aquinas knew of such a work 

first hand. See Kenny, “Aquinas on Aristotelian Happiness,” 27 and n.16. 
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possibly stand, given that his view of the human condition is much more dismal than 

Aristotle’s? After all, given the reality of sin and his view of the human telos which is 

much more enhanced on the thicker expression of his theology and summum bonum (e.g., 

man being made in the image of God, God being personal rather than impersonal, etc.), 

both contributing to a potentially wider gap between the human capacity and its telos, does 

this not bring about a diminished chance of man actually satisfying the conditions for the 

attainment of the good life?  

 

3.2  Prelapsarianism and Human Rectitude 

In order to address this question, will explicate Aquinas’ account of the 

prelapsarian state of human flourishing in juxtaposition to another state denoted as 

postlapsarian as well as his account of human lapse more generally. Here I will lay out the 

relevant background material for understanding the nature and extent of the Fall from the 

original prelapsarian state, and consider both how it was possible given this background 

and the consequences of lapse with respect to human perfectibility.  

 

3.2.1  The Meta-Ethics of Goodness 

Aquinas’ entire project, of course, takes place within a worldview such that one 

can hardly talk about his views on human nature and action without recognizing the 

context in which they exist, namely, a teleological framework of goodness. “Good” is 

taken as a basic concept both in his ethics and metaphysics in that they share a 

fundamental relationship.
17

 

                                                           
17

 See Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann, “Being and Goodness,” in Being and Goodness: 

The Concept of the Good in Metaphysics and Philosophical Theology, ed. Scott MacDonald (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1991), pp. 98-128. 
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The Aristotelian claim that “good has rightly been declared to be that which all 

things desire,”
18

 the context for which human action is discussed in Aquinas, is not a 

psychological description but a normative statement. This is because every art, action, 

decision, and thought aims at some good such that good is that which all things desire. 

Something is not good merely because it is desired; rather, it is desired because it is good. 

Good is that which is desirable. Its desirability is indicative of its causal nature, being that 

of a final cause.  

We often think of “good” as an exclusively ethical notion. But for Aquinas, it is 

most fundamentally a metaphysical notion such that good is actually convertible with 

being.
19

 Good is said by him to be among the “firsts” (prima) of conceptions of the human 

intellect.
20

 The good each thing desires is in accordance with its nature. While being and 

goodness are convertible, they are not identical. To be a human being is a good but is non-

identical to being a good human being (i.e., the good life for a human).
21

 Each thing’s 

good differs according to the nature of the species in that a good human being is one who 

acts in accordance with his nature, whose nature is fundamentally a rational nature.  

Aquinas ties metaphysics with ethics by drawing an analogy between theoretical 

and practical reason by virtue of their first principles: respectively, being and goodness. 

                                                           
 
18

 NE 1094a1-3ff. 

 
19

 In NE I, lec. 1, 9.  

 
20

 Elsewhere he lists four of these: one, being, true, and good.  They are said to transcend the 

Aristotelian categories and are thus called transcendentia. Like universals, they are common to everything, 

but unlike universals, they are not confined to a single categorical mode of being. De Potentia 9.7 ad 6. In 

QDV 1.1 resp. he adds two others to the list: thing and something. The good is transcendental in that the 

concept of goodness applies to all things (anything which has being, which is everything). Nonetheless, there 

is not some mind-independent form—Goodness—in virtue of which things are good. Rather—as an 

Aristotelian—Aquinas affirms that things are good in virtue of their degree of being.   

 
21

 What is primary being (e.g., substance) is only initially good, not ultimately, or finally, fully 

good. This distinction between being and good apply to every finite thing since for each thing to be and to 

act are non-identical. The first act of a thing is its form or substantial being, whereas the second act is its 

operation. By its first act, it has being absolutely; by its second act, it has good absolutely.  
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The transcendental nature of good, then, is the key for Aquinas in understanding his 

relation of metaphysics and ethics. As a transcendental, “good” is common to the various 

kinds of goodness, including both metaphysical and moral. Good grounds the first 

principle of practical reason in the same way that being grounds the first principle of 

theoretical reason. Sharing the same formal structure, the two aspects of reasoning differ 

only in their ends (e.g., knowledge of the truth versus extending or directing truth to action 

as its end in the operation). When we consider good theoretically, we consider it under the 

aspect of the true. When we consider good practically, we consider it insofar as it is the 

end of an action. Good is thus the link between the theoretical and practical lives whereby 

theoretical reason becomes practical by extension.
22

 

 

3.2.2  Human Moral Psychology and Human Action 

There is a connection between human psychology and ethics. Ethical 

eudaimonism, under which Aquinas’ moral theory falls, entails the proper functioning of 

the individual in question in accordance with its natural kind. The goodness of a thing 

depends upon the thing’s nature, in this case human nature, in that nature determines 

normativity. In human actions, good and evil are essentially related to reason, since “the 

good of man is to be in accordance with reason.”
23

 This is the case because of the sort of 

being man is, a rational being. Aquinas offers a complicated but elaborate and dynamic 

interrelationship between the various faculties of the soul all of which adhere to a general 

teleology and proper function to which human perfectibility is related. The various 

                                                           
 

22
 ST I 79.11; ST I 93.6. Indeed, it pertains to the mind that man is made in God’s image. For more 

on this see Jan Aertsen’s excellent piece, “Thomas Aquinas on the Good: The Relation between Metaphysics 

and Ethics,” in Aquinas’ Moral Theory, edited by Scott MacDonald and Eleonore Stump (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1999), 235-253. See also her “The Convertibility of Being and Good in St. Thomas 

Aquinas,” New Scholasticism 59 (1985): 449-70. For a different view, John Crosby, “Are Being and Good 

Really Convertible: A Phenomenological Inquiry,” New Scholasticism 57 (1983): 493-94. 

 
23 ST I.II 18.5. 
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faculties have, in some sense, causal or influential relationships with the other faculties, 

and it is important to understand his views on this in order to understand how human lapse 

can occur and how human perfection is obtained.  

Aquinas’ view of the intellect in human action is intimately involved with the will. 

One might think that on his view the will is neutral with respect to decision making, but 

this is not the case. The will is inclined. It has a hunger or appetite for goodness, meaning 

goodness in general.
24

 But it does not by itself make determinations of goodness. The 

apprehension or judgment of things qua good is the territory of the intellect which presents 

certain things under the aspect of the good to the will, whose job it is then to will it since 

the will is an appetite for good. In this way, the intellect can move the will as a final (but 

not efficient) cause since whatever is understood qua good moves it as an end.
25

 Created 

by God as an appetite for the good, the will has a natural necessity to will the good, to will 

that which falls under the description of a good. But some things, like one’s own 

happiness, are taken as obvious goods which are willed by the faculty of the will. 

Although it is determined to will the good (not by itself, of course, since apprehending 

something as good is the role of the intellect), it is yet free and can move itself as a self-

moved mover.
26

    

                                                           
 
24

 ST I.II 10.1; ST I 82.1. His account is a bit more complicated than Aristotle’s or Maimonides’ 

given both the libertarian aspects and natural teleology shared with them, yet requiring further consideration 

given his understanding of the nature of “Original Sin.” 

 
25

 ST I 82.4. 

 
26

 This in no way should be read here as claiming that Aquinas is a compatibilist, although some 

have read him in this way. For example, see Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 221-234. For an example placing Aquinas amongst 

libertarians, see Eleonore Stump, Aquinas, (New York: Routledge, 2003), ch.9; “Aquinas’ Account of 

Freedom: Intellect and Will,” Monist 80 (1997): 576-97; See ST I.II 6.4.1; I 82.1 and 83.1 for Aquinas’ view 

that the will cannot be coerced, but can move itself. In contemporary discourse, freedom ultimately relies on 

the sole component of the will and its ability to act autonomously. But this clouds a Thomistic understanding 

if one is limited to the contemporary discussion. For Aquinas, freedom of the will is a property of the human 

being, not a component part and the will, on his account, is not independent from intellect. There exists a 

dynamic interaction coupled with a natural teleology or bent and also a conditional matter of the fall. 
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As far as the intellect making the determination as to what is good and presenting 

that to the will, the matter is a bit complicated since the intellect can be moved by other 

things. First, whereas the intellect is a final cause in moving the will, the will can move the 

intellect as an efficient (but not final) cause. For example, it can command the intellect 

directly to adopt a belief (e.g., faith in God),
27

 or can influence it indirectly by directing it 

to attend to some things and not to others,
28

 supposing of course that the intellect 

represents doing so at that time and under some aspect as good. In short, we can choose 

what to set our gaze upon.  

Second, the passions can influence the intellect in the case when one is in the grip 

of a passion (e.g., anxiety, fear, etc.) and something seems good which would otherwise 

not seem good if in a normal, calm state.
29

 But the intellect can resist the influence of such 

passion by awareness of the passion and by correcting for its effects on judgment. What is 

also complicated is the way the will is moved by the intellect. Every willing is preceded by 

an apprehension of the intellect, but not vice versa. The will can be moved by the intellect 

to will or not to will, or to will this or that particular thing as it is presented with 

something under the aspect of good.
30

  But it is in the will’s power to refuse to think of the 

thing at issue and thus to not will it of necessity (other than one’s own happiness, of 

course). If the will is presented with some object by the intellect as good under certain 

descriptions and not so under others, then the will is free not to will it as it is open to the 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Aquinas is most plausibly construed within a libertarian viewpoint (freedom that is incompatible with 

determinism), but whose nuance is not typical of contemporary discussions. 

 
27

 See Questiones disputatae de veritate (QDV) 14.3 reply, ad2 and ad10. 
 

28
 ST I.II 17.1 and 6. 

 
29

 ST I 82.4; I.II 9.2; I 81.3 and I.II 10.3. As an example of resisting a passion, consider where one 

decides that instead of making a phone call in anger to someone, perhaps one waits a day to make the phone 

call one needs to make yet in a better frame of mind. 

 
30

 ST I.II 9.1. 
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will to command the intellect to consider the object in a variety of descriptions.
31

 

Regardless of what earthly thing apart from happiness that the intellect presents to the will, 

the will is not constrained to will that particular thing since the will can command the 

intellect to consider it under a variety of descriptions. Thus, it is difficult to neatly extract 

the will and intellect from each other.
32

 The will is influenced but not coerced.
33

   

The manner in which the will moves the other active powers of the soul is as an 

efficient cause. Given that it is ordered to the good in general, and the other powers to the 

particular goods alone, the will, like a military general, moves those other powers (lesser 

ranking officers) under its control (except the vegetative powers not under its control), 

each power aiming at the good under its own jurisdiction. The power of sight’s good, for 

instance, is color, whereas the intellect’s is knowledge of truth, etc. The will has some 

control over the sensitive powers since it can choose to close the eyes, for example, or not. 

The will works in tandem with the other powers, according to the design plan, to achieve 

the good it was designed to achieve.  

  While the will has no voluntary control over certain beliefs in cases where our 

cognitive capacities have been sufficiently moved by their objects, the will does have 

power over some beliefs. We can will to believe certain things and not others (e.g., 

empirical beliefs, memory beliefs, or perceptual beliefs; attending to certain evidences and 

not others, thus strengthening or changing beliefs’ repression and also suppression). The 

                                                           
 

31
 For example, money is good in one case, evil in another. Adam’s fruit might be considered in a 

variety of ways, healthy in one situation, but sinful in another. 

 
32

 ST I.II 17.1. 

 
33

 ST I.II 17.2 and 5.1. Although the intellect has a large role, Aquinas is not committed to 

understanding immoral acts simply in terms of mistakes in rational calculation. If during incontinence, for 

example, the intellect represents something as good and the will does not will it, then Aquinas can say the 

intellect is being moved by opposing motives in representing the thing in question as both not good and good 

such that the intellect is double-minded. 

 



120 

 

will can misdirect cognitive faculties in the same way as it moves body parts if it can 

somehow see something as an aspect of good. So the process according to which the will 

corrupts the intellect requires only indirect control over the intellect by the will, but the 

process by which they function together in order to produce, for example, wisdom 

involves as an essential ingredient direct control by the will over the intellect, since 

wisdom is a virtue and virtues are properly attached to the will.
34

 Wisdom, as it will turn 

out, is a dynamic and complex interaction between the intellect and will, connected 

ultimately to moral goodness.  So the will plays a role in some though not all acts of the 

intellect, whose interrelationship is crucial in understanding Aquinas’ view of faith.  

For our purposes, we will concern ourselves with those departments of human 

psychological experience that involve the intellective soul and the sensitive soul. Relative 

to human moral psychology, like the intellective soul, the sensitive soul also has two 

departments, cognitive and appetitive. Whereas the objects of the intellective soul 

comprising volition and thought are, respectively the good (according to the appetitive) 

and the real or true (according to the cognitive), the objects of the sensitive soul 

comprising movement and sensation are, respectively, the particular (according to the 

appetitive) and the universal (according to the cognitive).  

Now, the appetitive faculty in the sensitive soul comprises the passions which are 

the sort of things that the soul can experience through active or passive powers. Whereas 

active potencies enable us to do something, passives ones enable us to undergo something. 

The former’s movements from potency to act are explained by an internal principle for 

their actualization, whereas the latter’s movements are by an external principle. Thus, the 

                                                           
34

 More on this later, but suffice it to say for now that the person who has faith in God forms an 

assent to a set of propositions under the influence of volition, which then has the effect of moving the 

intellect to such an assent. Yet, as we will also see, this particular volition is produced by divine grace for 

which God alone is responsible. Wisdom grows out of charity, which itself depends on faith, where faith is 

such that the will exercises direct control over intellect on his view. So wisdom as Aquinas treats it 

predominantly depends upon faith. 
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act of such a set of potencies is either one of acting or of being acted upon. Properly 

speaking, within such human “acts” is the distinction between action and passion.  

The passions of the soul are passive potencies whereby the soul is acted upon to 

bring about some state (e.g., being saddened by the death of a friend). The sensitive part of 

the soul is essentially passive, whereas the intellective soul is essentially active. Loving 

(appetitive potency being realized) and smelling (cognitive/perceptual potency being 

realized) are essentially passive even though the grammar suggests they are active (e.g., 

loving God is a matter of being acted upon).  Passions are individuated by their objects 

such that loving may be described as where the object external to the subject acts upon the 

subject to induce a loving state, and where the subject is intentional or attentive to the 

external cause which is the object eliciting the love of the subject.  

Importantly, Aquinas has analogues to the passions that pertain to the purely 

intellective part of the soul, which Peter King alludes to and calls “pseudo passions.”
35

 

Just as the formal object of the cognitive faculties is the true, the formal object of the 

appetitive faculties is the good. More specifically, just as the formal object of the 

intellective appetite (the will) is the immaterial good, so too the formal object of the 

sensitive appetite (the passions) is the sensitive good.
36

 Now, since it is a fundamental 

principle of Aquinas that all creation tends toward the good, then all the passions must 

tend toward the good, at least toward the apparent good.
37

   

                                                           
35

 Peter King, “Aquinas on the Passions,” Aquinas’ Moral Theory, edited by Scott MacDonald and 

Eleonore Stump, 105-106, n.7. But unlike the ordinary passions, these do not require bodily reactions or 

material basis as their respective location is in the intellective appetite as rational acts of will. This explains 

how angels or other disembodied souls are capable of having “passions” (i.e., pseudo passions). Whereas 

animals can only have passions and angels only pseudo passions (except in embodied states), living humans 

are capable of both. A passion like the craving of chocolate is distinct from the pseudo passion like the 

desire to eradicate chocolate consumption. 

 
36

 Aquinas, ST I 80.2. 

 
37 ST I.II 25.1-2. His primary grouping, the concupiscible passions (love, hate, desire, aversion, joy, 

and sorrow), is interestingly connected to the first principle of practical reasoning (pursue good and avoid 
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Aquinas recognizes that we often explain our actions by appeal to motives, 

passions being one of them. For example, in the case where someone hit another person 

out of anger, it seems that the passion ruled the person. Aquinas thinks of two ways in 

which the passion of a man occurs: first, as just described, which he likens to the way of 

brute beasts where the impulse of passion is followed of necessity without movement of 

will or reason;
38

 second, where the man’s intellective soul, reason and will, triumph. In the 

first case, passions literally overwhelm the individual, bringing him down to the condition 

of merely animal nature such that he really is not “acting” in the proper sense of human 

action.
39

 Later, when more sober minded, the individual realizes that he was previously 

out of control in a fit of rage when he committed what we often call a “crime of passion.” 

In ordinary cases, the individual, at the consent of the will, goes along with the passion 

rather than being consumed or overcome by it (i.e., he could have refrained, but saw in the 

object some apparent or real good).
40

 So although the passions are of a passive nature, it 

does not follow that we are completely passive with respect to our passions. 

Next, just because of their passive nature, it does not follow that the passions 

themselves are always involuntary. For one thing, the individual can choose what to set his 

gaze upon (or not) such that the occasion is provided (or not) for some passions to arise. 

Similarly, one can to a certain extent control not only the appetitive but also the vegetative 

soul by choosing what if anything to consume such that occasion is provided (or not) for 

digestion to take place (digestion not being ordinarily voluntary). For an action to be a 

                                                                                                                                                                               
evil). We are to love good, hate evil, desire (move toward) good, be aversive (move away from) to evil, 

experience joy in the possession of good, and experience sorrow without the possession of good. Thus, he 

concludes that the passions begin with love/hate and end with joy/sorrow. 

 
38

 ST I.II 10.3. 

 
39

 ST I.II 1.1. Perhaps this is what was going on in the fall where there was some external principle 

desire to make one wise that moved the concupiscible desire, e.g., the fruit appeared desirable, etc. 

 
40

 ST I.II 10.3.1. 
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proper human action, it must be voluntary, even in the cases where a passion is cited (e.g., 

anger) as explaining someone’s action. And Aquinas believes that passion involved in 

action (say, one person striking another out of anger) somehow gets mitigated in terms of 

the level of culpability (being less culpable than were the passion not involved in the 

explanation). In such a case, Aquinas says, “something seems good to an angry man that 

does not seem so when he is calm.”
41

 So the passions in such a case influence but do not 

determine our behavior. In any case, such actions are not purely voluntary as would be the 

case of, say, an act of cold blooded murder.
42

   

Aquinas divides the intellect into speculative and practical reason. Wisdom, while 

an intellectual virtue, consists in truly knowing the highest causes of things (in Aquinas’ 

                                                           
 
41

 ST I.II 9.2. This intuitive distinction is intelligible in contemporary cases of murder in many 

criminal justice systems where premeditative murder is cold and calculated whereas a murder in the case of a 

bar fight or when one is first attacked takes place “in the heat of the moment” and considered less culpable 

by some juries as the offender was emotively provoked to action. And stories abound where action is 

exacerbated when a spouse walks in on the other spouse in the midst of infidelity. 

 
42

 ST I.II 17.7. Aquinas says, “The sensitive appetite is also subject to the will with respect to 

execution, which takes place through a motive power. In the case of other animals, motion immediately 

follows upon the concupiscible and the irascible appetite….But man is not immediately moved in 

accordance with the irascible and concupiscible appetite; instead, he awaits the command of the will, which 

is a higher appetite… Accordingly, the lower appetite is not sufficient to move unless the higher appetite 

consents.” Aquinas deals with this issue in terms of the voluntary, involuntary, and non-voluntary, where his 

requirements for voluntary action includes (a) the principle of action is internal to the agent, and (b) the 

action’s end is known as the end or seen as some good, real or apparent.  It is important here with respect to 

the Fall that there may be an external principle that occasions the action of the internal principle (e.g., a 

passion provoked by circumstances). If both (a) and (b) are not satisfied then an action is non-voluntary. But 

passions do not normally prevent such satisfaction. However, there might be an action opposed to the will 

which is then taken to be involuntary. Take a case where a ship’s captain jettisons the cargo during the 

storm, which apart from the occasion or circumstances of the storm would have been involuntary. ST I.II 6.6. 

He cites Aristotle’s illustration (NE III.1 1110a9-11). But to avoid the greater evil in light of the storm, it 

became voluntary. So he wills what he does not want to will (in ordinary circumstances). So, while 

technically voluntary, it is in another sense involuntary (secundum quid). So, in both cases of the non-

voluntary (anger) and the involuntary (fear), the actions are ones that would not be committed under 

ordinary circumstances. Note that both fear and anger are irascible whereas Aquinas claims that 

concupiscence is simply voluntary as the desired object is what the agent would have wanted in other 

circumstances in that extenuating circumstances do not apply except in cases of irascible passions. So action 

on the basis of a passion, while voluntary, can involve an involuntary component (degrees of culpability not 

withstanding). Aquinas holds that the passions are ultimately subject to the will, however, if the action is to 

be voluntary (i.e., a human action). 
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case, God).
43

 As such, Aquinas’ understanding of Aristotle’s highest cause is that of 

mastering metaphysics, but whose highest ontological reality, Aristotle’s theos, is a rather 

thin and impoverished version of the highest cause (described as “thought thinking itself 

thinking”).
44

 Thus, the intellectual virtue of wisdom need not be the product of both 

intellect and will in Aquinas. But most of what he says on wisdom has to do with wisdom 

as a gift rather than as an intellectual virtue acquired by human reason alone, and in this 

way it does involve the will connected intimately to moral goodness.
45

   

On Aquinas’ account, a person lacking the virtues of faith and charity cannot really 

be said to possess some other significant virtues (e.g., the virtue of wisdom) except in a 

secondary, derivative, or equivocal sense. Wisdom is an outgrowth of charity, which in 

turn depends on faith. Faith is a case in which the will exercises direct control over 

intellect, on Aquinas’ view.  

Aquinas claims that it is the task of moral philosophy “to consider human 

operations insofar as they are ordered to one another and to the end.”
46

 The subject of 

moral philosophy is human beings insofar as they are voluntarily acting for an end.”
47

 

                                                           
 

43 ST II.II 45.1 and I.II 57.2. 

 
44 It is thin and impoverished compared to the thick and rich version considered by Aquinas for 

whom wisdom is a matter of knowing God’s nature, actions, and decrees, illuminating more of an 

Augustinian than Aristotelian theological understanding. For more on the relationship here, see Mark Jordan, 

Ordering Wisdom, 122. And for more on Aristotle’s theos in particular, see Aryeh Kosman, “Divine Being 

and Divine Thinking in Metaphysics Lambda,” Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient 

Philosophy 3 (1987): 165-88. 
 

45
 Aquinas’ analogues to the passions that pertain to the purely intellective part of the soul play a 

large role in Aquinas’ view (e.g., the intellectual love for or fear of God as exemplified not only by humans 

having a sensitive soul, but also angels having only an intellective soul, revealing that such passions are not 

necessarily grounded in some bodily state). Having faith in and loving God are both necessary conditions for 

the best life to be actualized, as the good life is most fully marked by the degree to which one possesses the 

highest good. 

 
46

 Aquinas, Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics (hereafter In NE), translated by C.I. Litzinger, 

2 vols., (Notre Dame: Dumb Ox Books, 1993). I.1.2: 215 (1). 
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Human acts are attributed as such or per se to human agents, the sort of things whose acts 

are properly human, qua human. It is only those activities that are knowingly and willingly 

engaged in that are properly termed human acts. Since free will (liberum arbitrium) is the 

faculty of reason and will, it is on account of this that whatever acts are properly done by 

humans are moral acts.  

Aquinas’ doctrines of virtue and natural law arise out of his theory of action. The 

dominant motif is one of eudaimonia. This is the ultimate end for the sake of which all 

other acts are done. While the medieval picture of all substances involves a teleological 

structure, human action in particular is defined by its rational teleological action. A natural 

substance is what it is by virtue of having the capacity for performing a certain 

characteristic activity. It is the form of that particular substance which constitutes its 

ontological ground for that capacity, which Aquinas calls the substance’s first actuality. 

The state in which a substance has actualized its specific potentialities is the substance’s 

second or final actuality, its perfection or fulfillment of its potential. So he understands 

actuality in two different senses, and all things seek their final actuality, their perfection.  

The notion “happiness” is vaguely general and is perceived as something different 

to particular persons (e.g., glory, wealth, pleasure, etc.). However, as is true for Aristotle, 

Aquinas also takes this notion to be an objective notion. There is an end or good, the 

ultimate end or good for man, which in itself is normatively desirable (even if not desired 

by each subject). Something is seen as good and attracts the will of the agent. Aquinas 

relies here on two presuppositions. First, we cannot desire what is evil or bad since they 

are the opposite of desirable. We can only want something insofar as we see it as good 

(which would then, of course, be seen as good for us).
48

 “Whatever a human being seeks, 
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 Ibid, NE I.1.3. 

 
48

 This does not negate goods for others even when apparently disconnected to us (e.g., successful 

well project providing water for Ethiopians or happy retirements for great-grandchildren). This is because 
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it seeks under the aspect of the good (sub ratione boni).”
49

 And still further, there is a 

distinction between the thing sought and the reason for seeking it, the aspect under which 

it is sought. Since our good is what completes us, any object of action must be perceived 

as at least part of our comprehensive good. We necessarily seek the good under the 

assumption that obtaining the perceived good is moving towards fulfilling the kind of 

agents we are, human agents. Thus, the notion of the human good is implicit in any and all 

human acts. We act for the sake of what we perceive to be good, perfective of the kinds of 

things we are. Now, we can be mistaken about what the particular or even ultimate good 

is, in which case we will still act on account of what we take to be the ultimate good, and 

so the practical reasoning processes are the same.  

 

3.2.3  The Original State 

Given the grandiose worldview, as might be expected, Aquinas’ account of the 

prelapsarian state is one marked by flourishing, a normative state for human existence, 

variously denoted as “prelapsarian,” the “state of innocence,” or “integrity,” in contrast to 

“postlapsarian,” the “state of corruption,” or “fallen.” Things are functioning properly, the 

way they ought to be, when they are functioning the way they were designed to function.
50

 

In ST I 94.1 Aquinas deals with the state and condition of the first man, saying explicitly 

                                                                                                                                                                               
the will of the agent ought to want what is good in general, which obviously includes good for each and 

every person, a good for that individual and not just a good to that individual. It is an objective good rather 

than merely subjective notion of good that is being considered.  

  
49

 ST I.II 1.6. 
50

 With respect to the hermeneutical interpretation of Genesis, the nature of the narrative about 

paradise (Greek, garden), Aquinas believes that it was a literal place even though having a spiritual 

explanation. He claims that “whatever Scripture tells us about paradise, is set down as a matter of history; 

and wherever Scripture makes use of this method, we must hold to the historical truth of the narrative as a 

foundation of whatever spiritual explanation we may offer.” The trees are literal even if having a spiritual 

signification, as the rock was in the desert (Aquinas, ST I 102.1).  Man was to learn, by experience of the 

consequent punishment, the difference between the good of obedience and the evil of rebellion. So it’s not as 

though man did not know good from evil per se (after all, man was given a divine command), but did not 

know them by their consequent experiences. 
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that “the first man in the primitive state of his natural life did not see God through His 

Essence.” This fact occasioned a possibility which eventuated in a pivotal point of 

departure from the good life, a departure fundamentally marked by man’s aversion to the 

state of human flourishing, essentially an aversion to God, to a state of corruption, a 

perversion of man. The Fall was possible in this state because Adam did not see God 

through His essence, an experience only possessed in the beatific vision in the next life. In 

such a state, since man cannot willingly turn away from happiness, this being the ultimate 

end for man, man will not be able to fall since no one who sees God’s essence can 

willingly turn away from it (which means to sin), so firmly are they established in the love 

of God. Since Adam did sin, it is clear he did not see God’s essence.  

In the original state, indeed in all earthly states, man is distracted and occupied by 

sensible things potentially impeding his understanding of intelligible effects even though 

“God made man upright.”
51

 The rectitude in this state is in the sense that the body was 

subject to the soul, and the lower powers of the soul were subjected to the higher, where 

the higher was made so as not to be impeded by the lower (i.e., as long as it remained 

subjected to God, a provision made possible only by God’s grace). Man was happy, not 

with the perfect happiness, but only insofar as he was “gifted with natural integrity and 

perfection.”
52

 The first man was created in “original righteousness” or “original justice” 

(OJ), an accident pertaining to the nature of the species as a gift conferred externally by 

God on the entire human nature.  

Prelapsarian man’s soul was aptly designed to perfect and govern the body, the 

latter being entirely subject to the former without hindrance. His soul was established in a 

perfect state to instruct and govern others, which presupposes potentially having 
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knowledge of all those things for which he has a natural aptitude.
53

 In order to govern, 

man was also endowed with certain knowledge surpassing natural knowledge because the 

life of man is directed to a supernatural end.  But among those things that were not known 

are those things that cannot be known by human effort or are not necessary for the 

direction of human life.
54

 Prelapsarian man could not assent to falsehood as if it were truth 

since truth is the good of the intellect and falsehood its evil. This was so while the soul’s 

rectitude in the primitive state remained subject to God. But since the intellect cannot be 

deceived in the state of innocence and subjected to falsehood, the lapse must be initially 

accounted for by some lower faculty. Aquinas initially suggests the imagination.   

The key to ensuring this rectitude was in man’s reason being subject to God. This 

was not from nature or else it would have remained after the Fall, being part of human 

nature. But since it did not remain, it was not grounded in nature but in grace. This is a 

supernatural endowment. Adam, like other just souls, was gifted with God’s Spirit in some 

degree but not as the believers who possess him now are who are admitted into eternal 

happiness after death.  

With respect to the passions, Aquinas claims that they existed in the state of 

innocence, residing as they did in the sensitive appetite which has as its objects good and 

evil. While in the primitive state, of course, man had no passion for evil as its object. Our 

sensitive appetite is not entirely subject to reason. Sometimes the sensitive appetite hinders 

reason’s judgment. But in the state of innocence, the inferior appetite was wholly subject 

                                                           
 

53
 Aquinas says, “Now no one can instruct others unless he has knowledge, and so the first man was 

established by God in such a manner as to have knowledge of all those things for which man has a natural 

aptitude.” (ST Ia94.3)  He elaborates on this aptitude, “And such are whatever are virtually contained in the 

first self-evident principles, that is, whatever truths man is naturally able to know.” 
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 For example, men’s thoughts, future contingents, some individual facts, etc. Citing Augustine 
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punishment of man condemned.” Aquinas, ST I 94.4.  
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to reason. The passions’ revolt against reason could not have occurred in the state of 

innocence. But then how did Adam fall from this state of innocence?  Did he lack virtues 

thereby making such an allowance? 

Aquinas thinks the rectitude of the original state required possession of all the 

virtues. Notably, he claims that charity, as a virtue not involving imperfection, existed 

absolutely in the primitive state both in habit and in act. But some virtues, like faith, are of 

such a nature as to imply imperfection either in their act or on the part of the matter. It is 

not inconsistent to conceive of the imperfection of some virtues co-existing with the 

original state’s perfection. The perfection of that state did not extend to the beatific vision 

of the Divine essence, the final state, so faith would have necessarily existed in the first 

man. Consider some virtues—for example, penance or mercy—which imply an 

imperfection inconsistent with the prelapsarian state such that they could exist as habit but 

not as act, since penance is sorrow for sin committed.
55

 So Adam had the habit of penance 

and mercy in the sense that he was disposed in such a way that if he had sinned, then he 

would have repented. So Adam possessed the virtues as one created upright in the original 

state, key virtues of which were faith and charity.  

Now, since Aquinas does not believe Adam (and also Eve) could have been 

deceived prior to the Fall, and since he affirms the New Testament which clearly teaches 

that Eve, at least, was deceived (as Aquinas reveals his knowledge of the specific text I 

Timothy 2:14), how does he reconcile the claims that Eve could not be deceived and that 

Eve was in fact deceived? It seems open, given what was said above, that Eve’s failure 

with respect to the forbidden fruit may have constituted a failure to consider some 

individual fact in the category of things not known to man. He claims, following 
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harmony of the soul. 



130 

 

Augustine again, that she was deceived before she committed a deed of sin (i.e., taking the 

forbidden fruit). How so? She was able to sin because the antecedent condition, her 

interior pride, opened the possibility. She “already acquiesced in the love of her own 

power, and in a presumption of self-conceit.”
56

 Even still, he maintains in the third reply 

that even if an external object were presented to the imagination or sense of the first man 

(and woman) not in accordance with the nature of things, then they would not have been 

deceived because reason would have kept it in check. So if not external and not 

imagination, then what caused it? In concluding the section, he notes that man had sinned 

already in his heart and thus failed to have recourse to Divine aid. There was some object 

of desire eliciting the passions to make one wise but via illegitimate means. So how did 

self-love assume control over the higher faculties?  

 

3.3  Postlapsarianism: Sin, Origin of Sin, and Original Sin  

Given Aquinas’ philosophy, human lapse from the original state implies an 

account of some sort of departure from God as the supreme good. Before considering how 

the first human sin was made possible (call this Primal Sin or PS), or its consequences in 

light of Original Sin (OS), let us look at the concept of sin. 

 

3.3.1  The Concept of Sin  

Sin is defined by Aquinas as “an inordinate act” whereby both voluntariness and 

inordinateness occur, the former being essential and the latter accidental.
57

 The 

voluntariness refers essentially to the sinner, the inordinateness only accidentally since no 

one acts intending evil. And, of course, a thing derives it species from that which is 

essential, not accidental. Thus, sins are differentiated on the basis of their acts of 
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voluntariness, not inordinateness. But the nature of sin consists in its inordinateness. Every 

sin consists in a move away from the immutable good towards the desire for some lesser 

mutable good for which man has an inordinate desire.
58

   

Sin is inordinate, and at some level sin against God is common to all sins in that it 

consists in forsaking the One God for the many other created things.
59

 The love of God is 

unitive in that it draws man’s affections from the many to the one such that the virtues, 

flowing from the love of God, are connected. But self-love disunites man’s affections 

amongst the different things; hence, vices and sins arising as they do from self-love are 

disconnected. Love of God is unitive and integrative; inordinate self-love is divisive and 

disintegrative.
60

  Given the voluntariness of human action, sin is primarily in the will, but 

the intellect and the passions are also invoked as motives and reasons for action.
61

  

 

3.3.2  Origin of Sin  

At some point the first human sinned. PS lays bare an instance of morally evil 

action without all of the complications usually dealt with in a postlapsarian mode. In 

typical instances, we seek questions about antecedent conditions such as character, 

ignorance, and prior choices that go into influencing or determining an agent’s immoral 

and culpable volition. In PS, however, there can be no relevant ignorance, akrasia, bad 

states or dispositions of character, or prior evil choices, because the antecedent conditions 

were all good.  
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 Ibid., 72.4. This is so insofar as the order to God includes every human order. If man is not 

rightly related to God in accordance with right reason, then other things will be disordered as well. 

 
60
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 Ibid., 74.1-3. See Scott MacDonald, “Practical Reasoning and Reasons-Explanations,” Aquinas’ 

Moral Theory, edited by MacDonald and Stump, (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998), 131-159. 
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PS brought about grave consequences which burdened all of Adam’s posterity with 

the transmitted human condition of depravity (a certain kind of sinful disposition). Call 

this Original Sin (OS). Both are said to have their own problems. Taken as PS, difficulties 

arise about how such a fall from grace is even possible given the rich background of the 

good and man’s condition of rectitude and disposition towards the good (i.e., sin brings 

about a privation). Taken as OS, difficulties arise as to how human posterity can “be all 

they can be” given their presently depraved condition so that they are not alienated 

necessarily as cosmic orphans.  

Aquinas’ view on the metaphysical problem of evil answers the questions about 

the nature and cause of evil as privation and as self-caused, while the moral problem 

answers the “why” question with a free will response. The one who sins is both depraved 

(morally) and deprived (metaphysically). Aquinas’ De Principiis Naturae helps us to 

better understand the notion of evil. He identifies three principles of change: matter, form, 

and privation. Now, if evil or sin is simply the privation of good, we would still be left 

with the problem of its causal genesis if we neglect to say something about the nature of 

causal explanation in Aquinas.  

First, we note that all things are good in virtue of their existence, their first act of 

being, but also that all things seek for their final good or second actuality. Further, 

following Augustine, Aquinas denies that evil is a thing for it has no being in itself.
62

 It is 

a privation, not a thing, not a substance.
63

 Next, since evil is not a substance, but a real 

privation or lack in a good substance, it follows that evil cannot wholly corrupt a good 
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substance, for otherwise it would not be possible for it to exist in a state of privation since 

privation is parasitical on being, on a substance. But what is its cause? Given what has 

been said, evil cannot be said to have a formal cause per se since it has no form but is a 

privation of form. Nor can it have a final cause since only substances that seek their own 

perfection can have a final cause, and evil is no perfection. The only material cause for 

evil to “ride on” would be a good substance since all that is, is good. So the material cause 

for evil must be, at least accidentally, a good substance. Ultimately, evil can be explained 

by an efficient (or actually, a deficient) cause, the will of the agent.
64

   

Aquinas is not naively optimistic about the noetic effects of sin. Sin can affect 

reason either by failure to control concupiscence or by ignorance.
65

 More particularly and 

of interest is the fact that Aquinas claims that ignorance, as non-being, can in some sense 

be a cause of sin indirectly. It is a sin of omission rather than commission. He 

distinguishes ignorance (denotes privation of knowledge: lack of that which is known via 

natural aptitude) from nescience (denotes absence of knowledge). Within our natural 

aptitude are some items which we are obligated to know. For example, all are bound to 

know the articles of faith and universal principles of right. Other items, by contrast, carry 

no obligation (e.g., geometrical theorems and contingent particulars). Thus, through 

negligence ignorance is culpable.
66

 Ignorance, if involuntary or invincible (failing to know 

what one is unable to know or imbecility) is excusable because inculpable.
67

 Given that 
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voluntariness is essential to sin, ignorance diminishing voluntariness diminishes sin. For 

example, getting drunk creates some level of ignorance and diminishes voluntariness of 

sins (not of drunkenness) consequential to intoxicated states because the man’s will cannot 

be said to fully consent to sin directly but only accidentally.
68

 But it is nonetheless 

culpable.  

As already noted, passions can have influence over the will for evil. However, this 

cannot happen but indirectly since the will’s proper object is the good. This can occur 

through a kind of distraction when the soul is so attentive to the passion as to be remiss or 

impeded in will for the good. It can also happen when the will’s object, understood via 

inordinate apprehension of the imagination and judgment of the estimative power (e.g., 

consider those out of their mind), misleads the will away from the good to follow the 

passion, like taste follows the tongue’s disposition, where one cannot easily turn one’s 

imagination away from the object. The passion occasions a change in the judgment about 

the object of the will. So the higher mover is indirectly moved by the lower as the will 

never pursues evil as evil but only when falsely considering it via passionate influences as 

a good (ignorance or error in reason), like the fruit looking good in the garden. Hence, we 

mistake an evil for a good.
69

 Perhaps man knows it is wrong to lie, generally, but in a 

particular instance it is not taken as a lie in that he is not intentionally defying what he 

universally knows. Or again, it is possible to have correct knowledge both generally and 

particularly yet not consider it or attend to it actually. Thus, it is possible for a man to act 

contrary to that which he would ordinarily not do were it not for the fact that he failed to 

consider some particular fact, or due to a lack of attending to some fact or set of facts.  
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Failure to attend to something because of some distraction or hindrance of 

something external, some bodily infirmity or passion, can bring about failure to consider 

some particular in light of what one universally knows. Someone in a state of passion may 

fail to consider in particular what he knows in general as the passions hinder him via (1) 

distraction, (2) opposition (to something contrary to what man knows in general), or (3) 

bodily transmutation (where reason is somehow fettered to not act freely or as free in cases 

of sleepiness, drunkenness, or ill-health; so also when man is inflamed by passions of love 

or excess anger, etc.) In such cases the passion draws the reason to judge in particular 

against what is known in general. While universal knowledge is most certain, it does not 

hold pride of place in action since action is about particulars. This is why it is not 

surprising to find passion acting counter to universal knowledge in matters of action when 

a privation occurs in particular knowledge. That something appears good to the reason 

when in fact it is not is due to a passion.  

Inordinate self-love is the root cause of every sin, each of which proceeds from 

some inordinate desire for a mutable and temporal good. This amounts to a failure of 

proper self-love.
70

 Concupiscence of the flesh (sensual) or of the eyes (spiritual), as in the 

imagination for things inordinate, are both considered. For example, the fruit looked 

desirable not for its delectable taste to the tongue but to make one wise, and yet wisdom 

would be gained in an illicit way.  

Sin occurs sometimes via defect of intellect (i.e., ignorance), sometimes defect in 

sensitive appetite (i.e., passion), and sometimes defect or disorder of the will (i.e., when 

the will chooses or loves the lesser over the greater good, it is considered disordered). The 

consequence of loving something lesser is that one chooses to suffer some good.
71

 An 
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inordinate will chooses some temporal over spiritual good and thus chooses to lose the 

spiritual, implying that a man wishes knowingly a spiritual evil or privation of some good 

to obtain another lesser good. This is what it means to sin through malice or on purpose. 

Evil cannot be intended for its own sake, but can be intended for the sake of avoiding 

another evil or obtaining another good.  

The account, then, of PS for humans is that sin can be said to be irrational but not 

unintelligible. The answer regarding where PS originates cannot be in an efficient cause 

but in a deficient cause since it is a matter of defecting from what is highest to something 

less. But such a defect cannot be found in either an antecedent defect in the state of 

innocence or in God, but must be explicable in terms of human freedom as an irrational 

yet free choice whereby man is rendered culpable. This now highlights the importance for 

our first discussing Aquinas’ background assumptions, moral psychology, and ideas about 

human action, in order to provide the resources for a defensible account of the introduction 

of evil and an explanation of how human moral agents can fall into evil. Morally evil 

choices are ordinary defective acts of will motivated by the agent’s practical reasoning (or 

more particularly a failure to attend adequately to the reasons for which one has access). 

But it is actually a kind of negligence (as opposed to nescience) in practical reasoning. 

One turns away from the greatest immutable good and chooses lesser mutable goods.  

Sin turns out to be a (metaphysical) privation in a good substance as well as a 

(moral) depravation. All substances are good insofar as they have being as their first act. 

Primal evil is a defective free choice constituting a corruption in rational nature. The sin, 

the moral evil, is the voluntary turning away itself. As it consists in the loving of a lesser 

rather than a greater good, it constitutes disorder in the soul and a novel perversion of 

rational nature. The characterization of turning way (aversio) and turning to (conversio) 

suggests that such an action initiates or gives rise to an enduring state of will such as 

setting one’s mind to or committing oneself to something in a lasting way. Sin is 
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essentially a disordinate act of will, the turning away from the highest good, which is 

motivated by the fact that the sinner perceives the goodness of the object he comes to 

choose.  

Aquinas’ denial of any technical cause to PS is not a denial of utterly unmotivated 

acts of will. The disordered act of will is directed toward an object on account of its being 

perceived as a good. Thus, it is an intelligible account even if irrational. The sinner’s 

perception of the object as a good makes his action intelligible in that he reasonably 

desires it, but at the same time not so intelligible in that he turns away from a greater good 

to the lesser. It is this irrational preferencing of the lower to the higher good that needs 

explaining since it is this that constitutes the disordered choice. The background 

assumptions in the prelapsarian state require an explanation of this cognitive and moral 

defect. Remember that even though he knew God, Adam did not yet have the beatific 

vision. It is not open, given background assumptions, for Aquinas to invoke some 

explanation that involves antecedent defect (e.g., akrasia) in PS. So Aquinas claims that 

the will falls when it fails to guard against sin, which it could and should have avoided. 

Had Adam attended to all of the reasons he possessed, he would not have fallen. Hence, 

his choice was thus made in some negligent sense of reasoning, some carelessness, 

somehow not taking into account the relevant information possessed. This was a problem 

of selective attention necessarily attached to finite beings.  

Evidence of this may be seen in the serpent’s tempting Eve by diverting attention 

from some things while focusing in on others, which explains how she ended up seeing the 

fruit as good for food, delightful to the eyes, and desirable to make one wise, all 

reasonable things in themselves as they accord with human nature. Unrestrained by her 

countervailing reasons she failed to attend to, she took and ate.  

In summary, as an explanation of PS for Aquinas, we can say that the perception of 

certain created goods provides motivation for their being loved and turned towards but not 
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directly motivated by love for a lesser as opposed to the greatest good. The motivation is 

indirect yet culpable. The culpability stems from failure to guard against sin in this way, 

which is why there is no essential, natural, or efficient cause of sin. So as a deficient cause, 

it highlights how an irrational choice can be made only as indirectly motivated since a 

primal sinner cannot voluntarily choose something while simultaneously seeing it as 

irrational. So it is grounded in a particular kind of failure in practical reasoning, failure to 

base one’s choices adequately on one’s reasons. Sin is irrational but not unintelligible. PS 

takes place in the context of the natural cognitive limitations of creatures, which are 

mutable, a necessary condition for being corruptible. Thus, we must have some non-being 

in our being rendering us capable (having potential) to fall into irrationality, but such 

limitation is not a defect, either moral or rational, in the original creation. It is sin that 

constitutes a lapse in rationality and morality. PS was a failure to act or a failure to fully 

attend.  

Generally, inaction must be explicable in similar ways as action, but some inaction, 

if it requires any explanation at all, will not typically require explanation that appeals to 

reasons and motives one has for that inaction. Thus, it is erroneous to think that inaction 

essential to PS must be explicable in terms of primal sinners’ reasons and motives for such 

inaction. That is, it is unnecessary to provide an explanation of the same sort for the defect 

as for the effect where the defect is an inaction (e.g., a failure to act or attend).
72

 Primal 

sinners’ ability to choose otherwise is grounded in their ability to reason otherwise. An 

action is either self-caused (culpable), uncaused (inexplicable), or caused by another 

(inculpable). PS is culpable but is not self-caused in the direct sense but only in the 

indirect sense.       
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3.3.3 Original Sin  

If PS provides a lens by which to examine the fundamental mechanisms of 

culpable wrongdoing in the original, pristine state, then we should expect the results of 

that investigation to provide insight not only into the nature of PS but of wrongdoing 

generally. That is, ordinary instances of culpable wrongdoing are defective, disordered, 

acts of will, just as those of their primal ancestor. As such, they are (1) voluntary, which 

entails that they are (2) motivated and also (3) avoidable, where their defect consists 

primarily in their being (4) less than fully informed by the sinner’s reasons. Aristotle’s 

fixity of character for vicious persons,
 73

 a problem generated in chapter 1, is 

unproblematic on Aquinas’ account given the nature of culpability, but the gravity of the 

consequences of original sin compares to Aristotle’s problem in terms of our natural and 

fallen inability to extricate ourselves from our poor state, thus eliminating the good life 

from within our grasp. If it were avoidable, then its explanation must be in the sinner’s 

negligence in practical reasoning when she had the power to do otherwise because it was in her 

power to reason otherwise.”
74

 Each and every sin exhibits the essential features of PS. Even 
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though the sensitive appetite in the fallen state, which we will look at next, makes it more 

difficult to pursue good and avoid evil, it is still possible in some way given Aquinas’ 

view on the nature of free choice. 

Whereas PS is an act, OS is a habit which is relative to nature rather than to act, 

because it was not formed in us by bad actions leading to such habits, and so likewise 

cannot be annulled by good actions. It is a habit of nature like a natural disposition 

towards wellness or illness. It was brought about by one act but is a habit of nature 

inherited posterior to the one act. Aquinas does not pretend to prove the doctrine of 

original sin by arguments from reason alone.
75

  His attempt is to reveal moral decadence 

with a probabilistic conclusion, but he is nonetheless bound by biblical and ecclesiastical 

authority to affirm it.
76
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considered as a private person, this privation is not his ‘fault,’ for a fault is essentially voluntary. If, 

however, we consider him as a member of the family of Adam, as if all men were only one man, then his 

privation partakes of the nature of sin on account of its voluntary origin, which is the actual sin of Adam.” 

(De Malo, IV 1). 
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For Aquinas, OS is a paternal rather than a personal crime for Adam’s posterity. It 

is not a habit infused or acquired (except in Adam’s case), but is rather inherited via our 

corrupt origin.
77

 OS is extensive (but not necessarily intensive) in that it extends to all 

parts of the soul given that they are parts of a whole.
78

   

Since the species is taken from its form, and the species of original sin is taken 

from its cause, it follows that the formal element of original sin is relative to original 

justice. As the will turned away from God in privation, all the other powers of the soul 

became inordinate and revealed the material element in original sin in the other powers, 

turning inordinately to mutable goods whose inordinateness is denoted as concupiscence. 

Thus, original sin is formally privation but materially concupiscence.
79

 OS attaches to the 

nature, not to the person. Through the origin of Adam’s sin, sin entered into the world and 

transmitted something to his descendants as a collective, by nature (species) rather than by 

person (individual). OS, which is opposed to OJ, is called the sin of nature, wherefore it is 

transmitted from the parent to the offspring;
80

 the root of original righteousness consists in 
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 ST 82.1.   
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 ST 82.2.3. For Aquinas, OS is a lack of OJ from the will primarily grounded in the will which 

moves and governs the other powers: “The whole order of original justice consists in man’s will being 

subject to God: which subjection, first and chiefly, was in the will, whose function it is to move all the other 

parts to the end…, so that the will being turned away from God, all the other powers of the soul became 

inordinate (ST I.II 82.3). So while the good of nature, the structure, cannot be destroyed (ST I.II 85.2) and 

OS is primarily in the will, the other powers are damaged including the reason. Just because the nature is not 

damaged does not mean the proper functioning is not.  

 
79

 ST I.II 82.3. Sin, in general has pride at its beginning in terms of the order of intention in action, 

but covetousness at its beginning in terms of the order of execution. Pride turns away from the immutable 

and covetousness moves towards some mutual good. See also ST I.II 84. 

80
 It is transmitted to all who receive human nature from the first man, which is why it is called 

Original Sin, denoting its origin in nature, human nature. We need to remember that for Aquinas OS attaches 

to the nature rather than the person.  In his summary of the Summa Aquinas writes, “The blessing of 

Original Justice was conferred by God on the human race in the person of its first parent in such a way that it 

was to be transmitted to his posterity through him. But when a cause is removed, the effect cannot follow. 

Therefore, when the first man stripped himself of this good by his sin, all of his descendants were likewise 

deprived of it.” Aquinas’ Shorter Summa: St. Thomas’ Own Concise Version of His Summa Theologica, 

(Manchester, N.H.: Sophia Institute Press, 2003), 223-224; ST I.II 81.1. For some historical comparisons of 
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the supernatural subjection of the reason to God, a grace from God. Sons of Adam may be 

considered as one man given our common nature. A murder committed by the sin of the 

hand would not be imputed to the hand, but to the whole body. OS (a state) is contrasted 

with actual sin (act) in one sense, but is also to be contrasted with original righteousness or 

justice (OJ) in another (proper state versus corrupt state).  OS was a corruption in nature. 

Whereas the state of giftedness was to be transmitted, now disorder is transmitted.  

OS is a habit, an inclination, not like a breakable bad habit but rather as a complex 

natural disposition that is ill-disposed. OS denotes the privation of OJ and the inordinate 

disposition of the parts of the soul; so it is not just a pure privation, but a corrupt habit (a 

bent toward evil). Though acts can form habits, it is problematic that this sort of habit 

cannot be broken simply by a series of acts. The principle of the spiritual life, a life in 

accord with virtue, is the order to the last end. If this order be corrupted, it cannot be 

repaired by some intrinsic principle. OS extensively infects and affects all parts of the soul 

in the same way as OJ did and is a universal human factor consequent to the Fall.  

The consequences of the Fall for humanity are profound. Sin diminishes the good 

of human nature with regard to its teleological inclination to virtue, and it utterly destroyed 

the gift of OJ.
81

 But it did not destroy or diminish the constitutive principles and the 

properties flowing from them (e.g., powers of the soul). If it had, man would not even be 

able to sin.
82

 The constitution of man is essential, whereas virtues and vices are accidental. 

Man as a rational being performs actions in accordance with reason, the consequence of 

                                                                                                                                                                               
the doctrine, see also Michael Rea, “The Metaphysics of Original Sin,” in Persons: Human and Divine, 

edited by Dean Zimmerman and Peter van Inwagen, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 319-356. 

 
81

 The diminishing of the good of nature points to one aspect. Aquinas says that “The good of 

human nature is threefold. First, there are the principles of which nature is constituted, and the properties 

that flow from them, such as the powers of the soul, and so forth. Secondly, since man has from nature an 

inclination to virtue, as stated above (60, 1; 63, 1), this inclination to virtue is a good of nature. Thirdly, the 

gift of original justice, conferred on the whole of human nature in the person of the first man, may be called 

a good of nature.” Further, he says, “the second good of nature, viz. the natural inclination to virtue, is 

diminished by sin.” ST I.II 85.1. 

 
82

 ST I.II 85.1.   
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which is to act virtuously. Sin cannot detract from man qua man such that man is entirely 

destroyed or else there would be nothing in which sin can reside since it is always 

parasitical on a thing. The constitutional nature of man itself was not changed, but the 

moral nature or disposition was. Reason, perfected by God, had a hold over the lower parts 

of the soul while man was subjected to God in OJ. Bereft of this, the powers of the soul, 

which are naturally directed to virtue, are bereft of their proper order,. Such destitution 

constitutes a wound of nature. The withdrawal of OJ has the character of 

punishment/penalty (e.g., found in bodily defects and death), whereas OS has the character 

of guilt. The debt of punishment (withdrawal of grace) is a consequence of sin.  

Sin incurs the character of guilt since it proceeds from the will, whereas 

punishment is fundamentally against the will.
83

 Punishment is proportionate to sin in terms 

of sin’s severity but not its duration. Given its turning away from the immutable good, 

which is infinite, its corresponding punishment is the pain of loss, being the loss of the 

infinite good, that is, God.
84

 The effect of disturbing an order remains so long as the cause  

remains. Some disturbances are reparable, some are not. Some sins are not punished 

eternally, but sin in general incurs a debt of eternal punishment as it causes an irreparable 

disorder in Divine justice. OS incurs eternal punishment given human deprivation of grace 

without which sin cannot be remitted. Eternity of punishment corresponds not to the 

quantity of sin but to its irremissibility.  

Venial sins, unlike mortal sins, do not cause a stain on the soul because they 

neither destroy nor diminish the habit of charity and other virtues; rather, they hinder their 

acts.
85

  In venial sins, man does not cleave to the temporal creature as his last end. What is 
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 ST I.II 87.1-2.  
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 ST I.II 87.4.3.  
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for us venial, however, would have been mortal for Adam in the state of innocence.
86

 The 

first sin could not have been venial before it was mortal.    

 

3.4  The Necessary Conditions for the Wayfarer State 

Given the universality and gravity of total depravity extending to the whole of 

man, the prospects for attaining the good life appear bleak, perhaps worse than on 

Aristotle’s account. But Aquinas is not finished yet. There is a way out which must satisfy 

certain necessary conditions for the best life. In this section, we will examine the potential 

in the wayfarer state (the postlapsarian, post-regeneration state), ultimately realizable in 

the afterlife.  

 

3.4.1  Faith 

Is it the case that, as some say, “Faith is believing something you know ain’t 

true”?
87

  The relationship of faith to living the good life for Aquinas is not unimportant. 

Indeed, it is a sine qua non. It is necessary in all states prior to the beatific vision which 

will render it unnecessary.
88

 In contemporary literature, largely a product of post-
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 ST I.II 89.3 and ST I 95.1. In the prelapsarian state there was an “unerring stability of order,” 

where man’s lower parts were subject to higher and the higher to God himself, the breaking of which 

constitutes mortal sin.  

87
 Or as one recent author put it, “Faith is belief in the absence of supportive evidence and even in 

the light of contrary evidence.” Victor J. Stenger, “Faith in Anything is Unreasonable,” in Is Faith in God 

Reasonable? Debates in Philosophy, Science, and Rhetoric, edited by Corey Miller and Paul Gould (N.Y.: 

Routledge, 2014), 55-68.  
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 ST II.II. 5. This is because the non-heavenly state is one of approach to God for both angels and 

men. Prelapsarian man did not possess the happiness whereby God is seen in His essence so their knowledge 

included faith. The knowledge of faith surpasses both men and angels’ natural knowledge of God. 

Nonetheless, prelapsarian man had a contemplation of a higher order than ours and manifest knowledge of 

more of the Divine effects and mysteries than we can have so that they sought an absent God as we seek 

Him. Given the light of wisdom God was more present to them, although not as present as He will be in the 

end. Faith is required during the prelapsarian state of innocence or integrity, the postlapsarian preconversion 

state, and the postlapsarian “wayfarer” state (those on the way to God, our final end). While in that state 

there is no limit to the increase of man’s charity (i.e., more fervent love) in faith.  
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Enlightenment thought, faith is usually contrasted with knowledge where faith is quite 

insubstantial in terms of increasing one’s knowledge base. But not so for Aquinas who 

sees faith as very substantial and as part of a knowledge tradition. Here, we will consider 

the relation of faith to epistemology and ethics. Indeed, whereas for Maimonides faith is a 

moral virtue, it is for Aquinas an intellectual virtue, a virtue which perfects the intellect.
89

 

Now, it should be understood that reason cannot produce faith and is not the basis for 

faith, although it can assist faith, explain faith, and defend faith.
90

  They can be concurrent, 

but one does not cause the other. If reason forced faith, then faith would not be a free act. 

But faith involves the will and reason does not coerce the will.
91

 So while interrelated, the 

relationship is not coercive. 

When considering the adequacy of the Pauline claim, “Faith is the substance of 

things to be hoped for, the evidence of things that appear not,” Aquinas admits that the 

arrangement of the Pauline words are not in the form of a definition, but he rebuts the 

objection that it fails to adequately provide the points in which faith can be defined.
92

 He 

takes faith to be a cognitive habit which, like other objects, includes two aspects, formal 

and material. The object of faith is known materially and formally. The formal aspect of 

the object of faith is the First Truth as it does not assent to anything unless it is revealed by 

God. Hence the mean on which faith is based is the Divine Truth. Considered materially, 

the things to which faith assents are not only God but all propositions of faith as they bear 

relation to God. And, as in the case of a habit, it is known by its act which, in turn, is 
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 Aquinas, ST II.II.1.3. 
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 Human reason can assist in proving natural theology (e.g., the nature and existence of one God), 

to illustrate or help clarify supernatural theology (e.g., incarnation and Trinity), and to refute heretical 

theology. De Trinitate, II, 3; Summa Contra Gentiles I 9. 

 
91

 De veritate (On Truth), XIV 1.2. 

92
 While authorship of Hebrews is disputed, Aquinas believed it was authored by Paul as he was 

intent on writing commentaries on all of Paul’s writings and that includes his commentary on Hebrews. 
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known by its object. The act of faith is to believe at the will’s command. For him, the 

proper object of genuine faith (which is the only kind of faith he is seriously considering) 

is something simple, the First Truth, God.
93

   

In general, intellectual assent occurs either by way of the object itself or by 

choosing to believe (invoking the intellectual appetite), making a belief either involuntary 

or voluntary. The act of faith is a cognitive volition of the rational appetite related then to 

both the object of the will (i.e., good) and of the intellect (i.e., true). The object of faith is 

the substance of all things hoped for. Aquinas’ own definition of faith is, “Faith is a habit 

of the mind, whereby eternal life is begun in us, making the intellect assent to what is non-

apparent.”
94

 Given the gravity of this all-important virtue, it follows that one’s pursuit of 

the good life is handicapped if lacking it. Even though faith is different from and a mean 

between science and opinion which are about propositions, faith lies in the middle and 

does not terminate in a proposition but in a thing, a person.
95

  Indeed, faith that God exists 
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 Ibid, ST II.II.1.1. To illustrate the formal and informal aspects, he uses geometry where the 

conclusion is what is known materially, whereas the mean of demonstration is the formal aspect, through 

which a conclusion is known.  
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 ST II.II.4.1. Faith is distinguished from everything else pertaining to the intellect. Alluding again 

to Paul’s definition, he points out that the “evidence” suggests its distinction from opinion, suspicion, and 

doubt, which fail to make the intellect adhere; of things unseen it is distinguished from science and 

understanding according to whose objects are apparent; as “the substance of things hoped for,” he claims to 

distinguish the virtue of faith from common so-called faith without vertical reference to the hope of beatific 

vision. Any other definitions given, he thinks, are simply explanations of the adequacy of Paul’s points.  

 
95

 ST II.II.1.2. For Aquinas, scientia (“knowledge”) is not to be confused with the contemporary 

understanding of science as radically empirical. Science for Aquinas is certain knowledge of a demonstrated 

conclusion. For Aquinas, some of the items proposed by God for our faith can also be scientia. But when 

they are, they are not received as faith. The same object, according to Aquinas, can be viewed as scientia and 

faith yet in a different respect and time. Scientia is a very special relation between a person and a 

proposition, which holds when the person sees that the proposition follows from first principles seen to be 

true by him. So scientia is more narrow than our term “knowledge” but broader than our term “science.” He 

holds that a believer can have a false opinion via human conjecture, but that the object of faith cannot be in 

something false as it is, for him, impossible for false opinion to be the outcome of faith (ST.II.II.1.3.3). 

Science is about that which cannot be otherwise and about perceptual objects. Faith, too, is about that which 

cannot be otherwise, but it is about the unseen, citing approvingly the content of Hebrews 11:1 regarding 

“things that appear not.” One is known via perception, the other is not so known. In the fourth article he says 

that “All science is derived from self-evident and therefore ‘seen’ principles; wherefore all objects of science 
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is simply an assent to a propositional dictum, a de dicto proposition that God exists. But 

while that may be the desired result of Aquinas’ “Five Ways,” it is not his intent behind 

faith, which is de re. That is, it is also faith in God; it relates one to God and not just to a 

proposition about God.
96

   

Contrary to views popularized by critics of Aquinas like Francis Schaeffer, 

Cornelius Van Til, and others, Aquinas does not believe that human reason is not fallen or 

without natural limitations as though perfectly autonomous.
97

 Van Til, for instance, states 

that “Thomas is unable to do justice to St. Paul’s position that whatever is not of faith is 

sin . . .  [On Aquinas’ view] faith is not required for a Christian to act virtuously in the 

natural relationships of life.”
98

  Similarly, Herman Dooyeweerd claims that the whole 

                                                                                                                                                                               
must needs be, in a fashion, seen.” One and the same thing is not knowable by the same person via science 

and via faith, even though the same object may be known to one man by faith, and to yet another by science. 

It is possible for the same man to have science and faith in the same object, but only relatively (in his 

relation to the object), but not in the same respect. If an object comes under faith, it can be considered one of 

two ways, either particular or general. Thus, science and faith, while knowable as to their objects, are not 

about the same things and are not known in the same ways. Aquinas says, however, that given the authority 

of faith, “theology is a science.” (ST II.II.1.4.2, 5.2)  Opinion is likewise of the “unseen,” but is about 

something that can be otherwise. The scientific object is such that it cannot be otherwise, whereas the object 

of opinion can be otherwise. The object of faith, on account of the certainty of faith, is also deemed 

impossible to be otherwise. Intellect can be moved either sufficiently by the object itself to which it comes to 

believe or else by choosing to believe. But, on the latter, if something is accompanied with doubt, it is 

opinion, but if with certainty, it is faith. Aquinas qualifies his view of faith with certainty. (ST II.II.1.a. 4) He 

says, “The light of faith makes us see what we believe.” (ST II.II.4.) 
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 For Aquinas’ “Five Ways,” where he argues not that God is self-evident, but is demonstrable via 

a posteriori reasoning about effects, see Aquinas ST I 2.1-3. Also, for further consideration on the de re 

(versus de dicto) sense above, see Paul Moser, The Elusive God: Reorienting Religious Epistemology 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), ch.3.  
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 Representative of this view is Francis Schaeffer, who said, “In Aquinas’ view the will of man 

was fallen, but the intellect was not. From this incomplete view of the biblical Fall flowed all the subsequent 

difficulties. Man’s intellect now became autonomous.” See Schaeffer, Escape from Reason (Downers Grove, 

Ill.: Intervarsity Press, 1968), 11.  

 
98 More fully, “Thomas is unable to do justice to St. Paul’s position that whatever is not of faith is 

sin. The entire discussion by Thomas of the cardinal virtues and their relation to the theological virtues 

proves this point… In respect to the things that are said to be knowable by reason apart from supernatural 

revelation, then, the Christian acts, and should act, from what amounts to the same motive as the non-

Christian. Faith is not required for a Christian to act virtuously in the natural relationships of life. Or if the 

theological virtues do have some influence over the daily activities of the Christian, this influence is of an 

accidental and subsidiary nature.” See Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of the Faith (Philadelphia: 
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Greek view of nature Aquinas adopted is thoroughly pagan.
99

 One problem here is that 

given the role of the virtue of faith where faith is an intellectual virtue, a virtue that 

supposedly perfects the intellect, lacking it would be problematic even absent the Fall. But 

the whole of man was affected by the Fall as Aquinas asserts in ST I.II. 85.3: “All the 

powers of the soul are in a sense lacking the order proper to them.” What he calls the four 

wounds of nature claim ground in each of the major parts of the soul where a cardinal 

virtue should be.
100

 Contrary to many misinterpreters of Aquinas, Protestant theologian, 

Arvin Vos, says regarding the detailed loss in those four wounds, “there can be no doubt 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1963), 56. Without the virtue of faith, the other virtues are not 

even real according to Aquinas. Of course it is important. In reference to both Augustine who cites the 

Apostle Paul, “All that is not of faith is sin,” Aquinas has an available rebuttal for this charge by Van Til 

saying, “…only the infused virtues are perfect, and deserve to be called virtues simply: since they direct man 

well to the ultimate end. But the other virtues, those, namely, that are acquired, are virtues in a restricted 

sense, but not simply: for they direct man well in respect of the last end in some particular genus of action, 

but not in respect of the last end simply.” ST I.II 65.2. Again, it is not as though those outside of the wayfarer 

state are unable to do merely virtuous acts, but they are not genuine or fully virtuous acts, nor can they be in 

principle. The very structure of Aquinas’ Secunda Secundae where he places the theological virtues first and 

only then begins his treatise on the cardinal virtues bears this out. Each of the other virtues, as Arvin Vos 

says, “…has an intrinsic relation to the theological virtues.” See Vos, Aquinas, Calvin, and Contemporary 

Protestant Thought (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 143. 
 
99

 Herman Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, trans. David H. Freedom and 

William S. Young (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1953), 1:181-3.  He also 

writes: “By ascribing to the so-called natural reason an autonomy over against faith and the divine 

revelation, traditional scholastic theology merely gave expression to the false Greek view of reason as the 

center of human nature…this doctrine did not accept the radical character of the fall into sin.” See his In the 

Twilight of Western Thought, (Nutley, NJ: Craig, 1980), 140. The real issue is whether Aquinas was 

basically an Aristotelian who wanted to make room for revelation or a Christian whose faith was seeking 

understanding using fine intellectual resources available. For the most part, it seems it is the later. Consider 

this statement of Augustine that is in line with what Aquinas is actually doing: “If [non-believers]…have 

said things that are indeed true and are well accommodated to the faith…what they have said should be 

taken from them as from unjust possessors and converted to our use…like Israel spoiling the Egyptians….” 

(Augustine, On Christian Doctrine II 40). Indeed, one cannot even affirm the fundamental Chalcedonian 

Creed without seeing Aristotle’s notion of “Substance” at play, being used as a resource for explaining the 

view that all Christians would affirm. See J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, (New York: 

HarperCollins, 1978).  

 
100 Aquinas says, “…there are four of the soul’s powers that can be subject of virtue, …, viz. the 

reason, where prudence resides, the will, where justice is, the irascible, the subject of fortitude, and the 

concupiscible, the subject of temperance. Therefore in so far as the reason is deprived of its order to the true, 

there is the wound of ignorance; in so far as the will is deprived of its order of good, there is the wound of 

malice; in so far as the irascible is deprived of its order to the arduous, there is the wound of weakness; and 

in so far as the concupiscible is deprived of its order to the delectable, moderated by reason, there is the 

wound of concupiscence.” ST I.II 85.3. 
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that a person who is ignorant, malicious, cowardly, or lustful is disordered.”
101

  Not only 

does Aquinas admit the relative loss at the Fall, but he offers arguments for the 

insufficiency of human reason on many counts concerning things of God and for the need 

of revelation, before and after the Fall. Following Maimonides, he gives five reasons why 

we first need to believe what we might later provide evidence for.
102

  

Given that the substance of a thing is that which is in some sense first, faith being 

the substance of things hoped for is preeminent among the virtues. By its very nature, 

Aquinas claims that it precedes the other virtues given that the end is the principle in 

matters of action and the end of the intellect is the First Truth. He claims that “there are no 

real virtues, unless faith be presupposed.”
103

 This is not insignificant; one wonders if some 

critics like Van Til even bothered to read Aquinas (in context). This vertical dimension in 

Aquinas has implications for Aristotelian ethics whose virtues now become mere virtues 

rather than genuine virtues. In the same way in which Aristotle claims that the lack of 

phronesis (even if one possessed other virtues like justice, temperance, and courage) 

makes one’s virtues not fully or genuinely virtuous unless done by the virtuous person 

who possesses such a virtue, so also now Aquinas’ virtue of faith is a functional analog to 
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 Arvin Vos, Aquinas, Calvin, and Contemporary Protestant Thought (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1985), 149, 158. Vos traces why so many Protestants have misinterpreted Aquinas and, in part, it is owing to 

the fact that at one point it began with NeoThomists and everything flowed down from there. Vos concludes 

that Aquinas is part of the Protestant heritage in certain respects of nature and grace, “Catholic scholars have 

rediscovered their heritage [about Aquinas]. It is high time that Protestant scholars take note of the fact,” and 

reclaim their own.  
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 Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, I.34. De veritate, XIV, 10, reply; SCG I 4.2-5; 

Thomas Aquinas: Faith, Reason, and Theology, translated by Armand Maurer, Toronto: Pontifico Institute 

of Medieval Studies, 1987. The reasons are: (1) the depth and subtlety of the object (i.e., God), (2) the 

weakness of the human intellect in its initial operations, (3) the length of time needed to learn things 

requisite for a conclusive proof is beyond reach of most, (4) some lack proper personality to engage in such 

philosophical pursuit, and (5) the lack of time for such pursuit beyond the necessities of life would dog most 

people. From the outset, we need to have some knowledge of things which are more knowable in themselves 

and this is possible only via faith. Faith enables us to at no time be lacking knowledge of God that we ought 

to possess. 
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 ST II.II.4.7. He concurs here with Augustine in Contra Julian, IVERSUS3. 
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Aristotle’s phronesis in that whosoever fails to possess it cannot possess the other virtues. 

Thus, at best they would be mere virtues. A virtue is a mere virtue just in case it fails to be 

underwritten by faith, the virtue which must be presupposed for all other virtues to be real. 

Without faith, there is no truly good deed, and where there is no truly good deed there is 

the lack of the virtue of faith.
104

  

Faith per se can either be lifeless or living.
105

 Lifeless faith is not the virtue 

Aquinas has in mind as it is mere theistic belief or belief that God exists (as good as the 

devil’s faith, perhaps). And while subject to reasonable belief formed by argument to show 

that God exists and that God is one, it is nonetheless deficient in some way. It is like 

matter without form. It is nominal faith. Lifeless faith is not taken to be a different species 

than living faith, but is simply an imperfection. And in agreement with Aristotle, a virtue 

is a kind of perfection.
106

 

So while lifeless faith is real, it cannot be a virtue. The genuine virtue of faith is a 

key virtue perfective of the intellect. But it also concerns the will to believe and so 

requires a virtue perfective of the will. We are now in a position to consider more acutely 

how genuine faith, living faith, is fully formed. 

 

                                                           
 

104
 While chronologically simultaneous perhaps, faith is logically prior to the fruit it produces (i.e., 

faithful) just as the premises to a conclusion are logically prior. But just as premises in a syllogism will 

produce a conclusion, so the genuine virtue of faith will produce further virtue.  

105
 The distinction between something being formed as living faith is that it is perfect or complete 

rather than lifeless or unformed faith being imperfect or incomplete. Reformed philosopher, Arvin Vos, 

observes that the distinction was used by other medievalists in the twelfth century with “political virtues” 

(i.e., those virtues found among non-Christians—“the pagans” as the medievalists called them). He claims 

that Calvin has these same virtues in mind when he speaks of a natural instinct in all men for the 

preservation of society (Institutes, 2.2.13). Where Calvin emphasizes how these natural gifts are corrupted, 

the focus of the medievalists seems to have been on their incompleteness. At best, such virtues are 

incomplete (i.e., not genuine virtues) because they are not properly ordered to man’s true end. Only when an 

act is performed out of a love of God is it a completely good act. The motivation is important. See Vos, 28-

30. 
106

 Aquinas, ST II.II.4.2; Aristotle, Physics VII. 
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3.4.2  Charity 

Charity is the form of faith.
107

 God is the object of both faith and charity. Whereas 

the proper object of faith is truth and is therefore of concern to the intellect, the proper 

object of charity is good and is therefore of concern to the will. Aquinas’ metaphysics of 

goodness explains the certitude of faith regarding the veracity of propositions believed, but 

the will’s cleaving to God’s goodness explains the certitude of faith regarding the tenacity 

of the believer. Aquinas holds that charity is the friendship of man for God.
108

 As Norman 

Geisler says, “Faith draws God to man, but love draws man to God.”
109

 Whereas God is 

known mediately by us via negation, preeminence, or effects as from effect to cause, so 

the reverse is the case with charity as from cause to effect. We have charity with others, 

but only insofar as it is an overflow of a charity towards God.
110

 We love God 

immediately and consequent to God’s love for us, and it is through this love that we love 

others. For us to perform the act of charity there must be in us some habitual form 

superadded to the natural power, inclining that power to the act of charity and causing it to 

act with ease and pleasure. God’s essence is charity, and we are said to be good, formally 

speaking, as we participate in Divine goodness.  

While charity is not the essence of each virtue, it is no doubt the essential motive 

behind it. It is thus included in the definition of every virtue because each depends on it in 

the sense in which prudence, for example, is included in the definition of the moral 

virtues. Thus, charity is more excellent than faith and, consequently, than all of the other 
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virtues. Charity quickens the act of faith. Faith works by love where love is its proper 

form.
111

 No virtue is possible without charity since charity makes faith to be living faith 

apart from which other virtues are only virtuous in a derivative, relative, or secondary 

sense. Charity is impossible without God. Thus, no genuine virtue is possible without 

God.
112

 

Good is the object of both appetites: passions (particular) and will (universal). 

Since that which is concupiscible is part of the sensitive appetite (the passions), the love 

which is in the concupiscible is the love of sensible good. Whereas Aristotle assigned love 

to the concupiscible (sensitive appetite, the passions), Aquinas sees charity as a kind of 

love, but more like a pseudo-passion in the intellectual appetite (the will).
113

 The 

concupiscible cannot reach the divine good, so the concupiscible cannot be the subject of 

charity. Since charity is man’s friendship with God and surpasses our natural faculties, it 

cannot be naturally acquired.
114

 If he is not supremely loveable to us given our appetite 

towards visible goods, then for us to love God supremely, charity must be infused into our 

hearts. Mortal sin does not diminish charity; it destroys it.
115
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It is quite common to view Aquinas’ philosophy as Aristotle warmed over. This is 

especially true in his ethics. There is certainly a level of undeniable similarity. After all, 

they both are classical virtue theories (having a similar listing of classical virtues: wisdom, 

temperance, justice, and courage). Aquinas’ notion of virtue acquisition and character 

development look similar to Aristotle’s. And ethics is closely associated with reason, 

where the passions seem to be obstacles or, once subdued, under the control of reason. 

This leads Terence Irwin to claim that for Aquinas the “passions are constituents of a 

virtue in so far as they are subject to reason and moved by reason.”
116

 While holding out 

room for what he calls “pseudo-passions” in Aquinas, even Peter King says that contrary 

to Hume, Aquinas holds “that reason is and ought to be the ruler of the passions.”
117 And 

just as Aristotle explicitly rejects any reference to the passions in defining morality, so the 

father of the Protestant Reformation thought Aquinas had unfaithfully followed Aristotle 

in the same way, thereby bringing erroneous views into central tenets of the Christian 

faith.
118
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On the one hand, it might be thought that equating passions with emotion and 

eliminating it from ethical consideration is scandalously inhuman. But on the other hand, 

subduing or marginalizing emotions from ethics is a necessity for the objectivity of ethics. 

It is almost as though we must choose between the two. However, this is yet another place 

where Aquinas, whose ethics are objective, nonetheless breaks with his philosophical 

predecessor in that his ethics are not fundamentally Aristotelian in nature. Aquinas 

reserves a place for the passions.
119

 Eleonore Stump argues, “Aquinas recognizes the 

Aristotelian virtues, but for him they are not real virtues. And, for him, the passions—or at 

least the suitably formulated analogues of the passions—are foundational to any ethical 

life.”
120

 Before discussing these pseudo-passions or analogues, we need to digress for a 

moment to make some distinctions with respect to virtue. 

For Aquinas, each Aristotelian virtue is acquired and maintained via the agent in 

proper Aristotelian fashion. However, Aristotle’s fashion is not Aquinas’ fashion in that 

none of the Aristotelian virtues are genuine virtues for Aquinas. He distinguishes himself 

from Aristotle’s common virtue theory by defining virtue this way: “Virtue is caused in us 
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by God without any action on our part, but not without our consent.” And again, but more 

explicit in his defense, is this: “A virtue is a good quality of the mind by which one lives 

righteously, of which no one can make bad use, and which God works in us without us.”
121

   

To be sure, Aquinas does not offer a wholesale denial of Aristotle’s virtues, but 

simply denies that they tell the whole story (i.e., they are not fully virtues). He provides a 

list of the four classical virtues, but adds and understands them within the context of faith, 

hope, and love as theologically infused virtues. While the common Aristotelian virtues are 

indeed acquired in Aquinas’ account much like Aristotle’s, Aquinas is explicit when he 

considers them of an entirely different class or species of virtue altogether. “Infused and 

acquired virtues differ… in relation to the ultimate end.”
122

 Change the telos of life and 

you have a new motivation whatsoever you do. Not only is this true with respect to the 

end, but the two kinds of virtues differ “in relation to their proper objects,” one being in 

accord with the rule of human reason, the other with divine rule.
123

 One can, on Aquinas’ 

view, possess all of the acquired virtues and still not be a moral person. That is, Aristotle 

could have been “virtuous” (i.e., merely virtuous), yet not moral, because mortal sins are 

compatible with acquired virtue while incompatible with infused virtues.
124
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What’s more, on Aquinas’ account the moral life is intrinsically relational. Indeed, 

it is pneumatically relational.
125

 The same acquired virtues bearing similarity to the 

infused virtues also bear similarity to gifts by God’s Holy Spirit. For instance, the acquired 

virtue of temperance now becomes “fear of the Lord,” and justice becomes “piety.” Fear 

(filial fear) is first among the gifts, and the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, 

the beginning of the genuine philosophical life.
126

 The gifts of the Spirit are entailed for 

salvation, the highest of such gifts being wisdom.
127

 Regarding the gifts he says, “These 

perfections are called gifts, not only because they are infused by God, but also because by 

them man is disposed to become amenable to the Divine inspiration.”
128

 He speaks 

explicitly about the personal relationship believers have with the indwelling Holy Spirit.
129

 

The gifts are not states that are wholly intrinsic to a person, say, the virtuous 

person, as they cannot even adequately be described in first-personal or third-personal 
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terms. Rather, they are second-personal in character as they flow out of a second-personal 

connection to God. This is not, then, simply something infused into a human agent, but it 

is instead predicated upon the indwelling of God in the human person with the 

consequence of the person’s heightened awareness of God and aptness to follow the inner 

promptings of God. This gives rise to a sort of non-propositional knowledge of the other 

person via experience.
130

   

For Aquinas, such a relationship with God is possible for every person where a 

human person can know God’s presence, mind, and will in somewhat of a direct and 

intuitive way analogous to the sort of second-personal knowledge we can have with other 

human persons, but in this case it is with a divine Person in light of an eternal perspective. 

Aquinas speaks of a general way in which God is in all things (e.g., as a cause is in the 

effects via participation), but a special way appropriate for a rational being,  

 

wherein God is said to be present as the object known is in the knower, and the 

beloved in the lover. And since the rational creature by its operation of knowledge 

and love attains to God Himself, according to this special mode God is said not 

only to exist in the rational creature but also to dwell therein as in His own 

temple.
131

   

 

    

The Holy Spirit fills a person with a sense of the love of God and his nearness and 

friendship, for Aquinas. Through this second-personal connection, the individual united in 

love with God and for God because of God’s love for her will tend to grow more like God, 

coming to know intimately God’s judgments and intuitions, taking on “the mind of 

Christ,” as it were. The person will not always strive to simply reason things out with 
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respect to ethics, but will instead be pneumatically-relationally disposed to think, do, and 

feel, in morally appropriate ways. Aquinas does not locate real wisdom, the gift of 

wisdom, in the reason but in the will.
132

 

Let us now return to our discussion of the passions. Aquinas’ bedrock passion is 

love. But love appears on three separate lists of passions (i.e., it is tri-level). In its most 

basic sense, a passion is a response of the sensory appetite to direct and intuitive 

perceptual stimuli. As we said much earlier, such a passion can have a detrimental moral 

result by influencing the intellect via making something seem good that would not have 

seemed good otherwise. But such a passion can also enhance the moral life by influencing 

the intellect towards what is really good with greater fervor. In this way, a basic passion in 

an Aristotelian sense is morally praiseworthy or blameworthy only as it is related to the 

intellect. Otherwise, it is neutral. However, a passion may not merely be in the sensitive 

appetite but in the intellectual appetite, the will. In this second sense, a passion is a 

responsive desire that is produced based upon information coming from the intellect rather 

than the senses alone. Love in the first sense is sensitive love, but in the second sense is 

rational love.
133

 This is love untethered to the material part in that some of the passions in 

this sense can even be had by God.
134

 Love, in this second sense is an infused virtue and as 

such cannot be morally neutral as the basic sense of passion is. Indeed, not only is it 

always good, but it is the essential motivation behind all of the genuine virtues. Finally, as 
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the virtues have analogues in the gifts of the Spirit, so the passions have them in the fruits 

of the Spirit. The fruits are second-personal in nature as the outflow of someone intimately 

connected with God. Citing an oft quoted verse by Augustine, Aquinas says that “[God] is 

love. Hence it is written (Romans 5:5): ‘The charity of God is poured forth in our hearts 

by the Holy Ghost, Who is given to us.’ The necessary result of the love of charity is joy, 

because every lover rejoices at being united to the beloved. Now charity has always actual 

presence in God Whom it loves.”
135

 

To summarize, the basic passion is grounded in the sensitive appetite as a direct 

perceptual response to stimuli, and is per se morally neutral without connection to reason. 

The second sense is also a response, but a non-physical response to graciously infused 

virtue in the non-resistant will and whose passions are always good rather than morally 

neutral. And, finally, a passion like love as a fruit of the Spirit is a strong motivational 

response in light of an intimate relationship with God and as a natural consequence of a 

flourishing life, the good life. The gifts and fruit of the Spirit are relational rather than 

intrinsic. And it is this pneumatically-relational ground that provides the basis for all real 

virtue and the good life.  

So in the end it is clear that for Aquinas the fruits of the Holy Spirit relative to the 

moral life are not an Aristotelian set of passions governed by reason, but instead these 

emotions, spiritual analogues to the passions (“pseudopassions”), are transformed in the 

second-personal relation to God. The relational connection radically heightens motivation 

for the vita activa and vita contemplativa far more than “thought thinking itself thinking” à 

la Aristotle. This is in harmony with the way in which Augustine, not Aristotle, would 

summarize ethics: “Love God and do as you please.”
136

 Not only is love necessary to 

perfect faith, but grace is necessary to produce it. 
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3.4.3  Grace 

Aquinas believes that man is created in God’s image irrespective of what state man 

is in. Like Aristotle, Aquinas believes that we have a fundamental desire to understand, to 

understand being universally.
137

 This includes the world and all that is in it. Aristotle’s 

epistemology is such that one knows things by grasping their causes, which raises the 

question of what caused the world, the question of God. According to Aquinas, then, all 

human beings have a natural desire to know God. This aspect of man’s nature does not 

change just because of the Fall. Man retains the capacity for the eternal. Given human 

limitation and Aquinas’ epistemology, we can know God’s effects but not God in himself 

in his essence. But knowing that God exists and whatever must belong to such existence 

cannot satisfy the longing we have naturally as humans. The goal of intellectual being is to 

know. In light of Aquinas’ restrictions, knowledge of God in himself (i.e., his essence) 

would seem to be an unattainable goal, naturally speaking. It is not that God is actually 

unknowable, but that he is not naturally knowable to us, to our natural human 

understanding. Faith can extend this, but even faith is insufficient. Yet a total via negativa 

is untenable for Aquinas because “God promises us complete happiness.”
138

 He says: 

 

The ultimate happiness of a man consists in his highest activity, which is the 

exercise of his mind. If therefore the created mind were never able to see the 

essence of God, either it would never attain happiness or its happiness would 

consist in something other than God. This is contrary to faith, for the ultimate 

perfection of the rational creature lies in that which is the source of its being.
139
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Thus, he concludes that it must be possible, in some way, for humans to apprehend God’s 

essence. But this cannot be via natural knowledge alone, nor can it simply be via the 

extension of faith, not even prelapsarian faith. For if it were possible, the Fall would not 

have been possible. For no one can see God in his essence and turn from it; hence the Fall 

proved man did not see God’s essence. He says, “Man is not able by his own operation to 

reach his ultimate end, which transcends the capacity of his natural powers, unless his 

operation acquires from divine power the efficacy to reach the aforesaid end.”
140

 The good 

life is within man’s grasp. Yet, while man has a teleological demand suitable for his 

nature, the transition from nature to telos is not sufficiently grounded in his nature itself. 

The demand expresses not that which is actually impossible but only that which is 

humanly impossible. Man’s nature is, however, designed for its end, and the means by 

which this is accommodated depends upon grace making possible the wayfarer’s life of 

faith. Although grace was necessary in both pre- and postlapsarian states, it was needed 

for more reasons in the postlapsarian state. The experience of seeing God in his essence, 

that for which we were made, the good life, is ultimately obtainable only by the blessed in 

the beatific vision, reminiscent of the statement by Augustine: “Thou madest us for 

Thyself, and our heart is restless, until it repose in Thee.”
141

 

Although contrary to popular opinion, Aquinas does not hold that human reason is 

without limitations, due both to issues of finitude and rectitude. He argues that revelation 

is necessary given the human finite and fallen conditions. Revelation is a kind of gift or 

grace, of course, just as faith is, but the grace that is most substantial insofar as humans are 

concerned from Aquinas’ perspective pertains to its infusion. Eternal life is an end that 
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exceeds that which is proportionate to human nature such that man cannot attain it by his 

natural endowments but is designed nonetheless to attain it. Thus, divine aid is required. 

So while he can do a human good (e.g., toil in the fields, have friends, acquire virtues, 

etc.), these are deeds conducive to a man in a natural way alone.
142

 There are two ways 

man could fulfill the ethical commands of God’s law. First, the substance of the works, 

say, of justice, fortitude, and other acquired virtues, can be fulfilled whilst in a state of 

perfect nature. But in corruption, man cannot do so without healing grace. Second, they 

can be fulfilled not merely in the substance of the act, but also the mode of acting (i.e., the 

acts done out of charity). In this way, man cannot fulfill the commands either in innocence 

or in corruption without grace. He cites Augustine: “Without grace men can do no good 

whatever,” and then he adds, “Not only do they know by its light what to do, but by its 

help they do lovingly what they know.”
143

  

Although he must prepare himself, man cannot by himself prepare himself for 

grace without external aid. The preparation for the human will to good is two-fold. First, it 

requires the habitual gift of grace which is the principle of meritorious works. Second, it 

requires the preparation for this gift.
144

 Recall that man incurs a triple loss by sinning: (1) 

stain, (2) corruption of natural good and a disordered  will that is not subject to God, and 

(3) debt of punishment deserving of damnation. God’s grace is required for all three and at 

both points: the habitual gift, and God moving us freely to himself.
145

  

Aquinas does not hold that the good of nature is unimpaired after the Fall. He 

distinguishes (1) good inherent in the principles constitutive of this nature, (2) the 
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inclination of virtue following from such principles, and (3) original justice. The principles 

were neither destroyed nor lessened, the inclination was severely diminished, and the OJ 

destroyed. Sins are not actions done in accordance with reason and are thus irrational for 

an otherwise rational being to do. Nonetheless, even though “a person can add sin to sin, 

he can raise countless obstacles; yet the inclination itself cannot be totally destroyed since 

its root always remains.
146

 The inclination is not destroyed, and so the ability to extricate 

oneself (with divine aid) is available.   

With respect to his view about nature, Aquinas held that man has a natural desire 

to know God, yet the summum bonum is an end that nature cannot by itself achieve. 

“Beatific vision or knowledge is, in one way, above the nature of the rational soul, for the 

soul cannot reach it by its own power.” Couple that with, “But in another way it is in 

accordance with its own nature, in so far as the soul by its very nature has a capacity for it, 

being made in the image of God.”
147

 Just because a thing has a capacity, it does not follow 

of necessity that it can self-actualize that capacity. There is a human nature, a human telos, 

and a means by which the capacities of human nature sometimes include the transcending 

of self-actualizing capacity, the summum bonum being a prime example. Aquinas defines 

for us his understanding of nature in one of two ways: (1) the sufficient principle in a thing 

(e.g., an Aristotelian physical object with natural downward movement), and (2) that to 

which a thing has an inclination even if it cannot gain it by itself. For example, it is natural 

for a woman to have a baby even though she cannot do so without a man.
148

 Similarly, the 

soul has a natural inclination for the vision of God, but it cannot obtain it without divine 

aid. Contrary to the Aristotelian assumption that a desire will not extend beyond one’s 
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natural capacity to fulfill it, as later Thomists assumed, for Aquinas, humans are “ordained 

to an end higher than that which is proportionate to their natural powers.”
149

 So grace 

presupposes nature, not in the sense that grace is merely additive to nature, but in the sense 

that human nature is inclined to an end without a self-sufficient principle to attain it, 

requiring grace.  

In the state of innocence, without habitual grace, man’s position was posse non 

peccare (i.e., it was possible not to sin) in both mortal and venial senses. Nonetheless, man 

could not do it without God’s “conservational” help since, if this had been withdrawn, 

even his nature would have dissolved. But in this postlapsarian life, including even that of 

the wayfarer, the healing is in the mind; the carnal appetite is not yet restored (cf. Rom. 

7:25 on the law of the mind versus the law of flesh). So the case is non posse non 

peccare—venial sins seem inevitable—except for mortal sin that man can abstain from 

which takes its stand in his reason. Venial sin is inevitable given corruption of man’s 

lower sensual appetite. He can repress each of its movements but not all of them. But 

mortal sins are inevitable in the postlapse, preconversion state. So man can avoid each but 

not every act of sin via grace. Nonetheless, because he culpably does not prepare himself 

to have grace, the inevitability of sin without it fails to excuse him.
150

 

Man still needs grace after justifying grace to persevere against the attacks of the 

passion (passions here taken in more of a negative sense). In heaven, not only will he be 

able to persevere, but he will be unable to sin (non posse peccare).
151

 Sanctifying grace is 

                                                           
 
149

 ST I.II 91.4.3. 

 
150

 ST I.II 109.8. While in innocence, he stood at a crossroads as it were where it was both posse 

non peccare and posse peccare. 

 
151

 ST I.II 109.10. It is in the essence of the souls’ essence prior to being in the powers, faculties or 

departments, the proper subjects of virtues. So grace is prior to virtue. Man in his cognitive volitional powers 

participates in Divine knowledge and love via the theological virtues of faith and charity, so also in the 



165 

 

first manifested by living faith. Grace is not a virtue, but is a certain disposition 

presupposed in the infused virtues.
152

 Grace is the principle of meritorious works through 

the medium of the virtues and, in a respect, it is unmerited favor.
153

 But how are we to 

understand the nexus of grace and living faith?  

Aquinas provides an account for the accommodation of living faith. When a person 

transitions into the wayfarer state towards the good life, God operates on him in order to 

bring him to the assent of faith by infusing into him operating grace wherein he 

participates in the divine. Aquinas is often misread in theological circles for being 

Pelagian (or Semi-Pelagian) given his connection to Aristotle.
154

 But regarding the 

Pelagian heresy—“they believe that without grace man can fulfill all the Divine 

commandments”—Aquinas demurs.
155

 Nonetheless, it is sometimes imagined that the 
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central motif for Martin Luther’s version of the Protestant Reformation hinged on ridding 

Aristotle from Christianity via ridding Aquinas who baptized him so deeply based on the 

understanding that, in Aquinas’ opinion, the Fall had relatively little impact on human 

reason; and so he generously assimilated Aristotle wherever revelation fell short.
156

 

Admittedly, Aquinas is big fan of Aristotle and so it is easy to misread Aquinas and throw 

the baby out with the bath water, as it were. Luther, following the later Augustine, affirms 

the affective model (i.e., compatibilism on the free will debate) as the motivating feature 

of salvation, whereas the alleged Aristotle-Aquinas model was grounded on an 

autonomous will apart from any influence of the affections or passions, leading to a 

cooperative model of salvation that Luther rejected. The context of Luther’s polemics 

pertaining to God’s grace in salvation was the Augustinian-Pelagian controversy. Aquinas’ 

view of grace, it might be thought, combines human responsibility and divine enablement 

in the cooperative model of faith wherein love as part of the will is crowned with merit, 

rather than the affective model which as a faith response is non-meritorious. It is this 

conception of love that supported Aquinas’ crucial living faith (fides caritate formata) in 

progressive justification, and consequently Aquinas’ model is semi-Pelagian. Or so goes 

the possible theological objection that serves as a foil to understanding Aquinas’ views. 

But this invites closer consideration. First, Aquinas’ actual view would be more in 

keeping with the Synod of Orange (AD 529) which rejected Pelagianism, siding with 

Augustine but without fully accepting Augustinianism. The Synod was essentially semi-

Augustinian which should be a better description of Aquinas’ views.
157

 For Aquinas, no 
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meritorious acts, in part or whole (meritum de congruo and meritum de condigno), were 

possible before grace, and any following were so only on the grounds of grace, not the 

ability of the human will per se.
158

 According to Aquinas, without living faith none of the 

other virtues or good deeds are genuinely good or virtuous, and without grace such faith is 

not available. So he is not even semi-Pelagian. It is possible to misconstrue Aquinas’ 

interpretation of the Fall on its role in human reason, will, and the passions if his view is 

seen as too closely approximating Aristotle’s or perhaps Pelagius’ view. But this seems to 

be a misunderstanding. And while it might be thought on Aquinas’ account that the 

detrimental effects of original sin would preclude sufficient free will that would seem to 

be required for morality, this is not a problem on his account because such freedom cannot 

be taken away by original sin since it is part of human nature grounded in the imago 

Dei.
159

 Suffice it to say, although Aquinas’ views are similar (non-identical) in ways to 
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Aristotle’s on human agency,
160

 he sided neither with Aristotle’s view of human nature 

nor with Luther’s views of fallen human nature. Fallen humans have been created in and 

still maintain the image of God, “as the apogee of God’s creation.”
161

 Aquinas endorsed 

and adopted Aristotle at many points but not uncritically and wholesale.  

So what is his actual view, then, of the relation of free will and grace? We have 

already talked some about his anthropology, so we will make specific his account of how 

the two relate. Basically, sin is a privation of being where being ought to be, like a hole in 

your stocking where more stocking ought to be.
162

 God can fix this defect in the will 
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without breaking the will provided only that the will does not resist God. When the will 

stops clamping its teeth shut against God’s grace, when it just ceases to resist without yet 

willing anything positive, then God can slip in the grace needed for the longing for God. 

That longing is the beginning of a process of someone in the wayfarer state in that a 

human is justified when God graciously operates on him in a way to bring him to faith 

with its two-part act of will (a longing for goodness and a detesting of sin, the latter 

derivative on the former).
163

   

Aquinas affirms libertarian agency in his belief that nothing, not even God, 

operates on the will with efficient causation, claiming that “every motion of the will must 

proceed from an interior principle.”
164

 He affirms what he takes as Augustine’s view: “The 

necessity of compulsion cannot in any way apply to the will.”
165

 This is the case even with 

respect to the infusion of grace: “There is no motion from God to justice without a motion 

of free choice.”
166

 Following this quote is the section where he affirms that this act of free 

will is produced by God. And still,  

 

Now it might seem to someone that a human being is compelled to some good 

action by the divine aid . . . But it is characteristic of a human being (and every 

rational nature) that he acts voluntarily and is master of his own acts . . . and 

compulsion is contrary to this. Therefore God does not compel a human being to 

good action by his aid.
167
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Yet he also says, “God can change the will with necessity, but he cannot compel it.”
168

 So 

just what does he mean by necessity yet without compulsion?  

Aquinas answers with respect to those in the wayfarer state by providing an 

illustration about a stone.
169

 In God’s infusion of grace, it is the infusion of a created form 

following the removal or expulsion of a prior form, the form of corruption. He says, 

“grace which is and inheres expels guilt—not that guilt which is but that guilt which 

previously was and is not. For grace does not expel guilt in the manner of an efficient 

cause . . . Rather, grace expels guilt in the manner of a formal cause.”
170

 He speaks about 

the transition happening in an instant, saying,  

 

this happens when the two endpoints of a motion or change are . . . privation and 

form . . . And so I say that the endpoints of justification are grace and the privation 

of grace. Between these there is no mean . . . and therefore the transition from one 

to the other is in an instant, . . . And so the whole justification of an impious person 

occurs in an instant.”
171

   

 

 

So the will of someone just prior to entering the wayfarer state is in a situation 

characterized by guilt and culpability. God cannot simply will that that person wills to hate 

sin and love God without violence against the will. The endpoints of the change at God’s 

infusion of grace are not two opposite forms but a privation of a form and a form. So the 

guilt is first removed, leaving a privation with respect to sin and goodness. Then God adds 

the form of grace to the will, not by restructuring the same inclination but by adding a new 
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one where there is a lack. Thus, grace operates on the will formally but not efficiently. 

This may seem like semantics, but it is not. Consider what accounts for this privation. 

For Aquinas, it is not merely that one can assent or dissent, for one can do nothing 

at all. The will in a particular situation can remain inactive or quiescent. So with respect to 

God’s overtures of grace, the will can accept (hate sin and love God), reject (love sin and 

hate God), or simply be turned off. All of those decisions are in its power. For Aquinas, 

prior to the wayfarer state yet in a postlapsarian situation, the will is in a state of rejection 

of grace until at some moment it gives way to privation or quiescence, and it is at that time 

that God can infuse grace into the will, bringing about justifying faith. 

Now, the human willer has the power to move from rejection to quiescence or vice 

versa, but one ought not to invoke the charge of Pelagianism or even semi-Pelagianism at 

this juncture.
172

 For on that note, Aquinas would have to hold that a human being is 

capable of some good act without grace, which is not his view. To will rejection or even 

quiescence (i.e., not to will), the two capable motions prior to grace, is not to will 

something good. The will’s ceasing to act is not a good act because it is not an act at all. 

Any good act by the willer is brought about by grace. He affirms that “God is prepared to 

give grace to everyone . . . But the only people deprived of grace are the ones who provide 

in themselves an obstacle to grace.”
173

  

So man’s movement in justification towards the final consummation of the good 

life begins at the nexus of operating grace and the cognitive volitional act of living faith 
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whereby the process of restoring man to rectitude culminates in the next life and sins are 

remitted. Justification, therefore, is a process.
174

  

 

3.5  Conclusion 

Like Aristotle, Aquinas claims that the function which characterizes the human 

agent is rational activity by virtue of which the agent is made good, enabling her to live 

the good life. For Aquinas, human activity is a relationship between the cognitive and 

appetitive powers. But what happens when this activity is somehow curtailed by a 

dysfunctional lapse in the human condition owing to sin, an inordinate activity of self-

love, is that all hell breaks loose in corruption and there exists universally extensive total 

depravity in man. On final analysis, it becomes clear that the good life is not really a good 

life without certain necessary conditions that transcend Aristotle’s notion of good, namely, 

theological goodness attendant with the virtue of living faith at the nexus of God’s grace. 

These conditions are necessary in all states outside the beatific vision itself.  

Regarding Aristotle’s view, we realized that there was a problem of tragic 

proportion. The gap between human nature and its natural telos rendered the good life 

elusive for most if not all. On the surface it seemed available, but in reality it was quite 

esoteric at best. But none of the problems that plagued Aristotle are problems on Aquinas’ 

account. First, Aquinas’ man has no ultimate issue with fate and sufficiently required 

external goods before one can even commence towards the morally good life en route to 

the contemplative good life. One did not have to be part of Aristotle’s gentlemen’s club to 

qualify. For Aquinas, man’s justification by faith on the basis of God’s grace available for 

those made in God’s image makes the possibility universally realizable (the intramural 
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Christian debate on election notwithstanding). Even given the parallel fixity of character 

problem for Aristotle and the doctrine of OS for Aquinas, the accessibility for change 

affected only the Aristotelian vicious man, not the Thomistic man, given what we have 

said about God’s grace making potential change, in principle at least, available for all. 

Aquinas’ account of the good life is not simply an ideal but a reality. The problem with 

OS relative to human nature and the demand of the human telos seems prima facie to 

widen the gap, hence exacerbating the problem for Aquinas, but is remedied because of 

the availability (in principle) of the necessary conditions, living faith and God’s grace. 

This does not reduce the demand, but in a modified Kantian view where “ought implies 

can” is corrected to be “God’s ought implies can by God’s grace,” a pneumatically 

relational design plan where grace is not merely added to some Aristotelian “autonomous” 

human nature, but where human nature was designed for the presence of God’s grace for 

ultimate flourishing and proper function. Moreover, the motivational force in the 

Thomistic viewpoint is enhanced over Aristotle’s “thought thinking itself thinking,” due to 

its fundamentally relational nature. 
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Aristotle’s theos is not identical to the Judeo-Christian theos given that it is essentially deistic. 

While the theistic viewpoint has experienced resurgence amongst philosophers given relatively novel 

discoveries entering into contemporary design and cosmological arguments (e.g., the cosmic fine tuning of 

the universe and big bang discoveries), deism has likewise gained in adherents. Indeed, the arguments are 

immune from the infamous “problem of evil” given that they reveal nothing about the moral character of the 

designer/creator. However, the motivational force behind relating to the “God” of deism versus the God of 

theism is vastly different. The former, but not the latter, treats God as though transcendentally absent and 

this has wide ranging effects on our seeking to “be like God,” especially in matters of moral goodness. If 

there is a moral law akin to physical laws, then it seems a bit awkward to claim that God would instill such 

moral laws in his creation without further care or concern for the creation on such matters. For more on 

some comparisons and contrasts between deism and theism see Antony Flew and Roy Varghese, There is a 

God: How the World’s Most Notorious Atheist Changed His Mind (N.Y.: HarperCollins, 2007); Paul Helm, 

The Providence of God: Contours of Christian Theology, (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1993), 69-90. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MAIMONIDES AND AQUINAS IN DIALOGUE 

While it was impossible for Maimonides and Aquinas to have had an actual 

dialogue in light of their timeline (Maimonides died in 1204 and Aquinas was born in 

1225), it is possible to consider them in dialogue as contemporaries converging within 

similar yet divergent traditions. Aquinas read and commented on Maimonides. 

Maimonides lived in Christian Europe for a period of time, and so he may have read 

sources in the Christian tradition that influenced Aquinas as much as he read sources in the 

Islamic tradition, thus sharing similarities with Aquinas in their intellectual histories. For 

our purposes, it is possible to construct a kind of dialogue based on certain views held and 

implications that their respective views have for one another. We will want to take stock, 

then, and explore some important comparisons and differences that make a difference in 

these two medieval Aristotelian philosophers’ conceptions of the good life. 

In section 4.1, we will compare conceptions by taking stock on some points of 

convergence and divergence. In section 4.2, we will consider implications based on a 

particular parable in Maimonides’ Guide which begins to surface a potentially problematic 

area. In section 4.3, we will consider an initial evasion of this problem in the context of a 

controversial area in Maimonides. In section 4.4, we will explore a potential obstacle for 

both in terms of the ultimate goal, the knowledge of God. But our focus will then be on 

exploring and developing Aquinas’ pneumatically relational approach in light of God’s 

immanence and with some consideration to modern developments in social and 

neuroscience.  

 

4.1  Comparing Conceptions   

In previous chapters, we examined a broadly plausible interpretation of Aristotle to 

set up the philosophical background, and then traced the basic Aristotelian structure of the 
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human good by considering raw human nature, its ultimate end, and how to get from man 

as he is in the raw to man as he could become—the good life for man. The Aristotelian 

vision is one way to mark out the good life. Others have followed although not necessarily 

meeting with success.
1
 The concept of the good life for man is prior to the concept of a 

virtue. The understanding of virtue and the human telos is also intrinsically connected to 

one’s understanding of theos. The account of this Aristotelian teleological structure was 

shown to exhibit certain systemic problems according to which attaining the human end, 

the knowledge of God, is rendered elusive for most people in light of certain preconditions 

for the attainment of the good life. In considering a narrow path by which a few might 

obtain it, we saw that it becomes elusive even for the best of men as a mere human 

idealistic façade, or else so rare and episodically unsustainable as to render man a being 

who seems somehow severed from his natural end.  

Like Aristotle whose views on human perfection reveal a striking two-tier notion 

of moral virtue in light of phronesis (a necessary precondition to the ultimate perfect life 

of intellectual virtue), both Maimonides and Aquinas are committed to making a similar 

Aristotelian move given a certain nexus without which the virtues are less than fully 

virtuous (or even non-virtuous) and virtue itself is less accessible than even Aristotle’s 

understanding supposed. The considered features found lacking were grace and the virtue 

of faith, something of a functional analogue to the Aristotelian phronesis. These notions 

                                                           
1
 Consider Alasdair MacIntyre’s challenge in recent times that we choose between Nietzschean 

relativism or go back to Aristotle to consider an objective framework for ethics, etc. Alasdair MacIntyre, 

After Virtue, Second Edition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984). MacIntyre notes the 

abject failure of alternate moral visions predicated by secular Enlightenment moral philosophers following 

the demise of Aristotelian teleology, a failure perceived clearly by Nietzsche. He says on p. 256 “Nietzsche’s 

negative proposal to raze to the ground the structures of inherited moral belief and argument had… certain 

plausibility…” But such plausibility presupposed it was right in the first place to reject Aristotle or 

Aristotelianism as philosophically the most powerful of pre-modern modes of moral thought. He concludes 

on p.118, “If a premodern view of morals and politics is to be vindicated against modernity, it will be in 

something like Aristotelian terms or not at all.” As MacIntyre says on p. 184, “It is the telos of man as a 

species which determines what human qualities are virtues.” As in Aristotle, where phronesis is a virtue the 

possession which is a prerequisite for the possession of all other moral virtues, so the virtue of faith is a 

prerequisite for our two medieval Aristotelians. This is true given the object of faith, the human telos, which 

is theos. 
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were made more salient against the background of the Fall as explicated respectively by 

the two medievalists. 

 Like Aristotle, both of their systems can be duly characterized as personally 

transformative. This is no surprise, however, since classical and medieval virtue theories 

in general focus on the character of the person whereas many modern ethical theories 

ignore personal character altogether.
2
 The process by which one approaches the good life 

leads to genuine transformation of character, but character transformation takes on a vastly 

different nuance for each thinker. The comparative approach helps highlight aspects of 

each thinker’s position that might otherwise be ignored or simply missed by focusing on 

one thinker in isolation.  

Through a comparative approach we can mark out a salient distinction by 

describing their respective viewpoints. Comparatively speaking, Aristotle’s approach may 

be characterized as informational, Maimonides’ as instructional (presupposing 

information, of course, but adding divine gift in the form of external instruction or Torah), 

and Aquinas’ as pneumatic-relational (presupposing information and instruction, but 

adding a more intimate internal way of knowing and transforming so as to be relating with 

God the Holy Spirit as internal guide rather than merely external guide). This has 

implications for how each approach describes the way to imitate God.   

  Having the proper philosophical reflection serves the purposes of reinforcing, 

internally motivating, and sustaining the good life. These systems are in a sense based 

firmly in the study of human motivation given that, in these systems, virtue ethics and 

epistemology are grounded in the common normative teleological structure. It is designed 

to move people beyond being merely virtuous to being fully virtuous and God-like, 

                                                           
2
 This is true not only of virtue ethics as commonly thought of, but also of virtue epistemology. See, 

for instance, W. Jay Wood, Epistemology: Becoming Intellectually Virtuous, (Downers Grove, Ill: 

InterVarsity Press, 1998); Julia Annas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); 

G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy.” Philosophy 33 (1958): 1-19. 
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enjoying the good life via imitatio Dei. But imitating the divine requires some kind of 

conception of the divine, some kind of knowledge of God or theoria, which is constitutive 

of the good life. Aristotle’s vision seems less than motivational in that imitating God 

reduces to (ideally) sustainable contemplation because God is, under Aristotle’s 

description, little more than thought thinking itself thinking.
3
 The contrasting visions of 

the knowledge of God will be something we will need to address to see how faith connects 

with the knowledge of God. 

 Both Maimonides and Aquinas take faith to be a virtue. Aquinas approvingly cites 

Maimonides on the necessity both of faith and of divine revelation.
4
 Far from being a 

deficiency, as some in secular society might suppose, both consider faith essential in their 

approach to the good life as part of a knowledge tradition. It is a difference from Aristotle 

that makes a difference in fundamental ways. For both, faith involves a moral component. 

Indeed, for Maimonides, faith, while having an intellectual aspect, is essentially a moral 

virtue approximating the notion “faithful” or “faithfulness.” It is required for moral 

perfection, and without moral perfection one cannot reach intellectual perfection. For 

Aquinas, faith is an intellectual virtue. But without the essential moral component (the 

virtue of love) involving the will, faith is relatively inert (i.e., dead faith). An ordinary 

belief can simply be intellectual (e.g., belief in the proposition 2+2=4), but not so for faith. 

For faith to have any muscle it must be a certain kind of faith, which includes both the 

intellect and the will in what Aquinas calls “living faith.” It requires believing in God 

                                                           
3 L. A. Kosman, “What Does the Maker Mind Make?” 343-58, edited by Martha Nussbaum and 

Amelia O. Rorty, in Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima (Oxford: OUP, 1995). Thomas Nagel, a contemporary 

atheistic philosopher comments on Aristotle’s notion, “Contemplation, meditation, withdrawal from the 

demands of the body and of society, abandonment of exclusive personal ties… this seems to me to be a high 

price to pay for spiritual harmony… I would rather lead an absurd life engaged in the particular than a 

seamless transcendental life immersed in the universal.” See Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1986).  

4
 Guide I.33-34; ST 1.1.1. and 2-2.2.4. Aquinas provides reasons for the necessity of faith including 

the difficultly of the subject matter, weakness of mind in the early years, lack of training in preliminary 

knowledge by many without which many would be destitute of knowledge of God, physical incapacity of 

many, and a busy life.  
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(material aspect, credere deum), believing God (formal aspect involving God’s self-

revelation, credere deo), and believing unto God (indicating the relation of faith to the 

will, credere in deum).
5
 At this point, Maimonides and Aquinas together make their most 

fundamental break with Aristotle such that we begin to see the unraveling of their 

convergence into some pretty stark divergence with implications for each other in a more 

radical sense than either had in diverging with Aristotle. To see this, let us look at the end 

of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed. 

 

4.2  Maimonides and the Cosmic Orphan 

The highest human aspiration according to Maimonides is that which considers 

intellectual perfection to be merely a necessary condition to ultimate human perfection 

(just as moral perfection is necessary to our intellectual perfection). This ultimate 

objective, however, is not always captured adequately by many commentators.
6
 The 

content of the moral/political dimensions of the intellectually perfected Jew seems to 

derive from the commandments, and thus it is reasonable that we adopt an interpretation 

that maintains Maimonides’ strongly observant Jewishness while also respecting 

Maimonides qua philosopher.  

It is also not a secret that Maimonides sometimes intentionally contradicts himself 

in the Guide. One reason he does this is pedagogical; in other words, until the student is 

better equipped he is kept under a tutor. He also uses contradiction in the Guide where the 

vulgar should not be made aware of it and the author takes all measures to conceal it.
7
  

                                                           
 

5
 ST II.II 2.2. Aquinas posits three distinct aspects of faith as it relates to God.  

 
6
 In my view, the merely political formulations by one school of commentators of the likes of Leo 

Strauss, Shlomo Pines, and Lawrence Berman on the one hand, or by the moral formulations by Hermann 

Cohen, Julius Guttmann, and Steven Schwarzschild on the other, seem to miss the mark. Al-Farabi looms 

too large in the first and Kant in the second to allow a distinctly Jewish and Maimonidean view. More on 

these views below. 
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Astonishingly, in the same place where his use of contradiction is explicit also 

resides his treatment of the issue of human perfection qua apprehension of the 

intelligibles. Additionally, we find he also provides in the same chapter his exposition of 

Jeremiah 9:22-23 where he claims that Jeremiah does not limit the noblest ends only to the 

apprehension of Him, but also in the knowledge of His attributes (i.e., His actions).
8
 The 

person in question is not only one who knows God but who knows God’s ways and 

imitates them. Hence, the goal of theoria ends up being imitatio Dei. It appears that the 

vita activa and not the vita contemplativa is the ideal, in a sense. Various schools of 

thought have developed regarding this Jeremiah passage. One common view contends that 

the ultimate perfection is imitating God’s moral qualities.
9
 Another view maintains that it 

is imitation of God’s governance of the world through the creation of just states, a 

decidedly political interpretation.
10

 So it is either moral or political by these two schools. 

A third interpretation, however, retains a strong sense of Maimonides’ Jewishness. Isadore 

Twersky says, “Maimonides believed that knowledge stimulates and sustains proper 

prescribed conduct [i.e., halakhic (legal) obedience] which in turn is a conduit for 

knowledge, and this intellectual achievement in return raises the level and motive of 

conduct.”
11

 The point is that while intellectual perfection is the prized perfection, it is not 

                                                                                                                                                                               
7
 Guide I, p.18.  

 
8
 Ibid., III.54, p.637.  

 
9
 Julius Guttmann, “Introduction and Commentary,” the Guide of the Perplexed, translated by 

Chaim Rabin (London: East and West Library, 1947): 34, 225; and Schwarzschild, “Moral Radicalism and 

‘Middlingness’ in the Ethics of Maimonides,” Studies in Medieval Culture 11 (1977): 65-94. For variants of 

this position, see Dan Frank, “The End of the Guide: Maimonides on the Best Life for Man,” Judaism 34 

(1985): 485-95. 

 
10

 Lawrence Berman, “Maimonides, the Disciple of Alfarabi,” Israel Oriental Studies 4 (1974): 

154-78; “The Political Interpretation of the Maxim; The Purpose of Philosophy is the Imitation of God,” 

Studia Islamica 15 (1961): 53-61; “Maimonides on the Fall of Man,” AJS Review 5 (1980): 1-15. 
 

11
 Isadore Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1980), p.511. 
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per se the final end of human existence, but is a means of deepening, enriching, and 

elevating observance of the mitzvot.  

While the correct interpretation in light of Maimonides’ esotericism is perhaps 

impossible to determine for certain, I think the best interpretation, at least as plausible as 

the others and the one I will represent for our purposes, is that of Manechem Kellner who, 

in the spirit of Twersky, defends this other “halakhic” (i.e., legal) interpretation as 

superior.
12

 Let us unpack the salient part on human perfection at the end of Maimonides’ 

Guide III.51-54. While in chapter 2 we discussed Maimonides’ notion(s) of perfection, 

there is a particular section that draws our attention to it now at greater length.  

Guide III.51 is Maimonides’ (in)famous Parable of the Palace which is introduced 

by the following words: “I shall begin the discourse in this chapter with a parable that I 

shall compose for you.”
13

 He then presents the parable that created more divisiveness and 

outrage in the Jewish community than anything else he wrote in the Guide., Traditionalists 

were outraged that he seems to hold that “men of science” could attain a higher degree of 

perfection and closeness to the divine than the halakhists.
14 Some questioned whether he 

                                                           
 

12
 Manechem Kellner, Maimonides on Human Perfection, (Atlanta: Scholars Press), 1990. 

 
13

 Guide III.51, p.618. The passage for convenience’s sake it is included here:  

The ruler is in his palace, and all his subjects are partly within the city and partly outside the city. 

Of those who are within the city, some have turned their backs upon the ruler’s habitation, their 

faces being turned another way. Others seek to reach the ruler’s habitation, turn toward it, and 

desire to enter it and stand before him, but up to now they have not yet seen the wall of the 

habitation. Some of those who seek to reach it have come up to the habitation and walk around it 

search for its gate. Some of them have entered the gate and walk about in the antechambers. Some 

of them have entered the inner court of the habitation and have come to be with the king, in one and 

the same place with him, namely in the ruler’s habitation. But their having come into the inner part 

of the habitation does not mean that they see the ruler or speak to him. For after their coming into 

the inner part of the habitation, it is indispensable that they should make another effort; then they 

will be in the presence of the ruler, see him from afar or from nearby, or hear the ruler’s speech or 

speak to him.  

 
14

 Not surprisingly, the traditionalists were upset that he had the “men of science”, philosophers, 

attaining a higher degree of perfection and closeness to God than all of the halakhists, those immersed in the 

Torah.  
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wrote it, or said that if he did it should be burned.
15

 Maimonides divides all human beings 

into several different categories.
16

                  

It has been suggested that Maimonides posits two routes to perfection here, one by 

the philosopher and the other by the Talmudists, where the first is via speculation, the 

second via divine assistance (i.e., God guides him who seeks him). Kellner claims that this 

is based on a false reading since Maimonides never claims that philosophers attain a 

higher degree of perfection than halakhists. So he proffers an interpretation of the parable, 

                                                           
15

 For as Shem Tov comments:  

How could he say that those who know natural matters [physics] are on a higher level than those 

who engage in religion, and even more that they are with the ruler in the inner chamber, for on this 

basis the philosophers who are engaged with physics and metaphysics have achieved a higher level 

than those who are immersed in Torah! 

See Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Shem Tov, Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed (Vilna, 1904), as cited 

in Kellner, Maimonides on Human Perfection, 15. 
 
16

 Again, for convenience’s sake, I list the categories in a note. Kellner summarizes Maimonides’ 

explanation of these categories as follows:  

(a) Those outside the city are individuals without doctrinal belief (brutes); (b) Those in the city 

facing away from the palace who have adopted incorrect beliefs and the farther they walk, the 

farther they are from the palace (they are worse than the first group and “necessity at certain times 

calls for killing them …”; (c) Those who seek to enter the place but have not yet seen it. These are 

the Jewish masses, “the ignoramuses who observe the commandments”; (d) Those who have 

reached the habitation and circle it, seeking a way in. These are halakhists who hold to the true 

beliefs or views but “who do not engage in speculation concerning fundamental principles of 

religion.” They “are engaged in studying the mathematical sciences and the art of logic”; (e) Those 

who have entered the gate and walk around the antechambers. They “have entered into speculation 

concerning the fundamental principles of religion” and “understood the natural sciences [i.e., 

physics]”; (f) Those who have entered the inner court of the palace and are there with the ruler. This 

is he [Maimonides uses the singular here] “who has achieved demonstration, to the extent that that 

is possible, of everything that may be demonstrated; and who has ascertained in divine matters, to 

the extent that that is possible…” These are the “men of science” who “are of different grades of 

perfection.” One of those grades consists of those who, after attaining perfection into the study of 

metaphysics, “turn wholly toward God … and direct all the acts of their intellect toward an 

examination of the being with a view to drawing from them proof with regard to Him…” These are 

the prophets. Another of these grades consists, apparently, of Moses, who “attained such a degree 

that it is said of him, ‘And he was there with the Lord.’” (Ex. 34:28).   

Kellner helpfully provides a table I have reproduced here from p.20. 

 Out of the City 

1. Subhumans without doctrine   (gentile) 

In the City, but facing away from the palace 

2. Idolators     (unclear) 

In the City and facing the Palace 

3. Jewish masses    (Jewish) 

4. Jurists     (Jewish) 

5. Speculate on the fundamentals of religion/physics        (?) 

6. Metaphysicians             (?) 

7. Prophets of different grades   (Jewish) 

8. Moses     (Jewish) 
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rejecting the interpretations of Maimonides as being either a naturalist/secularist or an Al-

Farabian philosopher who did not really affirm Judaism.
17

  

Kellner’s view is that the parable is exclusively taken to be referring to Jews, at 

least from the third and possibly the second class onward (the first being “sub-human,” 

non-Jews). The comparison is simply between halakhists simpliciter and ones who have 

perfected themselves in the sciences and philosophy. There is no discussion, at least not 

here, of Aristotle or non-Jews and immortality. And the Guide as a whole is addressed to 

Rabbi Joseph ben Judah.  

The second group at times requires a death sentence because of incorrect beliefs.
18

 

It cannot be concluded that these people are Jews, because in “Laws of Kings” VIII 9 it is 

claimed by Maimonides that any heathen under Jewish command is to be put to death if he 

refuses to accept the seven Noahide commands. Most of these, except idolatry, deal with 

behavior. The third group consists of Jewish “ignoramuses,” observers of the law, nothing 

more. The fourth are “jurists” of the law held on the basis of traditional authority, but who 

do not speculate and rationally justify belief. The fifth class consists in Talmudists who are 

competent in physics but not quite yet competent in metaphysics, and are of variant ranks. 

They also engage in the “fundamental principles of religion.”
19

 So from groups three 

onward we see a narrowing focus of Jews: (3) ignoramuses (Jewish masses), (4) halakhist 

jurists with no speculation, (5) Jewish speculators of religious fundamentals and 

                                                           
 

17
 Kellner, 16. In footnote 15, Kellner claims that Pines attributes the former to Maimonides and 

even projects on him Spinoza’s pantheism where God is no other than the scientific system of the universe, 

that Moses was more of a philosopher than prophet, that there is no immortality, and that there is no essential 

differences amongst monotheistic prophetic religions, etc.  

 
18

 See Deuteronomy 20:16-18 and Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, “Laws of Kings and their Wars,” 

volumes 1 and 4, and Guide I 36 (p.84) and I 54 (p. 127); Deuteronomy 13 and “Laws of Idolatry” IV & V, 

1-5; See end of Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles, “Laws of the Murderer” IV 10, and “Laws of Testimony,” 

XI 10. The execution of candidates of this sort include seven nations, a corrupt city and individuals, and 

heretics (only the seven nations are non-Jewish and of a historically distant group). 
 

19
 Kellner argues on pp. 22-26 that on the basis of linguistic and textual evidence that Maimonides 

is alluding, not to religion in general, but to Jewish writings aimed at Talmudists. Here, he seems to be 

bucking tradition. 
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physicists, (6) metaphysicians, and (7) graded prophets (again, Jewish), and Moses 

(clearly Jewish).  

Given the symmetrical relationship of all these groups as graded subsets of the 

previous (i.e., filling out a set of relative concentric circles, the larger being more inclusive 

than the smaller), it would follow that the speculators and metaphysicians are Jews as 

well. Since both the Guide as a whole and the parable in particular have as their intended 

audience Talmudists, it makes sense to interpret the fifth class to be scientifically trained 

Talmudists.
20

 The sixth class of people achieved philosophic perfection, not just 

achievement in the natural sciences as was true of the fifth class but also of divine science 

(i.e., metaphysics), making this a subset of the fifth class. Achieving philosophic 

perfection requires moral perfection without which metaphysical perfection is impeded.
21

  

Now, can anyone achieve this moral perfection? Yes, in principle. But perhaps it is 

unachievable outside of Judaism, at least in the pre-messianic world. Maimonides cites the 

Talmud (Shabbat 146a): “When the serpent came to Eve, it cast pollution into her. The 

pollution of [the sons of] Israel, who had been present at Mt. Sinai, has come to an end. 

[As for] the nations who were not present at Mt. Sinai, their pollution has not come to an 

end.”
22

 Commentators are unanimous on this passage. Man is subverted by imagination in 

the Fall, but thanks to the Torah, the Jews are able to overcome and achieve the requisite 

moral perfection to lead to intellectual perfection. The Law functions to restrain the 

                                                           
 

20
 Maimonides insists in the MT that the study of physics and metaphysics is the proper completion 

of Talmudic training. See Isadore Twersky on this matter (n. 39 in Kellner). 

 
21

 Guide I.34, pp. 76-7. This is also shown in Guide III.27 where he informs us that the whole of the 

law is aimed at the welfare of the soul and the body, part of whose welfare in the second case is moral virtue. 

The first aim, the soul, can only be achieved after the second, body. Finally in Guide III.54 the four types of 

perfection are given, the third of which is moral perfection according to which most of the commandments 

serve almost no other end. But this is not an end in itself, but a means to the fourth end. The fourth 

perfection is the “true human perfection” and consists in the conception of intelligibles that teach truth 

concerning divine things. Through this perfection which belongs to the individual alone, man is man.  
 

22
 Guide II.30, p. 357. 
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undisciplined exercise of our appetites to which we originally succumbed. As indicated, 

most of the mitzvot serve no other end than moral perfection. One might think, however, 

that it is not necessary where the functional equivalent of the Torah is something akin to 

the lessons of instruction found in the lectures of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. But then 

again, per the nations not benefitting from Sinai still have their pollution to contend with. 

Not insignificant is the fact that in Guide III.53, Maimonides calls faith a moral virtue. It is 

exceedingly difficult to imagine how Maimonides could expect Aristotle to have that 

virtue. But without it, moral imperfection endures, and thus no intellectual perfection is 

possible in that no ultimate imitatio Dei is possible.
23

 

Even those who have reached the sixth class do not necessarily “see the ruler or 

speak to him.” This requires that “they should make another effort,” thus joining the 

seventh class, a subset of the sixth. Now, the seventh class is also divided into four: (a) 

those who see the ruler from afar, (b) those who see the ruler from nearby, (c) those who 

hear the ruler’s speech, and (d) those who speak with the ruler. This extra effort is 

explained by Maimonides:  

 

There are those who set their thought to work after having attained perfection in 

the divine science, turn wholly toward God . . . renounce what is other than He, 

and direct all the acts of their intellect . . . so as to know His governance . . . insofar 

as possible. These are those present in the ruler’s council. This is the rank of the 

prophets.
24

 

 

 

                                                           
23

 While the Parable of the Palace indicates one way of categorizing, Maimonides’ elitism 

(bifurcating the elite from the masses) is well known and perhaps establishes a further ethical bifurcation 

than just elite and vulgar, but between Jew and Gentile, making some hierarchy: Jew-elite, Jew-vulgar, 

Gentile-elite, Gentile-vulgar. See Steven Harvey, “Islamic Philosophy and Jewish Philosophy,” edited by 

Peter Adamson in The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2005), 354. This provides further reflection in thinking through how he divides them, on Kellner’s 

thoroughly Jewish interpretation of the Parable, into eight classes: (1) Gentiles who are subhumans without 

doctrine, (2) idolaters (unclear of their gentile/Jewish commitments), (3) Jewish masses, (4) Jewish jurists, 

(5) Jewish speculators on the fundamentals of religion/study of physics, (6) Jewish metaphysicians, (7) 

Jewish prophets of various grades, and (8) the Jew, Moses, human author of the Torah. 

 
24

 Kellner, 29. Maimonides can be blamed for giving some legitimacy to this interpretation (see 

Guide II.36). 
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Kellner argues here that those in this class, having achieved the rank of prophet, are not 

simply “super philosophers” with highly developed imaginations, as they are often 

depicted. Rather, they are individuals whose love of God dominates their entire lives.  

So the seventh class is prophets, a subset of philosophers (like the ideal reader of 

the Guide), which is a subset of physicists. While Maimonides affirms the theoretical 

possibility that non-Jews could prophesy, he thought that practically speaking it was 

impossible for them to achieve this since moral perfection is a prerequisite and, as we have 

seen, a Gentile cannot be morally perfect in this life, lacking, at least, the virtue of faith. 

Thus, Maimonides maintained that not even Aristotle achieved prophecy or divine 

overflow.
25

 Aristotle reached the highest human level of intellectual perfection available 

without prophecy. If not Aristotle, as highly as Maimonides regarded him, then the 

likelihood that other Gentiles could achieve moral perfection is bleak. Thus, the Parable of 

the Palace sets up various levels of human perfection (interpreted by Kellner as open only 

to Jews): those obedient to Law, those with juridical competence, experts in principles of 

religion and physics, and experts in metaphysics, prophecy, and Mosaic prophecy.
26

 

Guide III.52 reflects the idea that along the path to human perfection, the 

individual must acknowledge that God is ever watchful, whose knowledge is supposed to 

                                                           
25

 See n.57 in Kellner where he gives several sources of the letter to Samuel Ibn Tibbon. Kellner 

claims Alfred Ivry has recently explicated the letter in his “Islamic and Greek Influences on Maimonides’ 

Philosophy,” S. Pines and Y. Yovel (eds.), Maimonides and Philosophy (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 

1986): 139-56. 

 
26

 Concerning the special character of Moses and the Patriarchs, Maimonides believes that members 

of this class achieve “a state in which he talks with people and is occupied with his bodily necessities while 

His intellect is wholly turned toward Him…so that in his heart he is always in His presence…” Guide III, p. 

623. Finally, on p. 624 he reaffirms that their purpose is to “bring into being a religious community that 

would know and worship God…..to spread the doctrine of the unity of the Name in the world and to guide 

people to love Him….” Again, the purpose of the whole Law was to end idolatry by bringing people closer 

to God. Thus, this is the highest level of contemplation; one wherein individuals are able to keep their minds 

on God whilst directing the people towards God. While this is a goal for which we should all aspire, 

Maimonides claims that it is not available for all, including himself, to have access to it: “This rank is not a 

rank that, with a view to the attainment of which, someone like myself may aspire for guidance.” Pines has a 

note on this text, “The Arabic phrase can have two meanings: (a) Someone like myself cannot aspire to be 

guided with a view to achieving this rank; (b) Someone like myself cannot aspire to guide others with a view 

to their achieving this rank.” Kellner claims both possibilities are consistent with his view. 
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evince fear and awe in the individual.
27

 The actions required by the mitzvot have the 

function to bring this about, hence their importance for achieving human perfection. But 

the doctrines of the Torah also teach us the love of God. But superiority seems to rest with 

the doctrines rather than the actions of the commands, since service out of love is greater 

than service that is done out of fear, and the first of the 613 commandments is to love 

God.
28

 Perhaps this supports the position that ultimate perfection is intellectualist. Yet he 

also claims that the love of God finds expression in the fulfillment of commands.
29

  

Guide III.53 discusses certain terms like loving-kindness (hesed, shown in the 

creation of the world), judgment (on relative good and evil in the world), and 

righteousness (providence over living beings via their own natural powers), terms 

Maimonides claims apply to God’s actions whose actional attributes are paramount for 

imitating. 

Guide III.54 discusses wisdom. The wisdom of him “who knows the whole of the 

Law in its true reality” is constituted by “the rational virtues comprised in the Law and in 

respect of the moral virtues included in it.”
30

 The Torah teaches only the results of 

(consistent) philosophical speculation (e.g., God’s existence, unity, and incorporeality), 

while philosophy provides the actual proofs of the rational content. Kellner suggests that it 

ennobles our lives because such obedience is not performed, as it is for the vulgar Jews, in 

order to earn a reward as though there is a tit-for-tat reward; rather the elite act purely out 

                                                           
 

27
 This text brings about a problem, namely, who is the king mentioned? If he is continuing the 
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of love of God and to imitate Him. Maimonides ends with talk of the four perfections, the 

last of which is intellectual. But remember, one need not conclude an intellectualist 

interpretation here, since Maimonides is clear in his interpretation of Jeremiah 9:22-23 and 

Ex. 33:13 that one not only glory in the apprehension of God but in his attributes, by 

which he means his attributes of action.
31

 And as Jeremiah 9:23’s interpretation makes 

clear, those actions that ought to be imitated are loving-kindness, judgment, and 

righteousness, actions Moses desired to imitate in governing the Jewish people. To know 

God was to know His ways, by which Moses thought, in Exodus, that He might find grace 

to govern rightly. Thus, upon achieving the fourth perfection, intellectual/philosophical 

perfection, one will naturally seek orthopraxy.  

To summarize then, all four chapters of Guide III.51-54 end up serving a practical 

end, which is to bring certain individuals to full devotion towards God after having 

achieved knowledge of Him, which seems to be the whole point of the Guide. The Parable 

of the Palace shows us that prophecy requires intellectual perfection, which itself requires 

halakhic perfection. Prophets are sophisticated Talmudists, while the Patriarchs (including 

Moses) were exalted prophets who contemplated while living the life and guiding others to 

God’s ways. Thus, their imitation of God is in halakhic terms, which, while having a 

political aspect of course, was not primarily in political terms (especially not construed 

naturalistically). Kellner claims “the political life is not the best life; rather, the best life 

has a political dimension.”
32

 So we have two distinct kinds of imitatio Dei (before out of 

fear and after out of love).
33
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One imitates God by acting godly, which is acting on our knowledge of God’s 

actional attributes (e.g., God acts mercifully, so we should act mercifully). Acting godly 

also includes obeying God’s commands. In the end, how one is to imitate God by 

becoming like Him depends on how one understands God. There is a strong link between 

one’s theos and one’s understanding of one’s telos. If Aristotle’s god is in view, for 

example, then one is pursuing a never ending intellectual quest toward the ideal of 

intellectual perfection. But Maimonides’ understanding of human perfection, while 

intellectualist, is not austerely intellectualist.
34

  

Perfecting our intellects does make us fully human, but the imitation of God should 

make us more than fully human, something Godlike. Kellner says, “By perfecting our 

intellects, that is, by perfecting ourselves as human beings, we also earn (or, perhaps, 

create) our own immortality.”
35

 But the imitation of God is done out of love, not for 

reward.
36

 Whenever Maimonides connects intellectual perfection as he does with 

immortality, we should note that this is not the highest state since this extrinsic reward (or 

consequence of activity) would taint the purity of love of the highest state. Kellner claims 

that the Guide, qua guide, should make us expect a different reality from the beginning to 
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the end such that the beginning reflects a lower state than the end.
37

 So at the beginning, 

intellectual perfection is set as the goal, whereas imitating God via hesed, righteousness, 

and judgment is possible at the end after such perfection is attained. Imitatio Dei expresses 

love of God post intellectual perfection. 

Various texts seem to show that Maimonides’ summum bonum is intellectual 

perfection as he makes clear that immortality is a function of the perfected intellect. The 

most perfect individuals apprehend God to the greatest extent possible to them but 

recognize that they need to imitate God via God’s loving-kindness, righteousness, and 

judgment as asserted in Guide III.54. Guide III.51-54 shows intellectual perfection is the 

penultimate state available to humans, more specifically to Jews. This interpretation is 

halakhic in nature. The end, therefore, is a contemplative yet social activity of “bringing 

into being a religious community that would know and worship God.”
38

 This has a 

political aspect but is ultimately realized via obedience to the mitzvot. Intellectual 

perfection is therefore not the final end of human existence. Imitatio Dei is not construed 

in terms of becoming like God but like His actions; God being ineffable in nature, but 

discoverable via creation and providence. We can know that God exists, not what God is, 

but also how God has acted as guidance to how we should act. Halakhah is the way in 

which God has commanded the Jews to imitate Him.  

Maimonides’ theology is a developed theology, not of God, nor of his own views 

of God, but pedagogically developed for the perplexed ones, and this extends from God as 

intellect and our obligation to contemplation to God as active, emulated by lovingly 

keeping his commands. Maimonides’ goal of the Guide mirrors the Torah in that it is 

practically transformative rather than merely theoretically informative. This bit of 
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instruction via divine aid in the form of Torah provides the Jew an advantage en route to 

human perfection, rendering the non-Jew, including someone like Aristotle, to be at a 

significant disadvantage or perhaps beyond the scope of achieving genuine human 

perfection.  

Aristotle’s view made the good life elusive for most, something Maimonides’ view 

initially seemed to evade given divine aid (Torah) and repentance. But now his view 

seems to be quite exclusivistic and parochial in the sense of being very narrow or limited 

in scope or outlook, no less elusive than Aristotle’s account. Aware of this, Oliver Leaman 

asks whether this is not “inexcusably elitist?” He goes on to answer: “In its fully fledged 

sense it is . . . because God has created everyone differently and if, as a result, we have 

different chances of attaining perfection, then we might justifiably complain about this 

situation.” Pawning this off simply as a piece of typical medieval philosophy, he 

concludes, “The important thing is that for everyone there should be a route available to 

salvation, while it is not necessary that everyone should be able to achieve the highest 

level of perfection.”
39

   

 But in accordance with the Parable of the Palace, the whole thing seems quite 

parochial and exclusivistic. How does this not saddle Maimonides with a worse problem 

than Aristotle faced since on the former’s account there is not merely a natural telos but a 

divine image in each man that God created? This seems to render most as severed from 

their natural end. Indeed, since they are all created in God’s image, then they are severed 

from their supernatural end as some sort of cosmic orphans. What hope for the non-Jew 

created in God’s image? Much of Maimonides’ thrust is to root out idolatry. He claims 

that the worst form of idolatry is a cognitive error, “believing God to be different from 
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what He really is.”
40

 He even says that Jews who affirm the unity of God but think such 

unity to be compatible with multiple attributes are no better than Christians who say that 

God is one and three.
41

 The faith aspect of Maimonides has some dire implications for 

many, including someone like Aquinas who affirms the Trinity. By Maimonidean lights, 

Aristotle was somewhat ignorant without Torah, but Aquinas is an idolater. Of course, 

Aquinas’ views with respect to articles of faith have implications for Maimonides as 

well.
42

 This faith aspect now creates a divergence between Maimonides and Aquinas 

whereas initially it brought about their greatest convergence in departing from Aristotle.   

 The applicable concern here with Maimonides’ position is with the parochial or 

limited scope of availability. It seems somewhat responsible for the elusiveness for most 

to participate in the good life, whose participation seems promissory according to nature 

but not so promising according to actualizing that nature. This has a strong religious 

intonation with egalitarian and existentialist overtones, given that man is said to be created 

in God’s image. One possible way of overcoming the problem is to show that it is not so 

parochial after all. If the Torah at minimum places the Jew in a position of clear advantage 

to attaining the good life, perhaps having a means outside of the Torah can be found for 

the same end. This brings up the issue of natural law, a law available and therefore 

potentially accessible for the non-Jew in order to elude the problem. 
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4.3  Maimonides on Natural Law and an Initial Evasion 

Although many (perhaps most) Jewish thinkers object to the claim that 

Maimonides’ ethical theory is a species of natural law ethics or that it is even compatible 

with such, evidence seems supportive for the claim, implying that perhaps these objectors 

are simply wrong. Maimonides’ views fit with the paradigm case of a natural law theorist. 

That paradigm is Aquinas, who is mentioned in virtually all such discussions. For 

Aquinas, natural law is law insofar as it is morally ordered by God as a matter of its being 

rationally binding, and it is natural insofar as it is in accordance with human nature, whose 

nature is a rational nature and thus finds universal applicability. Aquinas says, “Whatever 

is contrary to the order of reason is contrary to the nature of human beings as such; and 

what is reasonable is in accordance with human nature as such.” Others have defended the 

claim that Maimonides affirms natural law but we will not do so here.
43

 What is more 

important for us relative to our concern is what the implications are behind the opponent’s 

objection to Maimonides being a natural law theorist. For this reason we will focus on the 

objections. ‘Natural law theory’ is often used to designate theories of ethics, politics, civil 

law, and religious morality.
44

 I will use it to denote a particular ethical theory.  

 To be sure, Maimonides never uses the term ‘natural law’ to describe his system.
45

 

But simply lacking the label does not suffice to show that Maimonides’ view necessarily 

excludes natural law or that he himself did not affirm it conceptually. Nonetheless, let’s 
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consider the objections by those who think Maimonides would have rejected, or did in fact 

reject, natural law, not to determine whether or not he did, but to see whether or not it 

would really help him with our present concern even if he did.   

First, it might be argued that a natural law ethic is objectionable to Judaism, 

generally, on theological grounds for the same reason that some have objected to it in 

other similarly revealed religious traditions, Islam and Christianity. Marvin Fox, perhaps 

the greatest contemporary opponent of the view that Maimonides affirms natural law, says 

that “in Judaism there is no natural law doctrine, and in principle there cannot be . . . [A] 

correct understanding of Maimonides will show why he could not affirm a theory of 

natural law.” 
46

 For him, it seems to undermine the value of special revelation. The source 

of the apparent conflict is found not in the first feature of the paradigm case of natural law 

(law as morally ordered by God) but in the second feature about it being natural (human 

nature renders it universally discernible). It might be thought that if one could rationally 

discover God’s moral law via natural means, then revealed law is superfluous.  

But this theological objection seems misguided. It seeks to show that if natural law 

applied to Judaism, then it would undermine the revealed law, the Torah, by subordinating 

the infallible word of God to the human (and therefore fallible) reason of man. But why 

think this? If taken seriously, the argument would also undermine human reason’s ability 

to receive revealed law, either as a prophet or layman, not just natural law. For in any case, 

it is the same created reason in humanity that is to be the receptacle of God’s revealed law 

specially found in the Torah as it is the receptacle of natural law generally. It is the same 
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author, God, and same recipient(s), rational man. The only differences are the occasion 

and scope of the revelation, be it special or general.  

Now, if natural law is construed for Maimonides as an aspect of divine providence, 

as is true of the paradigm case above, and there is no good theological reason to deny it, 

then there is no relevant distinction that afflicts natural law receptivity without also 

afflicting revealed law receptivity. In fact, Maimonides says, 

 

I do believe that providence goes with reason and is a necessary 

consequence of its possession. This is because providence is exercised by a 

rational being, namely the One who is reason so perfect that no greater 

perfection is thinkable. Therefore, providence extends to everyone who is 

affected by this emanation to the extent that that being is gifted with 

reason.
47

   

 

 

And, of course, what is common among humans is their rational nature (even if it comes in 

varying degrees among individuals). Not only does he specifically state this aspect of 

providence in accordance with human reason, welcoming the second feature of natural 

law, but his whole project behind giving reasons for Torah commandments implies that 

human reason can discover reasons for the laws of Torah and even some of the laws 

themselves (e.g., Noahide laws, which will be discussed below) since the law is of itself 

rational. Explanations as to the ultimate source and justification of moral norms in terms 

of God need not rule out a doctrine of natural law. Nor would the fact that some receive 

moral and legal knowledge via special revelation necessarily imply that basic moral 

principles are not universally binding and knowable, in principle, to all via human reason.  

Second, perhaps there is a legal reason why Maimonides would have rejected 

natural law. It might be claimed that natural law introduces an element of selectivity, 

allowing its proponents to retain precepts from the Torah necessary for a just and well-
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ordered society while disregarding all ritual or cultic laws for which no rational basis 

could be posited. While this may have been acceptable for Aquinas, who distinguished 

between moral and ceremonial aspects of the Torah and saw natural law as only applicable 

to the moral (e.g., laws prohibiting murder versus laws prohibiting the wearing of two 

kinds of clothing), is it acceptable for Maimonides?
48

   

This is only problematic if the natural law theorist here claims that reason grasps 

all law without special divine aid, which is not the claim. Are there not in Judaism distinct 

covenants according to occasion and scope for God’s own purposes which include some 

laws and not others (e.g., Adamic, Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, etc.)? Some of 

these covenants seem to have specific audiences in mind, while others have a more general 

audience, implying both occasional historical laws for particulars and universal natural 

laws in general which are those that would constitute that body of moral norms in accord 

with practical reason found in nature.
49

 In fact, one area of biblical support for such 

distinction is Noahide law, law that points to natural law. 

While the revealed law addressed to Jews is binding on Jews, what about non-

Jews? Maimonides believes that “moral virtues are a prerequisite of intellectual virtues.”
50

 

Clearly, he took Aristotle to be one of immense intellectual virtue. But how so unless 

Aristotle, a non-Jew, had some conception apart from biblical revelation of what was 

moral and what was not? In addressing the question of the relevancy of the image of God 

for the non-Jew, our concern is how, in the absence of revealed law, non-Jews, or those 

who have never heard of Torah, come to know the moral law, which Maimonides clearly 
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thought someone like Aristotle could grasp via unaided reason. In light of this, 

Maimonides approvingly cites the Rabbis who say, “If they [i.e., moral laws] had not 

already been written in the Law, it would have been proper to add them.”
51

 This might 

imply that the moral law is rationally discernible through natural lights. Perhaps revealed 

law to the Jews constitutes a larger set of moral norms than that portion of overlap it has 

with natural law as discernible by human reason, which is just where Noahide law comes 

in. David Novak nicely captures this, saying, “The Torah of the world is learned through 

human nature; the Torah of the covenant is learned directly from God.”
52

   

The debate over natural law in the Jewish tradition centers on the status of the 

Noahide laws, which are the “seven commandments of the children of Noah,” which some 

tradition considers universally binding.
53

 Those who reject this body of laws as the 

primary locus of that body of natural law that is universally binding and knowable 

interpret Noahide laws to be law made by Jews for non-Jews over whom they had political 

power who were living in their midst as resident aliens. However, as Novak points out, the 

Rabbis who formulated the doctrine of Noahide law did not have any such power over any 

group of non-Jews, indicating that what was really going on was the abstracting of 
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principles from generalizations.
54

 Further, that the Rabbis used these verses in their 

speculative enterprise does not mean that they were regarded as the actual sources of these 

laws, but rather they are used as allusions since the Rabbis were engaged more in 

speculating about the overall teaching of Scripture and its analogues in the outside world 

when they were developing the doctrine of Noahide law. Noahide law functions more as a 

system of abstracted principles than as an actual body of rules. It is likely that Maimonides 

saw the “completion” of Torah in Moses in the Aristotelian sense of final cause where the 

Noahide would be seen in potentia to the Mosaic.
55

   

One should not think that natural law first originated in Judaism within Noahide 

law. For natural law to be truly natural it must be recognizable throughout the world 

(universal via nature) and even before the special revealing of Torah itself. Novak argues 

using numerous biblical examples that natural law is presupposed via nature before Torah 

was specially revealed at Sinai.
56

 As history presupposes nature, so also revealed law 

presupposes natural law. So, for Maimonides, not only does natural law serve those 

already converted by giving reasons for the law, but it actually temporally precedes the 

acceptance of the Torah given the rational plausibility structure already in place in accord 

with human reason. Even the prescription for capital punishment for murder in the 

Noahide law presupposes a prohibition of murder already in place such that one cannot 

simply interpret this prohibition of murder as just another case of revealed, covenantal 

law. The reason for capital punishment in Genesis is stated in the verse, which is because 

man’s nature is that which is in the image of God. Hence, it was not because it was 
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elsewhere revealed in another historical covenant, even the Noahic covenant, but that it 

was revealed in nature (i.e., natural law). “The Noahide commandments,” says Jonathan 

Jacobs, “are such that they could have been known without revelation but that does not 

imply that they are knowable utterly without reference to God, since our capacity for 

understanding is owed to God, and we can come to see that even without revelation.”
57

 

Our epistemic route to the ontological basis for ethical requirements may differ via natural 

and divine law, but the basis for them is arguably the same.  

Natural law is therefore a precondition to the rational acceptability of revealed law, 

both of which are dimensions of Torah.
58

 The error of some is to confuse the pre-condition 

of revelation (human reason) with its ground (God). In an important passage, Maimonides 

comments about the Noahide laws: 

 

Any man [i.e., any non-Jew] who accepts the seven commandments and is 

meticulous in observing them is thereby one of the righteous . . . and he has 

a portion in the world to come. This is only the case if he accepts them and 

observes them because God commanded them in the Torah, and taught us . 

. . that the children of Noah were commanded to observe them even before 

the Torah was given. But if he observes them because of his own 

conclusions based on reason, then he is not a resident-alien and is not one 

of the righteous . . . nor is he one of their wise men.
59

  

  

 

Problematic here is why Maimonides thinks that a non-Jew should accept the Noahide on 

the basis of their revelation in Torah. What about those who never heard of Torah? Aside 

from these problems, he does not say that the Noahide are unknowable outside of 
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revelation. Aside from the fact that they were known to Noah and sons prior to Sinai, he 

thinks that they can be known through natural reason. He is only saying that to observe 

them because of one’s own conclusions based on reason will not satisfy conditions for 

being counted among the righteous or wise men , while accepting them because God 

commanded them will. That is, he is making the theological versus legal-moral distinction. 

If this stipulation is salvifically problematic, it does not follow that it is in necessary 

conflict with natural law theory per se. For perhaps natural law is not intended to procure 

“salvation,” or the best life, but to minimally provide a rational basis for civility in society 

and a plausibility structure for further revealed law which is intended towards that end.  

 According to the paradigm account, natural law ethical theory has two broad 

features—the roles of God and of man. With regard to the first feature, God (the giver), 

natural law constitutes one aspect of divine providence, another of which is revealed law, 

and both of which are grounded in God’s eternal law. With regard to the second feature, 

man (the receiver), natural law is that body of moral norms which constitutes for us the 

principles of practical reason as grounded in a specifiable human nature, whose principles 

are by nature, therefore, universally binding and knowable. Maimonides’ teleological 

framework bares remarkable similarity to that of Aquinas’ in accounting for practical 

reason based in human nature. He clearly shares the first feature. The second feature is 

also shared and is most fundamentally seen under the heading of Noahide laws. Hence, in 

affirming both of these features, Maimonides can thereby be counted a proponent of 

natural law ethics. Perhaps his understanding of the good life is not so parochial or so 

limited, but is more readily available to a broader audience than one might otherwise think 

given the universality of natural law.  

 This at least attests to God’s “Torah of the world,” as suggested by David Novak 

who comments, “God has not deprived the world of Torah. According to Scripture and 

rabbinic tradition, God gave the complete Torah to Israel and a partial Torah to the world . 



200 

 

. . both relationships are governed by the same Torah: the former one, by the Torah’s more 

specific precepts; the latter, by its more general precepts.”
60

  

 However, one problem that still persists here, as Novak noted and Fox is keen to 

point out: natural law still seems to lack (at least for Fox) the motivational force of moral 

authoritativeness such that possession of which without the faith ethic is problematic. 

What makes these laws robustly binding is their divine status. Thus, for Fox, many would 

be left out including the likes of Aquinas since Aquinas, as we will see, does not consider 

the Old Law binding. To buttress this, Maimonides even holds that Noachites need to 

believe in revelation. Fox intimates that Maimonides makes the final validity of Noahide 

laws dependent upon their belief being of divine origin.
61

 So while Maimonides’ view 

may be consistent with natural law theory (whether or not he’s an advocate), this does not 

avoid the problem we are concerned with, namely, making the good life available only for 

a select few even though all are marked by being created in God’s image. Marvin Fox 

comments, comparing Maimonides and Aquinas on natural law: 

 

If both Maimonides and Aquinas may be thought of as seeking the conditions of 

salvation, then their differences might be understood in the following way. For 

Aquinas, the Christian, salvation is neither by works alone nor by rational 

knowledge, but by grace. Natural law tells men how to behave, but it cannot lead 

them to their final and true fulfillment. For Maimonides, the Jew, salvation 

depends on good works, leading to rational apprehension of the highest truth. 

There is . . . only the law of God, which teaches us to live our lives in such a way 

that we are worthy of our claim to have been created in His image.
62

 

 

 

The Maimonidean passage problematic for many is found in “Laws of the Kings,” chapter 

8, II, where Maimonides claims that those who accept the seven Noachite laws and fulfill 
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them has a share in the world to come, but only “if he accepts and practices them on the 

ground that God commanded them in the Torah . . . But if he practices them on the basis 

of his own rational considerations,” then he has no such part in the world to come. Steven 

Schwarzschild underscores why this Maimonidean position of exclusivism is profound:  

 

Maimonides . . . adds a prerequisite [to ‘salvation’ or ‘the world to come’] which is 

normally not encountered in the relevant Jewish discussions of this subject . . . 

Maimonides is not only the greatest philosopher in all of Jewish history . . . the 

thinker who most explicitly acknowledged his intellectual indebtedness to non-

Jewish, pagan, and Mohammedan predecessors, and who is, therefore, rightly 

expected to be more appreciative of the merits of non-Jews than most others. 

Aristotle in particular is venerated by him almost on a par with Biblical authority, 

and thus . . . one cannot help but have some sympathy with Spinoza’s expression 

that . . . ‘Aristotle (whom he considered to have written the best ethics) . . . yet this 

was not able to suffice for his salvation, inasmuch as he embraced his doctrines in 

accordance with the dictates of reason and not as Divine documents prophetically 

revealed.’
63

  

 

 

Indeed, Schwarzschild says, “Maimonides insists repeatedly on the prerequisite of faith in 

God for the attainment of salvation. He does not say so in so many words, but he clearly 

leaves room for his doctrine that ‘the virtues’ can be acquired only through revelation.”
64

 

For Schwarzschild and others it is unmistakable even in light of post rabbinic Judaism that 

Maimonides teaches “that ethics must necessarily be religious ethics and involve a definite 

religious commitment, (for all this is clearly involved in the prerequisite of belief in the 

divine revelation of the Torah).”
65

 It is no wonder, Novak claims, that both Jews and 

Christians are convinced that people are doomed if left on their own, and that “grace is a 
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necessity for the human condition. The difference between them,” he continues, “is 

whether one is connected to the grace of God by the Torah or by Christ.”
66

 

To see things from the other side, Aquinas thinks that there are certain articles of 

faith that all must believe and that the Old Testament lacks binding authority following the 

inauguration of the New Testament, which Maimonides would consider anathema. The 

instance of law which, according to Aquinas, is not natural or rational (and, thus, not 

binding any longer) is the Old Law. Some of the commandments are in accord with the 

natural law, and people are thus bound when they are. But this is not simply because it is 

part of the Old Law given that it is now obsolete in many respects after Christ. Rather, he 

eliminates the ceremonial and civil aspects of law and retains only that part of the law, the 

moral law, which is properly known as natural law.
67

 To continue after Christ to observe 

these simply because they are derived from the OT would be a mortal sin as it would be 

tantamount to a denial of Christ.
68

 If Aquinas is right, this is not good news for 

Maimonides.
69

 So it may not be sufficient to be part of natural law theory if it does not 

have the desired effect of authoritativeness of divinely revealed law or other requirements 

that have salvific and or motivational implications relative to the good life. 

Hence the problem still seems to be on the table of rendering the masses as cosmic 

orphans. If human perfection requires moral perfection, and Torah provides a serious 

advantage to aiding in repentance and the moral life as well as pointing to God, natural 

law in Judaism does not seem to do much as it does not necessarily provide the moral 

motivation according to which such law is grounded. If God designed man for this good 
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life, entailing the knowledge of God, then one wonders why he sets up a program that 

seems to be either so exclusivistic or, at least, elusive for most.  

 

4.4  The Ways of Negativity and Knowledge of (the Simple) God   

 Maimonides and Aquinas can be compared at various points, but perhaps some are 

more salient than others. Central is the question about our knowledge of God. In this and 

the following sections we will look at the nature and extent of the knowledge of God one 

might have in Maimonidean and Thomistic viewpoints and how one can best be expected 

to worship and imitate God in light of this. In 4.4.1, we will compare and contrast their 

perspectives on negative knowledge and what it amounts to. In section 4.4.2, we will hone 

in on Aquinas’ indispensable foundation for the good life and how this becomes the basis 

for a more immanent knowledge of God. Our discussion is based primarily on his mature 

works in the biblical commentaries. Section 4.4.3 is where this more immanent knowledge 

connects the virtue of faith and testimonial knowledge. Section 4.4.4 will offer a 

contemporary elucidation on Aquinas’ view of knowing God and spiritual formation in 

light of contemporary neuroscience and social science. 

 

4.4.1 Negative Knowledge and the Tension between Transcendence and Immanence 

It is well known that Maimonides (and to a certain extent Aquinas) affirms 

negative theology. But this is sometimes misunderstood by confusing various theses 

pertinent to negative theology. For example, one commentator and defender of negative 

theology, Isaac Franck, seems to conflate epistemic and semantic theses.
70

 Joseph Buijs 

points out others who similarly conflate Aquinas and Maimonides on this point, claiming 
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they have superficial differences but share substantially the same position. They do this 

either by playing down Maimonides’ “linguistic excess” on the issue or by claiming that 

alleged differences are a matter of “residual contrast of emphasis” due in large part to their  

respective religious pressures and available philosophical resources.
71

 But Buijs contends 

that there are significant philosophical differences between Maimonides and Aquinas in 

both knowledge and language of God.
72

  

In Franck’s case, for instance, he takes the unknowability of God’s essence to be 

the central commitment of negative theology, but interchanges it with the semantic 

element (his more radical view of unknowability might be contrasted with a moderate 

view of our inability to know). Conceptually, however, our inability (or ability) to know 

God is non-identical with our inability (or ability) to talk about God. Ability to know does 

not always correspond with ability to talk of or about some subject or object. For instance, 

we often lack the ability to talk about our knowledge of our own mental or emotional 

states. Being aware of and being able to describe such states may differ. As well, we might 

consider children (or even young college freshmen) who use words (e.g., ‘God,’ '‘rights,’ 

‘justice,’ etc.), but do not know the meanings of the terms or concepts which remain 

intelligible nonetheless. There is a semantic and epistemic relationship present, but it is not 

always clear. Let E refer to the epistemic thesis and S to the semantic thesis. Buijs 

elucidates Franck’s depiction as the following: 

E:  With respect to God’s existence, we can know that God is; with respect to 

his essence, we cannot know what he is and thus we can only know what he 

is not.  

                                                           
 

71
 Joseph Buijs, “The Negative Theology of Maimonides and Aquinas,” The Review of 

Metaphysics, Vol. 41, No. 4 (June 1988): 723-738. Buijs includes several others: M. T. L. Penido, “Les 

attributs de Dieu d’apres Maimonide,” Revue Neo-scholastique de phlosophie 26 (1924): 144-48; Harold 

Johnson, “Via negationis and Via analogiae: Theological Agnosticism in Maimonides and Aquinas,” Actos 

del V Congresso Internacional de Filosofia Medieval, vol. 2 (Madride: Nacional, 1979), 844; Alexander 

Broadie, “Maimonides and Aquinas on the Names of God,” Religious Studies 23 (1987): 170.  

 
72

 Admittedly, religious viewpoints (e.g., knowledge of God via Christ’s incarnation) also make a 

difference, a substantial difference. More on this later. 



205 

 

 

S:  Only terms predicated negatively of God are meaningful; terms predicated 

positively of God are meaningless.
73

  

 

The conjunction E and S perhaps characterizes Franck’s more radical notion, but it does 

not accurately represent either Maimonides or Aquinas on the matter. It is not problematic 

for them to deny E and accept S. S can be disambiguated by S(1) and S(2) whereby  

S(1) ‘God’ cannot be the subject term in anything but negative propositions, and 

S(2) Meaningful language about God’s nature can be expressed only in negative 

description.  

 

As we will see, both Maimonides and Aquinas, in developing their cosmological 

arguments for God’s existence (where Aquinas mentions and somewhat follows 

Maimonides), affirm E, but they divide when S is clarified.
74

 And, likewise, we will see 

that both deny S(1), but Maimonides affirms and Aquinas denies S(2). Maimonides takes 

his cosmological argument to demonstrate that God exists as a necessary existent, having 

no cause for either existence or essence. He also concludes from this that God is 

absolutely simple (not complex) and incomparable (not compared).
75

 Maimonides says, 

“We are only able to apprehend the fact that He is and cannot apprehend His nature.”
76

 

Aquinas also concludes that we know that God is and, as some might contend, only what 

God is not in terms of attributes.
77
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Linguistically, Aquinas begins following Maimonides in his belief that 

corporeality and potentiality are denied in reference to God.
78

 Some attributes may 

properly be said of God, namely, “God is infinite” (i.e., not finite) and “God is eternal” 

(i.e., unending), but when he comes to attributes of goodness and wisdom it is another 

matter. For they imply neither corporeality nor negative connotation, yet for Aquinas they 

denote pure perfections, and as such they are predicable of God substantially.
79

 He draws a 

distinction, enabling him to both affirm and deny such predicates of God by distinguishing 

between the thing signified (affirmed as res significata) and the way in which it is 

signified (denied as modus significandi). They are predicated analogically of Creator and 

creatures, enabling him to carve between univocal and equivocal language with reference 

to God in terms of our having imperfect and limited knowledge of what God is.
80

 So he 

affirms E just so long as it is understood to exclude only comprehensive knowledge of 

God, but he denies both S(1) and S(2).  

Maimonides rejects S(1) along with Aquinas because ‘God’ can be the subject of 

an affirmative proposition when it is an attribute of action or where some predicates 

signifying perfections amount to saying “God is God.”
81

 But he contrasts with Aquinas in 

that he affirms S(2) in that we can only say what God is not, not what God is. He says, 

“Know that the description of God . . . by means of negations is the correct description . . . 

we have no way of describing Him unless it be through negations.”
82

 We may be 

convinced about God’s existence, but must be agnostic about His essence. Thus, he 

affirms E without qualification.  
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In sum, Maimonides’ negative theology amounts to conjoining E and S(2); 

Aquinas affirms a qualified E and denies S(1) and S(2). Concerning God’s nature, then, 

Maimonides is completely negative and Aquinas is not. Their approach on the logical 

relationship between the two theses differs. Maimonides argues from E to S(2). If God’s 

essence remains unknowable, then we cannot meaningfully describe it. Actional attributes 

do not violate either thesis because, while flowing from it, they do not describe an essence. 

Where S(2) derives from E, E derives from Maimonides’ metaphysics which derives from 

his cosmological argumentation. E is true following on cosmological proofs of God’s 

existence and their entailment about God’s nature. Language depends on thought which 

depends on reality. By contrast, Aquinas seems to deal with the epistemological and 

semantic theses separately, yet both are derived from his metaphysics. From the denial of 

S(2) he moves to a modification of E (i.e., given that some attributes truly, even if 

imperfectly, describe God’s nature, then we can know something positive about the 

essence). Given his metaphysics, then, he denies S(2). But since E seems to entail S(2) 

which he denies, this leads him to deny E (without qualification). So for Aquinas, both 

language and thought are contingent upon reality.  

The main difference between Maimonides and Aquinas turns on Aquinas’ analogy 

and Maimonides’ notion of divine action. Both face the philosophical problem of how to 

use veridical and meaningful language about God, as well as the religious problem of 

speaking of God positively. Both recognize human limitations. Maimonides’ solution is in 

turning to God’s actional attributes to talk positively about God (avoiding God’s essence 

directly), and Aquinas’ analogical language allows adequate positive talk about God’s 

essence (although more fully in the hereafter).
83
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Like Maimonides, Aquinas derives his doctrine of divine simplicity from his 

cosmological argument. Maimonides is extremely intent on rooting out idolatry. Aquinas 

affirms in his discussion of simplicity what Maimonides affirms, namely, the need to 

purify our understanding of God by removing notions of complexity. It is understandable 

why some would see a sort of agnosticism about God’s nature in Aquinas due to simplicity 

as one finds in Maimonides. Simplicity is important for Aquinas. In fact, Eleonore Stump 

maintains that “[divine simplicity] is also fundamental to the Thomistic worldview. It is 

foundational for everything in Aquinas’ thought from his metaphysics to his ethics.”
84

 

Simplicity can seem to render God radically transcendent, impersonal, and stoic.
85

 But this 

appearance may be an indication that the understanding of God communicated from the 

typical Thomistic account of divine simplicity is wrong; other ways of understanding 
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Aquinas’ doctrine of simplicity are possible. Andrew Pinsent asserts that “God is ‘simple,’ 

but not frozen and unresponsive.” 
86

 Aquinas’ interpretation of simplicity is intended to 

keep it from rendering us Maimonidean skeptics. His view of God is quite immanent and 

relational compared to Maimonides. Beginning his discussion of divine simplicity in his 

prologue in ST I 3, he says, 

 

When we know with regard to something that it is, we still need to ask what it is 

like . . . in order to know with regard to it what it is . . . But because we are not able 

to know with regard to God what he is, but what he is not, we cannot consider with 

regard to God what he is like but rather what he is not like . . . It can be shown with 

regard to God what he is not like by removing from him those things not 

appropriate to him, such as composition and motion and other things of this sort.  

 

It is easy to see how one might infer a view of agnosticism from this, but only if it is read 

without its context. Aquinas does explain simplicity in terms of what God is not, but in so 

doing he relies on positive claims about God. God is not a body (i.e., incorporeal), for 

example. He argues that “God is incorporeal” on the basis of other claims like “God is the 

first mover,” “God is pure actuality,” “God is the first being,” “God is the most noble of 

beings,” etc. In arguing against God being composed, he says this: “A form which is not 

able to be received in matter but is subsistent by itself (per se subsistens) is individuated in 

virtue of the fact that it cannot be received in something else. And God is a form of this 

sort.”
87

 If there were nothing we could know about God’s nature, then it would seem 

difficult to suppose that one has proved the existence of something that one only knows 

what it is not. Indeed, as Stump points out in her defense of Aquinas, in the very act of 

knowing that something exists one already knows something more about it than what it is 
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not.
88

 Furthermore, in dealing with the names of God in ST I 13, Aquinas explicitly rejects 

the sort of agnosticism sometimes attributed to him and associates it specifically with 

Maimonides:  

 

And so these people say that when we say that God is living, we signify that God 

does not exist in the manner of an inanimate thing, and so on for other such names. 

And this is the position of Rabbi Moses. Others say that these names are imposed 

to signify a relationship of God to created things, so that, for example, when we 

say “God is good,” the sense is “God is the cause of goodness in things.” And the 

same point applies in other such cases. But both of these opinions appear 

unsuitable, for three reasons.
89

  

 

 

He goes on to point out the inconsistency of such reasoning. God is the cause of bodies the 

same as the cause of goodness, so if when we say “God is good,” nothing  more is meant 

than that God is the cause of good things, in the same way we should be able to maintain 

that “God is a body” because God is the cause of bodies. But this corporeality is precisely 

what Maimonides insists on avoiding and yet seems committed to by confining such 

positive statements about God as mere actional attributes. Aquinas goes on, then, to point 

out that names of the sort “God is good”  

 

signify the divine substance and are predicated of God substantially, but they fall 

short in their representation of him . . . therefore, when one says ‘God is good,’ the 

sense is not ‘God is the cause of goodness’ or ‘God is not evil.’ But this is the 

sense: ‘what we call goodness in creatures pre-exists in God and in a higher mode  

. . . because he is good, he diffuses goodness in things.
90

 

 

 

Aquinas then responds to an objection concerning a view sometimes inappropriately 

applied to himself by saying, “Damascene says that these names do not signify what God 

is because no one of these names expresses perfectly what God is, but each of them 
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signifies God imperfectly.”
91

 This, of course suggests that implying agnosticism about 

God’s nature is not what Aquinas meant in his prologue to ST I 3.
92

  

 Both medievalists have no problems admitting human limitations in our knowledge 

of God and compensatory adjustments in accordance with the nexus of faith and grace 

(Aquinas adds to this issue of human epistemic finitude a robust notion of lacking proper 

rectitude, and then compensates by a more robust notion of grace than Maimonides).
93

 As 

we have seen, in Maimonides’ reasoning even with compensatory grace, our knowledge of 

God is quite limited in comparison to Aquinas’. Their respective conclusions about 

knowledge of God make a difference concerning the good life, its availability, as well as 

increasing our motivation in pursuing it. 

For Maimonides, knowing that one God exists is the basis and near exhaustion of 

our knowledge of God. He says with regard to the one God’s oneness, “There is no 

oneness at all except in believing that there is one simple essence in which there is no 

complexity or multiplicity of notions, but one notion only.”
94

 From this austere unity, 

Maimonides concludes that there cannot be moral dispositions, plurality of faculties, 

essential or non-essential attributes or relations in God. In response, Paul Helm notes, 

“Perhaps we know positively that God is one; but we do not know one what, and perhaps 

if we do not know what one God is we cannot know that he is one. To be one has to be one 
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something.”
95

 God is literally incomparable. Kenneth Seeskin comments, “If there is a 

comparison to be made, it is not between God and us but between the results of our actions 

and the results of God’s.”
96

 Maimonides says, “Every attribute that is found in the books 

of the deity . . . is therefore an attribute of His action and not an attribute of his essence.”
97

 

One may speculate over whether God’s actional attributes (assuming that they are not 

themselves equivocal) allow us to predicate things about God’s essence (e.g., from “God 

acts justly” we can perhaps infer “God is capable of acting justly.”) Seeskin claims that for 

Maimonides, “our chief way of knowing God is to deny that the consequences of effects 

resemble their source.”
98

 This may plausibly strike one as not being very informative. He 

adds that this is consistent with the biblical record where Moses is able to see “God’s 

goodness” via God’s ways, but not able to see God. If the only thing we can know about 

God is what God is not, then double negatives in this way usually reveal a positive. “God 

does not not exist” means “God exists.” “God does not lack power” means “God possesses 

power.” In fairness to Maimonides, he is doing more than this trivial word game. 

Maimonides’ intent is to get us out of the simple comparative-superlative mode of 

thinking about God as is common in everyday usage about created things and also 

common to “Perfect Being Theology” which he rejects. He makes the point by referring to 
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a wall that does not see because the wall neither sees nor lacks sight, but is not in our 

categories at all.
99

   

Even negative predicates, however, are problematic for Maimonides in that God is 

still the subject about which the negation pertains and so has some degree of specification. 

Maimonides’ response to this problem is that the purpose of negative predicates is not to 

provide literal truth but to “conduct the mind towards that which must be believed with 

regard to Him.”
100

 That is, even they are not truly representative. All God talk is a 

distortion. Yet even this will not do. For a distortion presupposes something being 

distorted. He argues that the best response to God is silence.
101

 Perhaps Maimonides has a 

pedagogical purpose in mind with all of this; in other words, a heuristic intended to 

graduate people toward the truth. Seeskin claims that the best way to think of what 

Maimonides is up to is to think in graduated steps. First, avoid anthropomorphisms. 

Second, see God’s effects rather than God (e.g., “God is merciful” is really meant to say 

“God acted mercifully”). Third, metaphysically positive attributes like power, intelligence, 

unity, and existence cannot be univocal or analogical affirmations when applied to God 

and man. Finally, fourth, even the negations are not problematic according to Seeskin 

because we are placed in awe of God’s transcendence. Silence, then, should be taken in 

the sense of what Seeskin calls “learned ignorance rather than inarticulateness.”
102

 

Maimonides concludes in the Guide that “None but He himself can apprehend what He 

is.”
103

 One is tempted to ask whether the statement, “God knows himself” is itself a 

positive statement about God. Clearly, questions remain. 
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Seeskin argues for negative theology’s positive contribution, claiming that there is 

much to be gained by denying that God’s power, existence, or intelligence are 

incomparable to ours. But these denials cannot replace the silent contemplation of the next 

step. These steps are helpful steps, but not the ultimate goal which is silent contemplation. 

In comparison to Maimonides, Aristotle’s view is hierarchical, and up at the top God’s 

essence is knowable: thought thinking itself thinking. Seeskin says that Maimonides’ 

position is more complicated than Aristotle and amounts to the recognition that “human 

effort to know God is destined to fail.”
104

 If true, then Maimonides’ God seems more 

transcendent and perhaps beyond reach than even Aristotle’s. So most if not all are 

precluded from attaining the good life.  

In the end, for Maimonides, metaphysics is helpful in removing our conceit of an 

egocentric universe and humbling us; it is more heuristic than demonstrative; and it points 

more than it proves. Maimonides says, “When a man reflects on these things . . . his love 

for God will increase . . . as he becomes conscious of his lowly condition.”
105

 Seeskin 

compares God to the sun where the sun is hidden from us, not because it emits no light but 

because it emits so much light. “This makes God inaccessible not because God is cold and 

aloof but because the difference between God and us is too great for us to fathom.”
106

 One 

wonders how merely contemplating the unfathomable per se can compel love. I cannot 

fathom what our universe is expanding into, but I am not sure I love it more because of 

this. If “one cannot love God in ignorance,” then one might ask what virtue there is in 

being epistemically agnostic about God’s nature.  
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Seeskin again defends the intelligibility of Maimonides’ position in that negative 

theology serves a practical and pedagogical end, namely, preparing the mind for genuine 

religious experience.
107 He argues that religious language is not referentially denoting a 

metaphysical reality. Its function is preparative for a kind of reflection, in that for 

Maimonides, “true piety is not a matter of knowing God but of knowing that we do not 

know.”
108

  

Seeskin claims that by negating, Maimonides helps conduct the mind toward what 

must be believed and denied about God; in other words, this exercise helps remove 

idolatrous accretions from our concept of God and come closer to the true reality, 

asymptotically closer to the positive knowledge of the divine via the process of 

elimination.
109

 When the moment of awe occurs, the mind humbly stops. Then, positively, 

the mind moves in love and worship. Seeskin says, “Informed negation brings us to 

contemplate and love the Necessary One, whose essence our minds can never fully 

grasp.”
110

 Maimonides says in a famous passage in the Mishneh Torah, “This sublime, 

awesome God, it is a commandment to love and revere; as it is said, ‘You shall love the 

Lord your God,’ and it is said, ‘You shall revere the Lord your God.’ And what is the way 

to the love and awe of Him? When a person contemplates his great and wondrous works 

and creatures and from them obtains a glimpse of his wisdom which is incomparable and 
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infinite.”
111

 Hence, it is that the negative way in Guide I is complemented by a positive 

way in Guide III 51-54. In light of this fact that we can never know the weaver, but yet we 

can sense his presence and be awed by the tapestry woven, Seeskin asks, “And then do we 

not, in some sense, know the weaver?” and he continues, “Negative theology brings 

correct knowledge of God—knowledge through negation—which inspires love and 

awe.”
112

 

 Commenting on the Maimonidean language about God in the Torah, Paul Helm 

claims that the problem is that it is “intellectually inert.”
113

 It does not serve but to 

preserve the radical transcendence and unknowability of God. I will take this a step further 

and say that because it is intellectually inert, it extends this inertia to the motivational and 

practical spheres of moral psychology and moral epistemology. Whereas Seeskin claims 

virtue from such epistemic agnosticism regarding what God is like, it may in fact be a 

vice. As pointed out earlier there may be severe motivational problems pursuing the 

Aristotelian notion of the divine that is characterized by thought thinking itself thinking. 

Something similar can be said of Maimonides’ conception. Indeed, at least something of 

what God is like is known to Aristotle.  

 Now if the knowledge of God constitutes human perfection, then human 

imperfection is somehow constituted by a lack of the knowledge of God. As Kenneth 

Seeskin puts it, “One cannot love God in ignorance.”
114

 Thus, if mastery of divine science 

is needed for human perfection, it is impossible to fulfill the commandments without it 

because one must know something to love something. So Seeskin’s claim, along with 
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Maimonides’, is on the border of being incoherent. In this case, Maimonides’ 

thoroughgoing negative theology, while perhaps not unintelligible (since it posits 

knowledge of what God is not), does not really help human perfection much. Nor does it 

provide much by way of moral motivation.   

 For Maimonides, asking what is the purpose in God’s mind for willing or failing to 

will something is futile. He says in Guide III, “As we shall not inquire into the purpose of 

the existence of God, so we shall not inquire into the purpose of his will, according to 

which everything past and future is happening in the way it happens.”
115

 This is consistent 

with his skepticism in other areas about God (e.g., via negativa). In contemporary 

philosophical jargon, his response would amount to a position known as “skeptical 

theism,” namely, such things lie outside of our epistemic ken.
116

  

 An objector wanting a response merely about God’s existence cannot have an 

answer to his question. The distinction between epistemic questions about God’s existence 

cannot be separated and treated aside from the question of God’s nature, which 

Maimonides insists we remain agnostic about. We must say what ‘God’ means before we 

can say something could answer to that description. The history of Judaism in general and 

Maimonides in particular are focused on avoiding idolatry. The ancient polytheistic gods 

were anthropomorphic. God is hidden to most but the prophets who heard his voice in 

history. The children of Israel were constantly sliding back into idolatry and the prophets 

were trying to bring them back. When properly worshipping, it was the one invisible God 
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whose works alone were visible in history and whose Torah became the unique guide. 

This, Jacob Ross explains, is Maimonides’ tradition.
117

 

 Ross admits that this is in character an elitist ideal and unattainable by the Jewish 

masses who continue to retain a more emotional or distorted understanding of God’s 

nearness, an imaginative distortion which enables the masses to live moral and holy lives 

imitating God’s actional attributes. God’s nature requires agnosticism as God cannot 

accurately be described in humanlike terms accommodating to the masses. The Jewish 

thinker Judah Halevi captures nicely the tension for the western Judeo-Christian 

perspective between transcendence and immanence: “Lord, where shall I find You? Your 

place is lofty and secret. And where shall I not find You? The whole earth is full of your 

glory.”
118

 While comparable with Maimonides at some level regarding the transcendence 

of God, Aquinas’ view of God is vastly different in terms of divine immanence which has 

implications for our knowledge of God and our motivation in pursuing the good life via 

relationship with God. 
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4.4.2  The Immanent Foundation of Aquinas’ Model of Spiritual Formation  

Exposure to and perspectives on Aquinas’ thought varies. Many see him as a 

philosopher, highly influenced by Aristotle. Others see him as a systematic theologian, 

standardizing and extending the thought of Augustine in catholic tradition. Less 

appreciated, however, is how Aquinas’ views were steeped in and shaped by the Bible 

itself as reflected in his many commentaries. Indeed, he produced commentaries on five 

Old Testament books, two Gospels, and on over half of the New Testament, including 

virtually all of the Pauline corpus (numbering fourteen if one takes Paul to be the author of 

Hebrews as Aquinas does), which is probably good reason for why Paul (“the apostle”) is 

cited more by Aquinas than Aristotle (“the philosopher”), and even more than 

Augustine.
119

 Aquinas thinks God puts a revelation of himself into history and so reveals 

His mind and will to human beings in a way that goes beyond what is merely in the 

written text. This serves to buttress the point about Aquinas’ doctrine of simplicity being 

less problematic in comparison to Maimonides’ when it comes to one’s religious 

experience of God. Aquinas, by contrast, depicts a God that can be experienced in some 

way as immanent. For this reason, we ought not ignore the data mined from his 

commentaries that aids us in our understanding of his views on important matters related 

to our project in philosophical theology and especially to elements of his views on 

spiritual formation.
120

 In these biblical commentaries, one finds plenty of citations from 
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Aristotle, Plato, and Democritus, to Cicero and Seneca. In terms of the content of his 

important mature works like commentaries on John and on Romans, as expected he cites 

those of his religious tradition, but perhaps unexpectedly for many is that he also discusses 

views from Aristotle quite regularly.
121

 Indeed, as Norman Kretzmann observes about 

Aquinas’ commentary on Romans, “he refers to Aristotle far more often than in any other 

of his commentaries on Paul’s epistles.”
122

 These commentaries were written in the same 

time period as his work on the Summa and so provide important insight into his mature 

views.
123

 At the heart of the good life for Aquinas is knowledge of God’s immanence by 

means of the Holy Spirit. This suggests a distinction between two propositions, both of 

which Aquinas would affirm: (1) “Aquinas knows that God is present in the Eucharist,” 

and (2) “Aquinas knows God’s presence in the Eucharist.” The knowledge of persons is 

not reducible to knowledge that. Pneumatology is the study of the doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit. Aquinas affirms a pneumatically relational kind of moral epistemology relative to 

spiritual formation. 

In noting what he calls a “pneumatological deficit” among the posterity of the 

Latin Western churches (Roman Catholic and Protestant), Bruce Marshall observes that 

among actions of the triune God in theological literature, specified actions by the Holy 
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Spirit are noticeably empty, especially when compared to the actions of the Father and of 

the Son. Indeed, substitutes are often used where one would expect traditional theology to 

speak of the Spirit (e.g., grace, the Church, the Virgin Mary). Among many critics, 

Marshall writes, “Augustine is usually assigned the chief blame for this unhappy state of 

affairs, with Thomas Aquinas a close second.”
124

 By contrast with these critics, and while 

not attempting to exonerate Augustine, Marshall contends that Aquinas actually assigns 

quite a few particular temporal actions and outcomes to the Holy Spirit in his Commentary 

on John, many of which are unique to the Spirit. These generally range, on the one hand, 

from the Spirit being sent upon Christ and marvelously given to the apostles in such ways 

indicative of how the apostles themselves would spread the grace and teaching upon being 

“filled with the Holy spirit,”
125

 similar to a later imperative that all believers are to be 

filled with the Spirit (Eph. 5:18),  to, on the other hand, being involved in both the crucial 

saving action that leads men generally to love God (forgiveness of sins) and the effect of 

that action (our love for God).
126

 A wide range of unique activities and effects are 

attributed to the Spirit and rooted in the Spirit’s propria (especially amor as a personal 

characteristic).
127

 We, in turn, possess some characteristics via a participated likeness such 
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that they are in us “just as the properties of fire are in a piece of burning wood.”
128

 In fact, 

“everyone who is born of the Spirit is just like (sicut) the Holy Spirit.”
129

 The Spirit “raises 

up our hearts from love of the present age to a spiritual resurrection, in order that they 

might find their way totally into God.”
130

 He cleanses the hearts of the apostles so that 

they might convict the world of sin.
131

 He moves our hearts to obey God and consecrates 

us to God.
132

 As the amor Dei in person, the Spirit “gives us contempt for earthly things 

and makes us cling to God.”
133

 Indeed, the Spirit—“amor taken notionally”—is “the 

source (principium) of all the gifts which are given to us by God.”
134

 For Aquinas, the 

Holy Spirit actually has quite a bit to do.  

In Aquinas’ Commentary on the Gospel of St. John, he actually focuses on two 

particular actions: making us the Father’s adopted children (ontological) and teaching us 

the truth (epistemological), both having moral implications in the spiritual formation of 

our lives. “In both cases,” Marshall contends, “the action of the Spirit is to bring about a 

specific relationship of human beings to the Son.”
135

 The Spirit’s mission in this respect is 

unique to Him as it is only He that is sent by both Father and Son. “The Spirit’s mission, 

Aquinas argues, “implies a certain power of movement (impulsionem), and every motion 

has an effect appropriate to its source . . . consequently the Holy Spirit makes those into 

whom he is sent similar to him whose Spirit he is.”
136

 He gives us a share in Jesus’ own 
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eternal sonship. In Aquinas’ words, he “has conformed (configuravit) us to the Son, in that 

(inquantum) he adopts us as children of God.”
137

 All of this reveals something far different 

than utter transcendence in terms of man’s conception of and relationship with God. 

Aquinas’ writings reveal a God who is also immanent and intends for us to be, in some 

respect, participants of the divine nature.  

Given Aquinas’ abundant references to Paul, it is instructive to see something of 

Aquinas’ comments related to the heart of Paul’s greatest theological work, Romans, and 

his comments elsewhere on Pauline thought relative to the spiritual lives of believers.
138

 In 

commenting on the first verse of the epistle, Aquinas explains that the word “gospel” 

means the same thing as “good news” (“good annunciation”). And here is why: “For in it 

is announced the union of man to God, which is the good of man.”
139

 Aquinas thus 

interprets the content of the gospel in reference to “the union of man to God” that happens 

in three ways, only the second of which will concern us here.
140

 He says, “The second is 

through the grace of adoption, as is introduced in Ps. 82 [v.6]: I said: You are gods and all 

sons of the Most High.”
141

 This mode of union of man with God is filial adoption, 
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designated here by Aquinas’ expression “grace of adoption.” He specifies that it is 

“sanctifying grace” that is the “grace of adoption.”
142

 This sanctifying grace is distinct 

from charisms where, for example, prophecy unites a person to God “as regards an act of 

God (God inspires the prophet, God gives to the prophet knowledge of events to come)”; 

the gift of sanctifying grace unites “to God himself.”
143

 The rest of his commentary will 

show that this filial adoption comes from Christ who gives it by the Holy Spirit, and is 

applied only to human beings to whom Christ communicates a participation of his filial 

divinity. In the prologue, Aquinas makes explicit by citing the Psalm above that this 

filiation by grace constitutes a sort of divinization.
144

 Elsewhere, Aquinas contrasts the 

bodily sign of God’s people in the OT, circumcision, with the spiritual sign of those in the 

NT, the Holy Spirit.
145

 Whereas one might expect that the sign of the NT believers would 

be baptism, Aquinas claims here that it is the Holy Spirit. 

Gilles Emery says that, as a whole, “The commentary of St. Thomas does not 

dwell at length on the Holy Spirit in the immanent life of God the Trinity (“theology”), but 
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rather explores the work of the Holy Spirit in the gift of salvation (“economy”).”
146

 The 

commentary demonstrates that by his actions “the Holy spirit is revealed as a person, 

because he accomplishes the actions that are properly the actions of a person—even as the 

Holy Spirit reveals himself as God by accomplishing actions that belong exclusively to 

God.”
147

 Aquinas says that the Holy Spirit “proceeds as Love,”
148

 proceeding as he does 

from “the Love of the Father and the Son.”
149

 Aquinas is concerned above all to 

emphasize the “economic” repercussions of this teaching; being Love in person, the Holy 

Spirit diffuses charity, as Emery notes, “because he proceeds from the Father and the Son, 

he unites the faithful to God the Father and he conforms them to Christ from whom he 

comes (this is the ‘economic’ stake of the doctrine of the procession a Patre et a filio).”
150

  

Aquinas’ Commentary on Romans 8:14-17 contains profound teaching on filial 

adoption relative to the Holy Spirit. After procuring salvific justification by living faith, 

the Holy Spirit makes his beneficiaries children of God because he is “the Spirit of 

adoption of sons” (Rom. 8:15), that is the Spirit “by whom we are adopted as sons of 
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God.”
151

 Emery says, “This adoptive filiation is manifested by the gifts of the Holy Spirit . 

. . and by the testimony of the Holy Spirit himself.”
152

 While others may perceive effects 

consonant with the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers, the believer has a 

unique second
-
personal experience with the Holy Spirit communicating via His own 

witness or testimony and on His own authority. There is a constant underscoring by 

Aquinas of the tension from the inauguration to the consummation of this adoptive 

filiation: “For this adoption begins through the Holy Spirit justifying the soul . . . but it 

shall be consummated through the glorification of one’s body.”
153

 To participate in the 

inheritance of God via divinization is to be “co-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17). Aquinas 

comments, “For the adoption of children is nothing other than that conformity 

[conformitas]: he who is adopted as a son of God, is conformed to his true Son.”
154

 

Divinization in this sense is a participation in the glory of Christ; when Christ enlightens 

believers via wisdom and grace, he makes them to be conformed to himself. This has an 

ontological dimension concerning the renewal of the human being adopted as a matter of 

eternal filiation of Christ who is said to communicate a certain conformity of his filiation 

to others.
155

 Adoptive filiation is a certain participation in the natural filiation of the Son 

enabling believers to bear the image of the Son. There is thus a moral dimension in terms 

of the imitation of Christ’s human condition. Spiritual formation begins with justifying 

grace provided by the Holy Spirit. Spiritual formation in Christ is the process through 

which disciples or apprentices of Jesus take on the qualities or characteristics of Christ 
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himself, every essential dimension of human personality.
156

 Aquinas explains that just as 

Christ attained to the inheritance of glory via his sufferings, “for that reason it is necessary 

even for us to arrive at that inheritance through suffering . . . For we do not immediately 

receive an immortal and impassible body, in order that we might suffer with Christ.”
157

 

Part of this spiritual formation takes place as believers undergo trials or struggles in their 

faith, during which their proper responses further develop their character and increase in 

living faith.   

With Paul, Aquinas emphasizes that it is by the Spirit of adoption that those who 

are children of God address God as “Father” whereby “this greatness of intention proceeds 

from the affection of filial love, which the Holy Spirit effects in us. And therefore the 

Apostle says in whom, namely, in the Holy Spirit, we cry out Abba, Father (Rom 

8:15).”
158

 Aquinas notes that this interior testimony is that of “filial love, which the Spirit 

produces in us” and is comparable to the voice of the Father in his declaration of Christ, 

“This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
159

 When Aquinas discusses the 

“instinct of the Holy Spirit,” he ties it directly to filiation in a passage by Paul that 

Aquinas loves to cite:  

 

“For they who are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God” (Rom 8:14). 

What, in particular does it mean to be “led” in this way? It involves the action of 

the Holy Spirit directing as a guide, “insofar as the Holy Spirit illumines us 

interiorly about what we ought to do.”
160
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This relates to the epistemic dimension. But Aquinas does not stop at this dimension of 

illuminating our minds as to what we ought to do. He goes on to talk about how the Holy 

Spirit moves our heart. In this case, the “spiritual man” acts under the impetus of the Holy 

Spirit. Aquinas comments:  

For those things are said to be led [agi], which are moved by a certain superior 

instinct [superiori instincti]. Whence concerning brute animals we say that they do 

not lead but are led [non agunt sed aguntur], because they are moved by nature and 

not from their own motion for the purpose of doing their actions. However, 

similarly, the spiritual man [homo spiritualis] is inclined to do a certain thing, not 

as though from his own will principally but from the instinct of the Holy spirit [ex 

instinctu Spiritus Sancti] . . . And so it is said in Lk 4, I, that ‘Christ was led by the 

Spirit into the desert’ [Christus agebatur a Spiritu in desertum]. Nevertheless, it is 

not excluded through this that spiritual men operate through the will and free 

choice, because the Holy Spirit causes the very movement of the will and of the 

free choice in them, accordingly, Phil 2:13: ‘God is the one who works in us to will 

and to perfect.’
161

  

 
 

While the gifts and virtues are obviously going to be important in their own right in the 

process of spiritual formation, according to Michael Sherwin, “Grace transforms the 

source and character of moral excellence.”
162

 Similarly, Servais Pinckaers observes that 

“the first source of moral excellence is no longer located in the human person, but in God 

through Christ.”
163

 Further on, Aquinas explains that God acts “as the one moving chiefly” 

while man “as by one acting freely.”
164

 Lest one think that this pneumatic relational model 

of spiritual formation in the life of the believer is relegated to an elite class, this “instinct 

of the Holy Spirit” as treated in Romans 8 is directly linked to filiation as a constitutive 
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aspect of all Christian life.
165

 This is in stark contrast to the elitism of Maimonides. 

Moreover, were there elite Christians, Paul would certainly have been named among them. 

Yet even he, representing Christians everywhere, is still susceptible to spiritual struggles 

in the spiritual life.
166

  

In his Commentary on Ephesians, Aquinas reflects on Paul’s famous declaration: 

“For by grace you are saved through faith: and that not of yourselves, for it is the gift of 

God,” saying that, from the side of man, faith “is the foundation of the whole spiritual 

edifice.” Grace is the source, but faith—a gift to be sure—is the condition and foundation 

of salvific justification.
167

 Explaining the work of grace in salvation, Aquinas says, “By 

grace the will of a human being is changed, for grace is what prepares the human will to 

will the good.”
168

 For him, it is a habit or disposition bestowed in virtue of Christ’s 

passion by the Holy Spirit on a person, inclining that person to freely comply with God’s 

ways.
169

 God “infuses the gift of justifying grace that at the same time he moves free 
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choice to accept the gift of grace.”
170

 And this movement of the free will is the first act of 

faith, thus beginning the most significant process of moving toward God in the forgiveness 

of sins whose goal is not mere forgiveness but also union via infusion. Stump comments, 

“The process of the infusion of grace and the consequent effects of grace on the mind of 

the person receiving it is the process of sanctification, in which a person’s sinful nature is 

slowly converted into a righteous character.”
171

 But there is more to sanctification or the 

whole process of spiritual formation.  

Aquinas is a sacramentalist. God offers special aid via the sacraments. Grace is 

procured by Christ’s passion and death, and the special method (in contrast to the more 

general method of daily walking with the Spirit) of bestowing grace is via the 

sacraments.
172

 According to Aquinas, “One must hold that the sacraments of the new law 

are, in a certain way, the cause of grace.”
173

 Grace is involved in all the sacraments, but 

the one most important for Aquinas’ understanding of the atonement is the Eucharist: “The 

most perfect sacrament is that in which the body of Christ really contained, namely the 

Eucharist, and it is the consummation of all the others.”
174

 Furthermore, the nature of the 
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Eucharist is such that when a believer partakes of it, he does not turn the sacrament into 

his substance, as happens when he eats other food. Rather, he becomes part of the body of 

Christ and is incorporated more deeply into the body of Christ.
175

 The result of merits of 

Christ’s passion flowing into that person by appropriating the sacrament is that his mind 

and will are strengthened against future sin because his love of God and goodness are 

stimulated and strengthened. Aquinas goes so far as to say that the soul is inebriated by the 

sweetness of divine goodness indicative of an increase in moral motivation.
176

 This is so 

because, when the person freely acts out of living faith (faith formed by love) in the 

sacrament, the free will is directed both towards past sins and future acts, withdrawing 

from things contrary to God and moving toward God. Simultaneous with this free act, God 

infuses grace into the believer’s soul, adding to the believer’s intellect and will an 

increased disposition toward God and away from sin. The repetition of this cooperative 

action of free willing and infusion of grace is the process of gradually conforming the 

believer’s mind and character to Christ’s, a process which culminates in the beatific 

vision.
177

 So on Aquinas’ account of the atonement, not only is there forgiveness (past 

sins), but also resources for strengthening the bond of union via communion (preventative 

maintenance against future sins). Whatever else the mystical body of Christ may be, it is 

(or at least essentially includes) a union of minds and wills when the believer values and 

wants what Christ wants. In this respect, we can make some sense of what Aquinas has in 

mind with his claim that Christ’s grace is transferred to a believer through the Eucharist. It 
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is not like magically plucking some moral disposition from Christ and transferring it to the 

believer. Rather, in loving Christ because the believer thinks Christ loves him and desires 

his love in return as depicted in the passion, the believer takes on a frame of mind of 

sacrificial love, and thus forms, in the words of Stump, “a second-order willing to have 

first-order willings” to will what God wills.
178

 In this way, Christ’s grace is transferred 

similar to the way in which understanding from one mind to another is transferred.  

 

4.4.3  Trust and the Transmission of Testimonial Knowledge  

Faith, for Aquinas, is a virtue. And it is an expression of trust or confidence. Recall 

that in his third lecture of Romans chapter 8, Aquinas affirms that there is a testimony of 

the Holy Spirit along with Paul’s statement about those led by God’s Spirit who can 

somehow sense Him testifying to their spirit that they are children of God (Rom. 8:16). He 

does this “through the effect of filial love he produces in us.”
179

 Let us consider what this 

transmission of knowledge from the Holy Spirit in relation to man might look like as an 

ongoing experience, something more than simply the single confirmation that the Holy 

Spirit gives to believers that they are children of God.  

It is commonly agreed that testimony can transmit knowledge.
180

 Trust is an 

important element for the character of knowledge transmitting testimony. The one bearing 
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testimony can invite trust, and the other one accepting the invitation voluntarily gives the 

trust. In this way, knowledge can be transmitted from the testimonial sender to the 

testimonial receiver.
181

 Some privilege interpersonal relations in their account of 

testimony. For example, in describing her position, one author says,  

 

Certain features of this interpersonal relationship—such as the speaker offering her 

assurance to the hearer that her testimony is true, or the speaker inviting the hearer 

to trust her—are (at least sometimes) actually responsible for conferring epistemic 

value on the testimonial beliefs acquired.
182

  

 

 

For those who take knowledge gained to be the product of an epistemic virtue, it is not 

immediately obvious how this might be so in this situation.
183

 Why would simply 

accepting the testimony of someone else be counted virtuous? What is it about the notion 

of trust that contributes to knowledge via testimony? And what, precisely, is it for one to 

give trust to another? 

It is easy enough to understand how one person gives trust to another to gain, say, 

scientific knowledge via testimony when shared by an expert scientist in the relevant field, 

or perhaps someone receiving classroom directions on the first day of class by an older 

student in the hallway. In some such cases, perhaps the willingness of one to give trust to 

another relies upon some evidence related to the credentials of the one providing 
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testimony (e.g., expert scientist) or upon the presumed likelihood of the other to give 

correct information (e.g., older student in the hallway), rather than something grounded in 

an ongoing and developing interpersonal relationship since the receiver of the testimony 

may never have met or seen the person prior to the deliverance of the testimony.  

Or consider a case of a love story where one person, Patty, gives trust to another, 

Seth, where the giving of trust is the primary or only basis for the acceptance of the 

putative testimony and resultant knowledge of Seth’s love for her. What is the connection 

between her willingness to trust him (a state of her will) and her knowledge that he loves 

her (a state of her intellect)? And, further, why think her belief counts as the product of an 

intellectual virtue when acquired in this way versus her simply being gullible or guilty of 

wish fulfillment? Her giving trust is equivalent to her willing to believe that he loves her. 

Now, one presupposition here is that it is possible to will to believe something and that 

doing so is justifiable. Obviously, it would be problematic if she were told by him that 

2+2=5 and she willed to believe this. Can she have any confidence in some beliefs she 

wills and not in others? How so? If she cannot will to believe, then she also cannot will to 

trust. If some belief, and trust in particular, is such that there can be no voluntary 

component, then it follows that trust is not the sort of thing one can give or be invited to 

give as the expression “trust me” suggests. This would differ little, if at all, from belief 

generated by evidence. But it seems that there is such an element such that someone can 

withdraw trust as much as give it. For example, a child gives trust to the parent who 

teaches her about Santa Claus only to later withdraw trust in particular areas after having 

found out that her mother was not being truthful in this one area.   

We have already seen Aquinas’ account of faith and his general psychology of how 

will and intellect relate.
184

 He holds that some beliefs have a voluntary component.
185
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Certainly, as we have seen, this is the case with his view of faith. Aquinas goes on to relate 

faith to wisdom, a process that begins with the will and issues in an intellectual virtue. 

And living faith is a case where the transmission of knowledge occurs through testimony. 

Indeed, one’s spiritual formation develops—at least in part—via a pneumatically relational 

sort of epistemology whereby the Holy Spirit plays a central role in communicating God’s 

love and will to us. On his account of the relation of faith to wisdom, interpersonal trust 

functions to generate intellectual virtue and also to sustain it.
186

  

For Aquinas, it is not the intrapersonal interactions between one’s will and one’s 

intellect that are the most notable for our present purposes.
 187

 Rather, the most notable 

case in which the will can command the intellect involves interpersonal interaction 

whereby an individual comes to faith in God and gains wisdom, which will have 

implications for further decisions and opportunities for growth in spiritual formation. We 

recall from previous discussion that Aquinas thinks the object is sufficient to move the 
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responsibility. Through negligence, ignorance is culpable. See section 3.3.2 in chapter three. Robert Adams 

claims that we are sometimes blamed for desires, states of mind, and morally defective beliefs that were 

involuntary. E.g., some beliefs and attitudes we form, like being raised in the corrupt environment of the Klu 

Klux Klan (KKK) and coming to form beliefs consistent with the Klu Klux Klan, are still culpable 

regardless of how they were acquired. See Adams, “Involuntary Sins,” The Philosophical Review 94 

(January 1985). See also, Ian DeWeese-Boyd, “Self-Deception and Moral Responsibility,” Dissertation, St. 

Louis University, 2001. And this is true whether we go about this process of belief formation self-

deceptively or not. There are clear and numerous cases of deciding to believe both with and without self-

deception. For such arguments, see J. Thomas Cook, “Deciding to Believe Without Self-Deception,” The 

Journal of Philosophy 84 (August 1987): 441-446; William James, “The Will to Believe,” in Philosophy of 

Religion: An Anthology, ed. Louis Pojman, (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1998): 404-12. To further illustrate, 

the atheist, Thomas Nagel, exhibits a cosmic authority problem revealing a will not to believe when he says: 

“I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.” Thomas 

Nagel, The Last Word (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 130.  
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 Several examples abound involving what Stump calls “intrapersonal” interaction between one’s 

will and one’s intellect. These show the areas in which the will either directly or indirectly causally 

influences or commands the intellect. See, for examples, various works by Stump, Aquinas, chs 11 and 12; 

“Wisdom: will, Belief and Moral Goodness,” in Aquinas’ Moral Theory, edited by Scott MacDonald, 28-62; 

“The Non-Aristotelian character of Aquinas’ Ethics: Aquinas on the Passions.” 
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will in the case of God as mover because God is the ultimate good for a person. What 

every person wants as the greatest good is his own happiness, and on Aquinas’ view that 

greatest happiness is none other than union with God. Thus it is that propositions of faith 

present this greatest good both as happiness and as union with God. For him, the will is 

working with the design plan of the intellect in light of the fact that propositions of faith 

are true. Because they are true and such truths have radical epistemic impact on the 

intellect, then for Aquinas faith contributes to the perfection of the intellect and is thus 

considered to be an intellectual virtue. And because in faith the will desires what is in fact 

its ultimate good, faith contributes to the perfection of the will as well and is thus a moral 

virtue, coming together in living faith.
188

 For Aquinas, then, in the act of faith an 

intellectual virtue is generated by the state and actions of the will rather than by acts of the 

intellect itself. Most significant for our purposes, however, is that faith results from an 

interpersonal interaction between a person and God in that the person coming to faith is 

attracted to God and God’s goodness. For Aquinas, as Stump notes, “the generation of 

faith is followed by the next step in the process of faith’s leading to wisdom.”
189

 In this act 

of faith and love of God and his goodness a mutual second-personal relation emerges 

whose personal interaction is characterized by trust in God, and further openness to God 

grows in the individual. Consequently, the person develops what Aquinas denotes as 

“connaturality” or “sympathy with God.” When the person is in this second-personal 

relation with God, then his or her mind is attuned to God’s, forming a resonance or 

sympathy. Such sympathy enables the development of particular dispositions of intellect 

in the person. Given her openness to God she understands things and has insight into 
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 Technically, for Aquinas, it is charity that is the moral virtue, faith the intellectual virtue. But in 

“living faith” they are united in one concomitant act. 

 
189

 Stump, “Faith, Wisdom, and the Transmission of Knowledge through Testimony,” edited by 

Laura Frances Goins and Timothy O’Connor in Religious Faith and Intellectual Virtue (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014), 210.  
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things in ways she otherwise would not have apart from her new openness to the mind of 

God. According to Aquinas, these dispositions are the most significant or real of the 

intellectual virtues (e.g., wisdom). Wisdom enables a person to form excellent judgments 

about what is good both theoretically and practically. Aquinas connects this intellectual 

virtue with the will in distinction from the exercise of the intellect. He says,  

 

wisdom denotes a certain rectitude of judgment according to the eternal law. Now 

rectitude of judgment is twofold: first, on account of perfect use of reason, 

secondly, on account of certain connaturality with the matter about which one has 

to judge . . . Now sympathy or connaturality for divine things is the result of love, 

which unites us to God . . . Consequently wisdom . . . [in its highest form] has its 

cause in the will, and this cause is love.
190

   

 

 

So in the connaturality grounded in the second-personal divine-human relationship, 

we see the development of the intellectual virtue of wisdom whereby the person will be 

disposed to understand intuitively what is good in a way she would not have known 

otherwise or not as well or as readily known.
191

 For Aquinas, coming to wisdom in this 

way indicates that there are two sequences of states whereby the will exercises influence 

over the intellect. First is the establishment of a trusting second-personal relationship. 

Second, with that relationship comes sympathy and then wisdom. In connaturality, the 

will’s desire for God is sufficient for the will to move the intellect to accept propositions 

of faith. Following this comes the acquisition of an intellectual virtue. So the 

establishment of connaturality whereby a person is willing to give trust to God results in 

the intellectual disposition of wisdom. On one account of testimony, God’s intentionally 
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 This does not entail, on Aquinas’ account, that a person will instantly arrive at being an excellent 

moral philosopher, but it does entail that one is significantly aided to be on one’s way, both as a child or as 

an adult, who takes this relationship seriously. The young or least educated in faith will have some basis for 

intuitive theoretical and practical knowledge of the good insofar as connection with the mind of God 

maintained and developed by God’s grace. 
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sharing some part of his mind with a human person counts as testimony.
192

 In this way, 

knowledge can be transmitted to a person from God’s mind via testimony. In short, the 

second-personal relationship generated by faith in God has the result that God can transmit 

knowledge through a witness of trust, and then the intellectual virtue of wisdom develops 

in a process that began with the will.  

Not only is there a virtue of wisdom, but even greater is the gift of wisdom. All of 

this is grounded in second-personal experience.
193

 Individuals suffering from cognitive 

abilities on some level seem to lack this experience, whereas those who are capable of 

experiencing it are able to experience triadic “joint attention,” wherein both individuals in 

the relationship can have their attention fixed on some third object such that their attitudes 

and responses can be shared in a manner that is intuitive and direct. This social insight can 

shed light on the sharing of minds between God and another person. A person fails in 

terms of the ability to be “moved” affectively by God when they suffer from an analogical 

form of autism, spiritual autism. The infused non-Aristotelian virtues and gifts heal and 

remove such spiritual autism. The virtues and gifts can be seen as two interrelated and 

complementary sets of dispositions. Pinsent argues that first personal dispositions (e.g., the 

virtue of wisdom) are had by someone without entailing a shared stance or interpersonal 

relationship since they are habitual dispositions where a person exercises self-

determination via his or her own reason (ST I. 2), an individually based evaluative 

judgment. By contrast, second personal dispositions involve the shared experience of 

embodied relationship, a mutual presence and shared stance. The person so identifies with 

                                                           
 

192
 See pp.71-73 in Jennifer Lackey, “Testimony, Acquiring Knowledge from Others,” in Social 

Epistemology: Essential Readings, edited by Alvin Goldman and Dennis Whitcomb (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011). For an in depth discussion of testimony not needing to be characterized as 

propositional in nature, see Sanford Goldberg, Relying on Others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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 Stump supplies what she takes as necessary conditions for second-personal experience. (1) Some 

person A is aware of some other person B (a relation of personal interaction), (2) A’s personal interaction 

with B is of a direct and immediate sort, and (3) B is conscious. Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 75-76. Note 

that (1) does not entail the requirement of seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, or tasting, another person. It 

could, frankly, be a conversation via email, etc. Perception is not required here. 
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the other that they take on something of the other’s psychological disposition such that in 

the gift of wisdom they come to a “shared evaluation.” Andrew Pinsent says, “By means 

of the gifts, one’s cognition and appetites are moved [by God] in a second-personal way, a 

gift could be characterized as a second-personal disposition, classifying a virtue, by 

contrast, as a first-personal disposition.”
194

 With the virtue, one moves oneself in the 

context of grace; but with the gift, one is moved by God.
195

 The transformation of a 

person’s character circles around a motivational shift. In the first-personal virtue, one 

loves God for one’s own good. By contrast, second-person motivation is concerned with 

loving with God what God loves and in the manner in which God loves.  

 

4.4.4  Contemporary Elucidation on Aquinas’ Pneumatically Relational Model  

Aquinas’ account of faith and wisdom is helpful background in considering the 

role of trust in the testimonial transmission of knowledge. At its core is connaturality (or 

sympathy) and its establishment by trust. It is unclear, however, what mental capacities are 

                                                           
 

194
 Andrew Pinsent, The Second-Person Perspective, 62. Pinsent, a physicist and Thomistic 

philosopher, argues for a major revision in our understanding of Aquinas’ virtue ethics. See my Review of 

The Second Person Perspective in Aquinas’ Ethics: Virtues and Gifts, by Andrew Pinsent, in American 

Catholic Philosophical Quarterly. Vol. 87 (Winter 2012): 207-211. See also Andrew Pinsent, “Gifts and 
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 See 3.1 in this dissertation. Concerning the beatitudes, Pinsent suggests that for Aquinas they 

parallel the role of Aristotle’s habituation of virtue. The beatitudes begin from a contrasting state, say, poor 

in spirit—an undesirable state, and ends with a resolution. Thus, they take the character of narrative, directed 

to a future completion. Finally, fruits, like gifts, emerge from interpersonal space in the relationship and joint 

activity. They pertain to the triadic person-person-world relationship where this is a harmony of desire and 

union with the other in relation to the same object. They have a certain finality and delight. See Pinsent, The 

Second-Person Perspective, 87 and 95. 
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involved in forming and developing connaturality between the person and God. We cannot 

invoke mere intellect, nor the combination of intellect and will as sufficient. Aquinas’ 

account is not developed at this point, but it does resemble features in the current 

phenomenon of mind-reading, the knowledge of persons and their attending mental 

states.
196

 We will be in a better position to understand his view of faith and wisdom in 

spiritual formation after looking at how current studies in neuroscience and social science 

might elucidate his view.  

Recent work in developmental psychology and neurology, especially work on the 

impairments among children suffering on some level of autistic spectrum disorder, has 

brought about new discussions even in philosophy and theology about the possibilities of 

mind-reading and sympathy. The most salient characteristic of the disorder severely 

impairs the cognitive capacities required for mind-reading.
197

 The alleged knowledge 

which is impaired in autism is not knowledge that such and such is the case because pre-

linguistic infants are not capable of knowing that a particular person is his mother even if 

he can know his mother and some of her mental states. An autistic child can know that a 

                                                           
 

196
 While our consideration of mind-reading is among human persons relative to neuroscience and 

social science, if angels exist (and the ‘Angelic doctor’ certainly thinks they do), then something like this is 
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knowledge transmitted between God and angels, neither of whom on Aquinas’ account are embodied beings. 

 
197

 It isn’t entirely clear among philosophers what the precise nature of mind reading is. It seems to 

be taken analogously to the ambiguity in perception. The notion of perception can be taken as (1) perception, 

(2) perception as, and (3) perceptual belief.” Here, we might say that (1) the cup is an object of perception 

for Michelle, (2) Michelle perceives the cup as a cup, and (3) Michelle perceives that that is a cup. In 

reference to both perception and its analogue, mind reading, Eleonore Stump prefers (2). See Stump, “Faith, 

Wisdom, and the Transmission of Knowledge through Testimony,” in Religious Faith and Intellectual 

Virtue, edited by Laura Frances Goins and Timothy O’Connor. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 

204-230. Others such as Alvin Goldman understand the phenomenon of mind reading in terms of (3). He 

says “By ‘mindreading’ I mean the attribution of a mental state to self or other. In other words, to mind read 

is to form a judgment, belief, or representation that a designate person occupies or undergoes (in the past, 

present, or future) a specified mental state or experience.” See Alvin Goldman, “Mirroring, Mindreading, 

and Simulation,” edited by Jamie Pineda in Mirror Neuron Systems: The Role of Mirroring Processes in 

Social Cognition (New York: Springer, 2009), 312. For him, it wouldn’t be true to say that autistic children 

are mind reading impaired because it is still possible for them to form judgments about others’ mental states. 

For reasons opposing his view and sustaining Stump’s view see the same volume, Shaun Gallagher, “Neural 

Simulation and Social Cognition,” 355-71. Patty can use the cognitive capacity to read the mental states of 

Seth in a similar way in which perception can be understood as “perception as” (i.e., Michelle perceives the 

cup as a cup).  
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particular object is his mother and even some of his mother’s mental states, but he can 

know this without mind-reading. For instance, he might be able to know of his mother’s 

happiness simply because he has learned to associate a smile with a happy state in general. 

But this is non-identical to the child’s knowing his mother’s mental state.
198

 According to 

researchers, that which is impaired is the mind-reading capacity for non-propositional 

knowledge of persons and their attending mental states.
199

  

New research reveals that this kind of knowledge of persons is partly subserved by 

what is now denoted the “mirror neuron system” which makes possible such knowledge 

when it shares something of the phenomenology of perception. Like color perception, 

mind-reading of persons is direct and intuitive. When neurons in this system fire at the 

time when one does some action and also when one sees the same action done by someone 

else, this makes such mind-reading possible. Shaun Gallagher says that they “constitute an 

intermodal link between the . . . perception of action or dynamic expression, and the first-

person, intra-subjective . . . sense of one’s own capabilities.”
200

  

We can think more clearly about this by considering the notion of empathy, which 

has considerable literature, as something resulting from the cognitive capacity subserved 

by the mirror neuron system.
201

 Some person—Patty—sees an emotion in someone else—

Seth—and as a result the mirror neuron system produces in Patty a similar emotional state 
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 This is overwhelmingly affirmed in an extensive review of scientific and philosophical literature 

on the topic. See Shaun Gallagher, “The Practice of Mind,” in Evan Thompson (ed.), Between Ourselves: 

Second-Person Issues in the Study of Consciousness (Charlottesville, VA: Imprint Academic, 2001), 83-108. 
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 Shaun Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), 220. 
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 Alvin Goldman, “Two Routes to Empathy: Insights from Cognitive Neuroscience,” Empathy: 

Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives, ed. Amy Coplan and Peter Goldie (Oxford: Oxford 

university Press, 2011), 31-44. Two different kinds of empathy are considered. One is nearly involuntary and 

the other somewhat under voluntary control and dependent in part on past experience and or training. The 

former occurs when someone, say, cringes at the sight of someone else being hurt. The second may occur 

upon reading an attractive novel. But these two kinds seem to be ends of a continuum rather than different 

kinds per se. The former is what is being considered at the moment. 
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to Seth’s. In empathizing with Seth’s pain, Patty will feel something of his pain but as his 

and not hers, being alert that she is not herself in any sort of physical pain. Yet she is able 

to take something of his mental state into herself. Consequently, she knows on this basis 

that Seth is in pain which shows that emphathic feeling of his pain is a reliable ground for 

knowledge that Seth is, in fact, in pain.
202

 As Stump says, “The ability to mind-read is part 

of what enables human beings to function as the social animals they are. Mind-reading 

connects people into smaller or larger social groups which can function as one because 

mind-reading unites people psychically to one extent or another.”
203

 Gallese explains 

mind-reading on the part of infants by noting that research shows there is an innate 

mechanism allowing them to map observed behavior on the part of others to their own 

behavior which has been denoted “active intermodal mapping” since it enables the brain to 

translate visual to motor information.
204

 By means of visual observation, the child’s neuro-

system is able to take actions and facial expressions and translate them into motor 

programs that it would use if it were doing the same action. In this way, it feels from the 

inside what the outsider is doing and is able to run the motor programs necessary for that 

action with more or less successful mimicry. This is why newborns can mimic facial 

expressions of their care-takers. In adults, Gallese contends, “a mirror matching neural 

mechanism can represent content independently of the self-other distinction.”
205

 Thus, the 
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 For more on this see Vittorio Gallese, “Being Like Me’: Self-Other Identity, Mirror Neurons, 

and Empathy,” in Perspectives on Imitation: From Neuroscience to Social Science, ed. Susan Hurley and 
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mirror neuron system takes data from vision and other perceptual and/or non-perceptual 

sources whereby the content is available from the inside.
206

 These mirror neurons, he 

continues, map this multimodal representation across different spaces inhabited by 

different actors. These spaces are blended within a unified common intersubjective space, 

which paradoxically does not segregate any subject. Profoundly, this space is “we-

centric.”
207

 Gallese goes on to explain empathy:   

 

Self-other identity goes beyond the domain of action. It incorporates sensations, 

affect, and emotions . . . The shared intersubjective space in which we live from 

birth continues long afterward to constitute a substantial part of our semantic 

space. When we observe other individuals acting, facing their full range of 

expressive power (the way they act, the emotions and feelings they display), a 

meaningful embodied link among individuals is automatically established . . . We 

have a subpersonally instantiated common space.
208

  

 

 

He therefore concludes that “it is just because of this shared manifold that intersubjective 

communication, social imitation, and mind reading become possible.”
209

 Thus far we have 

caught a glimpse of the burgeoning development of the science of the second-personal as a 

mode of knowledge of other persons.  

Given the neurology on mind-reading and empathy, there is only one thing lacking 

to elaborately connect empathetic mind-reading with Aquinas’ connaturality. Empathy is 

the ability to feel another’s emotion like pain or excitement. But empathic mind-reading 

capacities make room for more far-reaching interpersonal connections that can be 
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responsive to moral characteristics of another person, that is, to somehow sense and 

perhaps even be able to love what another loves or hates.  

When Seth is doing some action that seems morally repugnant to Patty, Patty’s 

mind-reading of his actions can connect her to his moral characteristics. Consider graphic 

films and the impact that the activities by the characters in, say, child abuse, have on the 

viewers, and, further, consider the author of those films or narratives (if it is a book) and 

the intended impact they want to have on the viewers.
210

 The mirror neuron system gives 

the viewer some limited awareness of the moral character of the abuser and some sense of 

what it feels like to do such reprehensible actions. Watching such actions and the response 

it evokes is not a purely scientific matter given that it also evokes evaluative notions. It is 

possible to read goodness in another when, for instance, we detect directly and intuitively 

some acts of compassion, and such awareness might even serve to motivate action of like 

mind. We detect actions to be morally praiseworthy or blameworthy and not merely as 

providing us with scientific facts (e.g., discerning the difference between a bribe and a gift 

resides in the motivation for the act and confers on it vice or virtue of some sort). 

Stump claims that Aquinas’ account of “the way in which faith leads to wisdom 

relies in two places on such an empathic intuitive recognition of goodness, one gained 

through stories and descriptions of God and the other exercised in second-personal 

experience with God.”
211

 First, when a person comes to living faith, he or she begins by 

having some feel for the goodness of God portrayed in narratives and descriptions of God 

and, in accordance with Aquinas’ philosophical anthropology, has a desire for that 

                                                           
 

210
 A number of films come to mind that are intended to elicit strong responses of one kind or 

another: Brave Heart, Schindler’s List, The Passion, etc. The same can be said for books. 

 
211

 In neither case is God being sensibly perceived. Regardless, given that mind-reading occurs in 
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incoming sensory data of the one being mind-read. Stump, “Faith, Wisdom, and the Transmission of 

Knowledge through Testimony,” 216. 
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goodness.
212

 In this empathic state, mediated as it were by the mirror neuron system where 

God is, for the person, still in narrative form perhaps, the person may be willing to assent 

to the propositions of faith. If so, then he will be open to second-personal experience of 

God (rather than mere second-personal account via narrative) where, in virtue of the trust 

of such a connection, mind-reading is established. Second, resultant to this second-

personal experience of God and openness for more of it, the person will be even further 

inclined or disposed to be moved by God the Holy Spirit. In this divine-human 

relationship something of the mind of God will be communicated via testimony. So on 

Aquinas’ view of faith and wisdom there can be knowledge of God transmitted via 

testimony in consequence to trust, a phenomenon akin to mind-reading. It is the person’s 

trust in God and His goodness which first establishes a connection , followed by a 

connaturality with God, the basis for the transmission of knowledge through trust from 

God to him.  

What the scientific story of mind-reading adds to Aquinas’ account is the 

introduction of a new cognitive capacity which is not part of Aquinas’ philosophical 

psychology, namely, the capacity for mind-reading. This capacity is consistent with 

Aquinas’ philosophical psychology and theology. If this cognitive capacity is reliable, then 

its operation can result in knowledge. Stump comments:  

On Aquinas’ account of faith and wisdom, the process of acquiring knowledge 

bypasses the usual operations of the intellect in acquiring evidence and assessing 

reasons; the result of the operation of will on intellect nonetheless results in 

knowledge, because it depends on the mind reading capacity, which is itself 
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 Janet Smith attempts to answer per Aquinas why some accept Christ as their savior and others 
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reliable and which connects a person with a highly reliable source of information, 

namely, God.
213

  

 

There is also a design plan for the system that involves the mutual interactions of 

the intellect, the will, and the mind-reading capacity such that when the system is 

employed in the appropriate circumstances in accord with its design plan, it is also a 

reliable cognitive system.
214

 The implications of this goes beyond mere knowledge that 
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here for a summary or reference Alvin Plantinga’s monumental work in religious epistemology for details. 

For brevity, I recommend the former. See Warrant and Proper Function, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1993); more specifically, see Warranted Christian Belief, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 

Essentially, he responds to both de jure and de facto objections to belief in God. The de facto objection says 

that Christianity is false; the truth claims espoused are factually in error. It is a truth dependent objection. A 

de jure objection is not that it is necessarily false, but that it is unjustified, irrational, or unwarranted, 

regardless of its veracity. It is a truth independent objection. That is, it is irrational, unjustified, or 

unwarranted to believe in God whether or not it is true. Plantinga is trying to refute de jure objections to 

Christian belief. He is not claiming that his model is true, but he makes two claims that 1) it is epistemically 

possible, and 2) if Christian belief is true then something like his model is very likely to be true. He shows 

that there is no reason to think that Christian belief lacks justification, rationality, or warrant, apart from, and 

unless one presupposes, the falsity of Christianity. It shows that there is no successful de jure objection. For 

any objection to be successful it is going to have to be a de facto objection. In order to show Christianity is 

unjustified, unwarranted, or irrational, one would have to show it to be false. Thus, if God exists, then one’s 

properly basic belief in God is certainly rational; it is warranted. Properly basic beliefs, as opposed to merely 

basic beliefs which are likewise non-inferentially justified, entail a normative notion respecting the proper 

functioning of the one holding them. And this is relevant to assigning culpability to nonbelief. Given the 

truth of theism, it seems quite reasonable that God could create us such that our noetic structure is 

adequately poised at truth, rather than merely survival, when we are properly functioning the way we were 

designed to function as image bearers. Plantinga outlines it something like this. Suppose some subject, S, 
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God exists, but brings us into an active relationship with God where one is able to discern 

not merely another mind but in some cases even intentions, character, emotions, and 

will.
215

 Aquinas’ account of faith and wisdom provides a promising avenue in considering 

ordinary cases of the transmission of testimonial knowledge which helps us understand a 

possible way of elucidating Aquinas’ pneumatic relational model of spiritual formation. 

                                                                                                                                                                               
knows proposition, p, if (1) the belief that p is produced in S by cognitive faculties that are functioning 

properly (working as they ought to work, suffering from no dysfunction), (2) the cognitive environment in 

which p is produced is appropriate for those faculties, (3) the purpose of the module of the epistemic 

faculties producing the belief in question is to produce true beliefs and (4) the objective probability of a 

belief’s being true, given that it is produced under those conditions, is high. To the question, “Is faith a 

virtue?” Aquinas would respond in the same way to the question “Is belief in God rational?”  

215
 In Aquinas’ commentaries in both Romans and Galatians we see evidence on knowing the mind, 

will, and intentions of God. See Romans 12:1-2 where the mind is to be transformed as a matter of worship 

in response to God’s will for us. Aquinas says, “Be not conformed to this world, but be reformed in the 

newness of your sense, “that you may perceive—i.e., know by experience: taste and see that the Lord is 

sweet (Ps 34:8)—what is the will of God.” That will is good and acceptable, according to Paul. Aquinas 

elaborates “inasmuch as what God wills that we will is pleasant to a well-disposed person.” Then he goes on 

to talk about distribution of gifts. Aquinas’ Commentary on the Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans C.12 L.1, 

§ 968. p.330.   

Galatians 5:16 expresses a very strong point that Aquinas does not seem to be aware of in his 

commentary. Paul uses a double negative in Greek which indicates an impossibility to carry out fleshly 

desires when we are walking in tune with the Spirit. The emphatic negation indicated by ou mé “is the 

strongest way to negate something in Greek,” according to noted Greek scholar, Daniel Wallace, in Greek 

Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 468. Aquinas notes Paul’s command to 

“walk in the Spirit: and you shall not fulfill the lusts of the flesh.” He understands “walk in the spirit” to 

denote “mind and reason.” He continues, “For sometimes our mind is called a spirit, according to Ephesians: 

be renewed in the spirt of your mind (Eph 4:23).” Or, he suggests, it may mean “make progress in the Holy 

Spirit, by acting well. For the Holy Spirit moves and incites hearts to do well: whosoever are led by the 

Spirit of God, they are the sons of God (Rom. 8:14).” Thus, he interprets such walking so that one’s reason 

or mind is in accord with the law of God, citing Roman 7:16. Aquinas’ Commentary on Galatians and 

Ephesians, C.5 L.4, § 308. 

Further, we are told in Romans 8 that those who are led by the Spirit have an increased discernment 

into God’s program for their lives. Romans 8:6  “For the prudence of the flesh is death: but the prudence of 

the spirit is life and peace.” (Latin: “Nam prudentia carnis, mors est: prudentia autem spiritus, vita et pax”; 

Greek: “To gar phronema tns sarkos thanatos to de phronema tou pneumatos zoe kai eirene). Phronema is 

variously translated in the NT as “governed” (NIV), “mind-set” (NASB/HCSB), “to set the mind on the 

flesh” (NRSV), and “carnally minded spiritually minded” (KJV/NKJV). In his Commentary on Romans, C.8 

L.1 § 602-04, concerning Romans 8:2 referencing “for the law of the spirit of life,” Aquinas’ says:  

In one way this law can be the Holy Spirit, so that the law of the spirit means the law which is the 

Spirit. For a law is given in order that through it men may be led to the good; hence, the 

Philosopher says in Ethics II that the intention of the lawgiver is to make citizen good. Human law 

does this by merely indicating what ought to be done; but the Holy Spirit dwelling in the mind not 

only teaches what is to be done by instructing the intellect but also inclines the affection to act 

aright: but the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you 

all things, as to the first, and suggest to you all things, as to the second, all that I have said to you 

(John 14:26). In another way the law of the spirit can be the proper effect of the Holy Spirit, 

namely, faith working through love. This faith teaches what is to be done … and inclines the 

affections to act: the love of Christ controls us (2 Cor. 5:14). And this law of the spirit is called the 

new law, which is the Holy Spirit himself or something that the Holy Spirit produces in our hearts: I 

will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts (Jer. 31:33). But when he spoke 

about the old law he said only that it is spiritual, i.e., given by the Holy Spirit.  
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Let us bring things together by thinking of Patty beginning with a certain resistance 

to trust Seth’s overtures and perhaps even skepticism about his testimony to her that he 

loves her. As she experiences his presence, she experiences some second-personal 

understanding. She comes to some awareness of his goodness and goodness toward her 

and she desires it. This is analogous to Aquinas’ process just prior to a person’s 

acquisition of living faith. Next, in accordance with her desire, her will moves her intellect 

to believe or give trust to Seth’s love for her. This trust may at this moment be tacit and 

even fall below her conscious radar. This is analogous to when a person has just now come 

to faith. She releases more of her previous resistance to trust him, thus providing a basis 

for a deepening of her second-personal experience of him. She becomes more trusting and 

more open. In this voluntarily increased receptivity, her empathic mind-reading capacities 

also become more attuned to him, resulting in increased empathic awareness. This is 

analogous to Aquinas’ connaturality. At this stage she may lack propositional evidence 

sufficient to support Seth’s claim to love her, but when she hears him express this love she 

believes in light of the intersubjective space provided by the mind-reading capacity. She 

feels his love for her. And so she then believes that he loves her. Such a belief is the result 

of a cognitively reliable capacity operating under the appropriate circumstances and in 

accordance with the design plan working together with her intellect and will. Further, it 

takes place in a context that lacks defeaters, or at least overwhelming defeaters. In this 

case, when she accepts the belief that Seth loves her, she acquires knowledge of his love 

for her. In Aquinas’ case, at this point a person possesses both the intellectual virtue and 

the gift of wisdom because of connaturality with the mind of God whose gracious 

overtures have intentionally produced in the person of faith a disposition that functions as 

a means of channeling understanding of God’s goodness in theoretical and practical ways. 

With time and experience, trials of life test the resolve of Patty’s relationship with Seth 

and, depending in part on how Patty responds in these various circumstances, can result in 
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her increased knowledge and love of Seth. Consequently, her life progressively displays 

the fruitful effect born out of the increasingly loving and trusting relationship. This is, for 

Aquinas, analogous to the evident fruit of the Spirit on display when someone is walking 

in the Spirit and being led by the Spirit through faith. 

So what is it for Patty to give Seth her trust, and what about this contributes to her 

acquisition of knowledge through testimony? Further, why would such knowledge of 

Seth’s love for her be considered to be the product of an intellectual virtue in Patty? On 

Aquinas’ account, with help from the insight of contemporary developmental psychology 

and neurobiology, Patty’s giving her trust to Seth consists in the dynamic interaction 

between her will and intellect, mediated through mind-reading, and results in her belief 

that Seth is good. Subsequently, and similarly, mediated by a deeper empathic form of 

mind-reading, she comes to a belief that he loves her. This is just what it means for her to 

give trust. Further, through intrapersonal interaction between will and intellect in her 

intellective soul, we see the role of will in her belief forming processes. The mind-reading 

capacities help to elucidate why the process can yield knowledge. The capacity considered 

is as reliable as other cognitive capacities. And beliefs grounded in it are likely to be true 

as are beliefs in perceptual faculties which are likewise generally reliable and yet fallible. 

An essential element in the testimonial transmission of knowledge is trust because trust is 

necessary to exercise the mind-reading capacity which provides the basis for Patty’s 

coming to know Seth’s love for her. This is, then, how trust contributes to the acquisition 

of knowledge through testimony.  

But someone might object and inquire as to why this knowledge attained or 

received by her should count as a product of an intellectual virtue since little intellectual 

work is being done by her. It seems the work is done by the sender, Seth, not by the 

receiver, Patty. But it is just this assumption about knowledge and the processes leading to 

it that recent neurobiological research on mind-reading questions. Indeed, this research 
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shows that there are cognitive systems that are “we-centric.” Because humans are social 

animals, some of our excellences come about only in operation with other persons.
216

 The 

mind-reading system is one of these. It operates virtuously only when it manages to 

appropriately connect two minds in some sort of unity, whose unity provides the basis for 

the transmission of knowledge. This social or communal excellence is one that is not 

designed to operate successfully in isolation, on one’s own, as it were, but in community.                                               

If Patty were impaired with respect to this capacity, she would not succeed in 

gaining knowledge through testimony via trust. Obviously, the mind-reading capacity is 

not infallible. But such is the condition of most other humanly reliable cognitive 

capacities. Like perceptual or memory faculties, it can be used in ways not suited for its 

success, so that it yields delusions about other people. Like reasoning abilities it, too, can 

be used in epistemically careless ways, can be dull or untrained. Thus, the mind-reading 

capacity does not guarantee knowledge. Deception, even self-deception, is surely possible. 

If we accept some externalist, reliabilist account of knowledge, as Aquinas does, then we 

can understand why the testimonial transmission of knowledge sometimes results in 

knowledge, assuming the mind-reading process is applied appropriately and successfully.  

So Patty might be deceived, but as it happens, she is not. What Seth is testifying 

about is a state in himself to which Patty potentially has partial access to through mind-

reading under the appropriate circumstances and proper function of her capacities. First, 

                                                           
 

216
 For a discussion of the important role in the social dimension to knowledge see Sanford 

Goldberg, Relying on Others: An Essay in Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). He argues 

against and points out the limitations of a highly individualistic interpretation of the testimonial transmission 

of knowledge. As well, see Benjamin McMyler, Testimony, Trust, and Authority (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2011). See also, the classic in philosophy of religion by Alvin Plantinga, God and Other Minds: A 

Study of the Rational Justification of Belief in God (Cornell: Cornell University Press: 1967). He argues that 

if it can be rational to believe in the existence of other minds, and it is, then by implication, it can be rational 

to believe in God’s Mind (i.e., God’s existence) since modern teleological arguments for God’s existence are 

analogous to arguments favoring belief in the existence of other minds. Neither can be demonstrated, but 

both beliefs can be rationally justified. But whereas Plantinga’s book goes some distance to knowledge that 

God exists, it is not the same as knowing God in the way we are describing it for Aquinas. Indeed, if one 

only came to believe that God exists, one could properly be described with some level of spiritual autism if it 

did not ultimately result in some pneumatic relational knowledge of God and his goodness unifying the 

person with himself and moving that person in a sort of shared stance, sharing the mind of Christ, as it were.  
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she is in a position to assess Seth’s trustworthiness where she is concerned, and second, 

she mind-reads Seth’s emotions and or intentions toward her. In some cases, there is no 

iterated use of the mind-reading capacity (e.g., in the previous illustration about directions 

given by the older student). Instead, there will only be an initial use, not two uses, 

involved in the transmission of knowledge via testimony. Further, Patty’s case 

presupposes Seth is a reliable testifier of his own inner states and is likewise a reliable 

self-reporter. Thus, operative presuppositions are that Seth’s report of his love for Patty 

should be both true and based on reliable cognitive processes in Seth; likewise Seth’s 

belief about himself underlying and underwriting his self-report being likewise based on 

similar reliable introspective and communicative processes. As in the case of Patty, there 

is an important role for faith and mind-reading to play in discerning the goodness of the 

testifier, Seth, or in Aquinas’ case, God. In both cases there is a willingness to be open that 

is an important part of the process of the deepening relationship whose willingness is a 

consequence of the dynamic interaction of the intellect and will whereby the will exercises 

causal control over the intellect.  

Another potential objection, that mind-reading is prone to give false results when 

there is strong wish-fulfillment, is apparent yet without substance. For mind-reading to be 

reliable, it might be thought that there should be some more reliable connection between 

apparent and real goodness. Aquinas would maintain that one acquires reliably true beliefs 

about God by mind-reading or joint-attention which is brought about by the presence of 

the Holy Spirit. This process cannot rule out wish fulfillment. In considering how the 

mirror neuron system works to explain the capacity to read minds, it should be noted that 

the system cuts both ways since it has a “common space.” So it allows us to project our 

own emotions, thoughts, and intentions onto others. Even though mind-reading allows us 

to take on others’ mental states, it also allows us to communicate or (more skeptically) 
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project (via “transference”) our own mental states (and wishes).
217

 Research indicates that 

“the notions of projective identification and the interpersonal dynamic related to 

transference . . . can be viewed as instantiations of the implicit and pre-linguistic 

mechanisms of the embodied simulation-driven mirroring mechanisms.”
218

 Thus, the 

system may take incoming data and process it as content from the inside, but it also allows 

one to take one’s own internal content and project it (imagine it) onto another as though it 

is their feelings. But a possible failure in a form of knowledge (whether testimonial, 

perceptual, mind-reading, etc.) does not entail its unreliability. One may also object that 

such mind-reading capacities as have been discussed rely on relationships that take time to 

develop, but this is not always the case. The illustrations earlier of the scientist or older 

student serve to rebut this.
219

 Research at this early stage in neuroscience and social 

science regarding mind-reading and joint-attention seem to be well grounded and are 

helpful to elucidate Aquinas’ pneumatically relational model of spiritual formation.
220

  

 

 

 

                                                           
217

 The psychological phenomenon of transference (unconscious redirection of feelings from one 

person to another), or “a form of displacement involving the redirection of emotions and attitudes from their 

original instinctual object on to a substitute” is also explained by the mirror neuron system. Robert Oelsner, 

Transference and Counter-Transference Today (N.Y.: Routledge, 2013). 
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 Vittorio Gallese, “Mirror Neurons, Embodied Simulation, and the Neural Basis of Social 

Identification,” Psychoanalytic Dialogues, Vol. 19 (2009): 519-536. 

 
219

 One can also consider at least as datum the initial faith experiences described of Abraham (and 

also the Apostle Paul). Markus Bockmuehl, “Aquinas on Abraham’s Faith in Romans 4,” Reading Romans 

with St. Thomas Aquinas, 39-51. 
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 A rare theist, certainly not a Thomist, would think that God communicates to man via 

neurological explanation as though God has a brain (the exception might be a Mormon). Instead, 

neuroscience serves as an analogue to illustrate communicative processes. While absent in Aquinas’ 

treatment of angelology, students of the “Angelic doctor” could use this understanding to speculate on non-

neurological, mental telepathic, communication might be like, since Aquinas is neither a materialist in 

philosophy of mind, nor does he think that all rational beings (angels, God, etc.) even have brains and yet are 

still capable of communicating. For Aquinas’ philosophy of mind, see Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on 

Human Nature. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

For Aquinas, faith is a factor in epistemic and salvific justification and is required. 

When it comes to the virtue of faith being functionally akin to the bifurcating notion of 

phronesis, the master virtue in Aristotle, relative to living the good life with significant 

salvific implications in Aquinas, the consequences seem severe. Given the universality of 

depravity, this seems initially crippling for Aquinas’ viewpoint regarding the possibility 

for people to experience the good life. But given the robust notion of grace, such a factor 

is greatly mitigated. There is something that stands out for Aquinas. Even after 

considering his views of the universality and gravity of total depravity, the resolution for 

the good life seems to be quite ubiquitous, at least in principle, in that even young 

children, women, slaves, and those intellectually disabled have access. His position 

overcomes the esotericism found in both Aristotle and Maimonides, being far more 

egalitarian than either one of them.
1
 The fact that his faith epistemology is grounded 

ultimately in God’s self-revelation and on a very immanent level (something Aquinas 

cannot avoid, nor would he want to, given the doctrine of the Incarnation and the role of 

the Holy Spirit in human life), accompanied by the infused virtues and gifts of the Spirit, 

such an evaluation seems to make Aquinas’ view more motivationally attractive than 

Maimonides’ view which suffers from a sort of spiritual autism by comparison. At best, 

Maimonides can autistically know of God’s presence via God’s ways, his actional 

attributes, and perhaps even imitate some of them. But this is worlds apart from knowing 

God, empathizing, or adopting a shared stance with God.  

                                                           
 

1
 I should point out that egalitarianism may be a misguided sentiment if taken in full. Rather than 

fairness, justice is what concerns Aquinas as characteristic of God. For Aquinas, God is just, but God is not 

necessarily fair. See Matt 20:1-16 and Aquinas’ related comments. Fairness is not necessarily a virtue and 

can be a vice. Consider a parent who treats his children fairly. Given that people are different, treating them 

all the same may or may not be giving them what they need depending on the individual and circumstances.  
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Maimonides’ version of via negativa reveals a sort of knowledge of God that may 

or may not be any more motivational than that of Aristotle’s. Indeed, at least for Aristotle, 

something about his God can be positively known. But it seems that for the best life to 

obtain, some richer theology than Aristotle’s, and perhaps richer than Maimonides’, is 

required for motivation (or at least a richer theology provides greater motivation).
2
 There 

is no greater motivation in life than religious motivation grounded in love.
3
 But 

Maimonides’ agnosticism and esotericism elicits questions about the fundamental 

elusiveness of the good life for the masses, especially those outside of Judaism, and also 

for those within whose knowledge of God in light of via negativa seems somewhat 

perplexing, to say the least, in terms of motivation for the good life. These are areas for 

criticism. But this does not appear to be the case for Aquinas where opportunity is broad 

and motivation abounds.
4
 

                                                           
2
 Recall the comment made earlier about Aristotle by atheistic philosopher, Thomas Nagel, 

“Contemplation, meditation, withdrawal from the demands of the body and of society, abandonment of 

exclusive personal ties…this seems to me to be a high price to pay for spiritual harmony…I would rather 

lead an absurd life engaged in the particular than a seamless transcendental life immersed in the universal.” 

The View from Nowhere, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 219. 

 
3
 Whether the beliefs in said religion are true or false, this truth still holds. For comparison, consider 

the Cold War. Mutually assured destruction assured both sides (atheistic communists and American 

Christians) that no one was going to push the button. The atheists believed they would be six feet under and 

did not want to go prematurely, whereas the Christians thought of another life but were in no rush to get 

there. But consider the 19 hijackers on 9/11. Contrary to atheists, these terrorists thought that the only 

guarantee to paradise might be what some consider to be the sixth pillar of Islam, Jihad. Without any better 

guarantee, and a belief that what they were doing was the will of God to kill the infidels, they plunged into 

buildings killing thousands and then hundreds of thousands more as the “war on terror” persists. There is no 

greater motivation than religious motivation (whether constructive or destruction). Further, the grounding in 

love adds to this motivational factor. While friendship may be a factor motivating morality for Aristotle, 

friendship with God is simply off the table for him, which sets Aquinas’ position apart along motivational 

lines. See Dale Jacquette, “Aristotle on the Value of Friendship as a Motivation for Morality,” Journal of 

Value Inquiry 35 (2001): 379-89. 

 
4
 Our knowledge, accessibility, accountability, and overall motivation in pursuit of the good life is 

enhanced on Aquinas’ position when compared to Aristotle’s or Maimonides’. But just internal to the 

respective systematic thinking itself, Aquinas’ view has the resources for providing a greater overall 

motivation. Some argue that if God does not exist, we lose the metaphysical foundation for morality. Others 

argue that even if God does not serve as the metaphysical foundation for morality, the “existence and actions 

of God make a great difference to the content of morality, the seriousness of morality, and our knowledge of 

morality.” See Richard Swinburne, “What Difference Does God Make to Morality?” in Is Goodness without 

God Good Enough? Edited by Robert Garcia and Nathan King (NY: Rowman and Littlefield, 2009), 151-66. 

Swinburne claims that God’s existence makes a significant different to non-moral properties. It is a 

necessary truth that it is “obligatory to please benefactors”. If God exists and is our benefactor, then there are 

obvious obligations. In this way, the existence of God has crucial implications even for the content of 



255 

 

As is universally acknowledged, Aquinas thinks faith is reasonable. It is reasonable 

in that it allows the good life to be available to the masses and not just to the elite, and also 

because he thinks it is consistent and buttressed by evidence for God via general and 

special revelation that is readily available.
5
 Aquinas’ famous five proofs for God’s 

existence, often the sole item university students are exposed to when reading Aquinas, are 

explicated in but a single article (one and onehalf pages) of the massive Summa’s 

approximately 3500 pages. By stark contrast, there are over one thousand articles (one-

third of the Summa) dedicated to the accounts of the virtues and related matters. His 

emphasis is elsewhere. Aquinas spoke much more about issues pertinent to the good life 

than to those concerning evidence for God’s existence. Perhaps this irony is because 

Aquinas’ views, and especially his ethics, are traditionally understood as a mere baptism 

of Aristotle and so are ignored. But as we saw, Aquinas does not consider Aristotle’s 

virtue theory to be genuinely virtuous.  

In drawing this exploration to a close, I would like to recap and then consider a 

direction for further implications and research regarding the spirituality of Aquinas. Like 

Aristotle, whose understanding of the good life ultimately proved elusive to most, 

Maimonides’ and Aquinas’ understanding give a similar albeit different appearance as 

well, at least at first glance. Initially, for Maimonides, it was thought that perhaps natural 

                                                                                                                                                                               
morality. Further, Robert Adams has pointed out that to deny God’s existence and ultimate moral 

accountability is quite literally de-moralizing, since then we would have to affirm that our moral choices are 

ultimately insignificant as both our fate and the universe’s share the same end regardless of our actions. 

What Adams means by “de-moralization” is a fundamental deterioration of moral motivation. Robert 

Adams, “Moral Arguments for theistic Belief,” in Rationality and Religious Belief, ed. C. F. Delaney (Notre 

Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame press, 1979), 125-27. Consider Plato’s question found in Book II of 

The Republic, “Why Should I be Moral?” where he concludes that people do moral acts for one of two 

fundamental reasons: (1) fear of the consequences, or (2) love for the good. Both of these address motives 

for moral behavior. The first of these is arguably not moral, but expedient, and is possibly an entirely self-

interested act. The second is quite powerfully moral and motivational, especially under Aquinas’ rubric of 

divine human relationship operative on the basis of love and friendship with God. 

 
5
 Romans 4:16: “For this reason it is by faith, that it might be in accordance with grace, in order that 

the promise may be certain to all the descendants, not only to those who are of the Law, but also to those 

who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all.” Recall that the passage in which Maimonides 

referred to the virtue of faith, he cited Genesis 15:6, the same one “the Apostle” refers to here. 
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law theory could come to the rescue, not just as an aid to reasoning for God’s existence 

(since Maimonides already believed he had that demonstrated through cosmological 

arguments), but significantly because moral perfection is a necessary condition for 

intellectual perfection, and it might be thought that natural law ethics could be of 

assistance for the majority who are non-Jews. However, in the end it is not clear that this 

has helped Maimonides given certain statements by him concerning the authoritativeness 

behind one’s reasons for keeping the law, which is relevant to the moral perfection of the 

individual. Further, in terms of connecting one’s telos to one’s understanding of imitating 

God, the problem is that Maimonides, in seeking to divest God of any and all 

anthropomorphic qualities, goes too far. If there is no likeness between the Creator and 

creation such that terms like “wise,” “lives,” and “powerful,” are totally ambiguous when 

applied to God and us, then the concept of God that remains is too thin for the average 

worshipper to appreciate. But of course, Maimonides does not see himself as the average 

worshipper. He is an elitist. Closeness to God is measured by the amount of knowledge 

one has or can acquire. For a variety of reasons, then, most are precluded and so cannot be 

near to or love God. Right or wrong, this offends modern egalitarian notions. His 

philosophy demonstrates what results from removing all anthropomorphic content from 

the deity: virtually all content is removed. Consequently, we are left with a God that is 

unknowable, indescribable, and ineffable such that we might question what the possible 

value is in such a conception either to philosophy or religion?
6
 

For Aquinas, we have seen that his philosophy goes in a different direction from 

Maimonides in terms of his conception of God not being radically transcendent but instead 

being remarkably immanent, making a divine-human relationship widely available. The 

                                                           
 

6
 Kenneth Seeskin, 2010. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/maimonides/. Retrieved 28 February 

2013. 
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pneumatic element is indispensable for characterizing Aquinas’ viewpoint. This not only 

aids in knowing about God more broadly, but also in knowing God more deeply on both 

philosophical and religious levels. This spiritually formative moral epistemology 

illuminates implications for future research in virtue theory, philosophy, Trinitarian 

theology, and social cognition. This comparative exploration has served to both highlight a 

Thomistic metaphysics that “recognizes the absolute primacy of persons,”
7
 all persons—

including divine, women, children, and the intellectually impaired
8
—as well as to 

illuminate the relational and motivational structure of the good life for Aquinas. The 

comparative approach has helped bring this to light in ways otherwise missed outside of 

such an approach where Aquinas theology is sometimes seen as dry and a bit stoic. 

We are reminded of a story told about Aquinas, the quintessential Dominican and one 

of the greatest philosophers and theologians in the West. “After a religious vision he quit 

writing. He said that by comparison with what he had seen of God, the theories and 

arguments in his work were nothing but straw.”
9
 Given the breadth and depth of Aquinas’ 

prolific works in philosophy, theology, and biblical studies, one can only imagine what 

kind of overwhelming experience he might have had with the Holy Spirit in order for him 

to consider his own previous works as straw. Salient in our study is the notion that, for 

Aquinas, “living a good life ends with, but, more importantly, begins with God.”
10

  

                                                           
7
 Pinsent, The Second-person Perspective, 104.  

 
8
 Aquinas says, in contrast to Aristotelian acquired virtues, anyone can possess the gifts and virtues 

which are infused by God. Autism does not preclude such possession consequent upon a second-person 

relationship with God. ST II.II 47.14 ad 3. 

 
9
 Aquinas wrote nearly 100 volumes prior to the printing press and before he died at age 49. That is 

quite a bit of work to consider “straw.” Ystoria sancti Thome de Aquino de Guillaume de Tocco (1323), ed. 

Claire le Brun-Gouanvic (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1996), ch. 47. Cited in 

Eleonore Stump, Wandering in the Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010), 62. 

  
10

 Tom Ryan, “Second Person Perspective, Virtues and the Gifts in Aquinas’ Ethics,” Australian 

Ejournal of Theology, 21.1 (April 2014): 62.  
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