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e learN from both ScrIpture aNd theology that loVe IS the Very eS-
sence and core of  christian spirituality, but we know from both experience and observation that 
frequently there is a conflict or tension among the various levels of  love. It seems, as Jean Guitton has 
remarked, “as if  nature had both desired to summon man to love and, at the same time, allowed him 
to be prevented from loving.”1 Long before Christianity expounded the notion of  the radical conflict 
between the flesh and the spirit, the Greek philosopher Plotinus had described love’s warfare in terms 
of  a team of  horses pulling in opposite directions. St. Paul and St. Augustine readily come to mind as 
proponents of  this same teaching which emphasizes the struggle among the various levels of  love.
  Unfortunately, the distinction was gradually proposed as a necessary separation and the strug-
gle was explained in terms of  an irreconcilable opposition. Once this was done, the Christian was 

placed in the frustrating position of  choosing between two worlds-that of  the spirit or that of  the flesh-even when 
he was convinced, both by reason and by revelation, that somehow the world of  matter and flesh did not have to be 
branded as evil and pitted against the world of  the spirit.
 “Perhaps it has not been sufficiently noted”, says Jean Guitton, “that there is in Christianity another current 
of  thought which has not had the good fortune to find interpreters as popular as St. Paul .... When one deals with 
love from the point of  view of  the moralist one can hardly avoid the idea of  safeguarding morality. From this angle it 
is well to insist on the conflicts; but that has the effect of  infecting words with a contrary adverse significance. Thus, 
the word flesh will not readily recover from the sombre sense given it by St. Paul. St. John, however, did not follow St. 
Paul in this respect; for him, since the Word made his abode in it, the flesh was a neutral, not a damnable, element.”2

The truth of  the matter is that both in the Old and the New Testament we find a much more positive and unified 
anthropology of  love. The Old Testament does not speak of  the body and the soul as distinct elements. The body is 
always the human, the animated body.3 and in the New testament we have the mandate of  christ to love god with 
our whole heart, our whole soul, and with all our mind and strength (Mk 10:30). Christ calls for a truly human love, 
a love that includes the emotions as well as the spiritual love of  the human will. We are to love God with our whole 
being.
 Nevertheless, in view of  man’s complex nature, there is a tendency to equate love with only part of  that 
nature-either the physical or the spiritual. this is readily evident, for example, in the case of  the sensate person whose 

We are pleased to offer to our readers this essay by Fr. Aumann which sets forth the penetrating in-
sights of  the Common Doctor on the nature of  human love and that divine love which is charity. (The 
article originally appeared in the Angelicum, the journal of  the Pontifical University of  St. Thomas 
Aquinas in Rome.) Since today there is a great deal of  talk about love but very little understanding, 

we believe Fr. Aumann’s clear insights to be very timely.
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experience of  love is restricted to the physical order, the 
self-centered person whose love is strictly utilitarian, or 
the individual who denies the existence of  the transcen-
dental order of  the spiritual and is therefore left with only 
the lowest level of  love. It is likewise evident in those per-
sons who, in the name of  christianity and out of  an ir-
rational fear, have repressed the somatic aspects of  love. 
Yet the sacred writers frequently symbolized the holiest 
kind of  love with descriptions of  marital love and union, 
as we see in the prophet Hosea, the Song of  Songs, and 
St. Paul’s well-known comparison of  Christ’s love for the 
Church with a man’s love for his wife.

 a similar dichotomy has frequently been estab-
lished between the love of  god and the love of  self  
and of  neighbor. The moralist and many spiritual writ-
ers concentrate almost exclusively on the love of  god 
as the basis of  Christian living. Modern humanists and 
many psychologists urge a more authentic love and em-
pathy for one’s fellow-man. But Christ gave the mandate 
to love both God and neighbor and as a single experience 
of  love(Mk 12: 28-31). Hence, “to love another, God or 
man, is a single operation based upon a single psycho-
dynamic principle-seeing the other as worthy of  love .... 
Love, whether of  God or man, is a single therapeutic 
power; it has a single function.”4

 In order to correct the exag-
gerated separation that has been pos-
tulated among the various levels of  
love and between the love of  god and 
of  neighbor, it is necessary to examine 
the psychic factors that are involved in 
the experience and practice of  love. It 
is extremely important to understand 
the structure and modality of  human 
love if  one is to grasp the meaning 
of  the love that is charity. otherwise 
the exhortations to love god and one 
another will be meaningless and one 
type of  love will be overemphasized 
while the other is ignored, if  not con-
demned, directly or indirectly.

loVe IN geNeral

 It is axiomatic in psychology that all our knowl-
edge of  external reality comes to us through the senses. 
This sense knowledge, in turn, normally stimulates the 
activity of  our affections so that we experience an at-

traction for what pleases us and an aversion for what 
displeases us. If  the experience is a pleasurable one, we 
react with a complacency or attraction to the stimulation 
object. the intensity of  the experience will vary accord-
ing to the object itself, the degree of  sensate stimula-
tion, or the habits, moods, temperament and tastes of  
the individual. every person is naturally drawn to that 
which pleases him, and this attraction is given the name 
of  love.

 but human life comprises three different levels-
the vegetative, the sensate, and the rational, which is dis-
tinctively human. consequently, the human person is able 
to experience the complacency or movement of  love on 
any one of  these levels, thus giving rise to the threefold 
classification of  love by the psychologists. But it should 
be noted immediately that although there are three kinds 
of  love and at a given moment an individual may experi-
ence one to the exclusion of  the others, the experience 
will always be colored by the fact that the human person 
is a composite of  body and soul, of  flesh and spirit. For 
that reason the activity and enjoyment of  love on the veg-
etative or sensate levels are not experienced by a human 
being in exactly the same way that they are experienced 
by an animal. Nevertheless, in analyzing and explaining 

love, it is necessary to divide and ex-
plain it in its threefold classification, 
bearing in mind that we divide only to 
unite.

 Physical love. St. thomas does not 
hesitate to give the name of  love to 
every attraction that draws one being 
to another, even on the strictly physi-
cal or biological level. His reasoning is 
as follows:

Aquinas

 Natural things desire what is in 
conformity to their nature .... Now, 
in every appetite or desire, love 
is the principle of  the movement 
that tends toward the end which is 
loved. In natural appetite the prin-
ciple of  such movement is the 
connaturality that exists between 
the one who desires and the end to 

which he tends. We might call it natural love.5

Natural love is nothing more than the fundamen-
tal inclination which is stamped upon every being 
by the author of  nature.6
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 It follows from the foregoing that natural love 
is not only the inclination of  a being toward its end or 
good, but it is the principle of  every movement toward 
the end. Moreover, everything in nature-including ratio-
nal being-manifests this tendency toward the end or goal 
in which it achieves its perfection, and both the tendency 
and the goal have been posited by the Creator. The psy-
chologist identifies this natural love or appetite with the 
instinctual urge that prompts living things to seek their 
well-being as individuals (as in the case of  nutrition) and 
as members of  a species (as in the case of  reproduc-
tion). For the theologian, however, although the natural 
appetite loves and finds pleasure in the satisfaction of  
instinctual needs, by its nature it extends beyond them to 
the ultimate end and good. As St. Thomas has stated: “In 
the love of  every good it is the Sovereign Good that is 
loved.”8 Jean Mouroux comments on this statement:

 Unfortunately, because of  the wounds inflicted 
on human nature by original sin, the inner integrity of  
the human person is not easily maintained. rather, the 
same forces that effect the well-being and preservation 
of  the individual can upset the inner order to the point 
of  destruction of  the equilibrium of  the person. the 
reason for this, as St. thomas points out, is that the in-
stinctual forces for self-preservation pertain to the very 
essence of  man.10 consequently, they must be controlled 
and properly directed by the special virtue of  temper-
ance, and this means that the individual should satisfy 
his body needs without concentrating too exclusively and 
too selfishly on the satisfaction and pleasure of  those 
needs. In this regard, Joseph Pieper offers some valuable 
insights:

 Emotional love. When defining and describing 
the emotions, psycholo.gists usually emphasize two as-
pects of  emotional experience: sensate knowledge of  an 
object evaluated as good or bad, pleasant or unpleasant, 
beneficial or harmful to the percipient; and a reaction in 
the psychosomatic structure as a result of  this evalua-
tion. Involving as they do both sensate knowledge and 
an organic reaction, the emotions are common to both 
human beings and animals, but with this difference: the 
emotional reaction in a human being normally involves 
some degree of  participation by the intellect and the will-
antecedently, concomitantly or consequently.

 The emotion of  love (also called affection, need-
love, sensate love, selfish love) is a movement of  compla-
cency toward an object evaluated as good and pleasing to 
the percipient. On the emotional level the good is always 
loved and desired in terms of  the individual self  because 
the emotions are by their very nature self-centered. It is 
only when the intellect and will intervene that emotional 
love can be directed or sublimated to a higher level or to 
something other than the self.

 Since emotional love is of  its nature self-centered, 
the moralist may be tempted to brand it as “mere self-
ishness” and therefore something to be avoided or sup-

Every created good is at the same time both a 
likeness of  God and a definite fulfillment for our 
desire; to desire it is to desire simultaneously the 
perfection it possesses and the divine likeness; to 
possess it is simultaneously to fulfill our own be-
ing and our likeness to God. Simultaneously; but 
an ontological priority has to be observed. Ev-
ery perfection acquired supposes a principle of  
perfection, namely, the good; every good attracts 
only in virtue of, and in the measure of, its like-
ness to God. We must therefore say: it is because 
we love god that we love all else .... It is indeed 
the love of  god that stirs up men to action, and 
if  they love and seek their ends it is because first 
they love and desire, with a natural movement 
of  desire, the god who created them and recalls 
them to himself.9

For since the first sin man has been not only capa-
ble of  loving himself  more than he loves God his 
creator but, contrary to his own nature, inclined 
to do so. the discipline of  temperance defends 
him against all selfish perversion of  the inner or-
der, through which alone the moral person exists 
and lives effectively . . . .

The natural urge toward sensual enjoyment, man-
ifested in delight in food and drink and sexual 
pleasure, is the echo and mirror of  man’s stron-
gest natural forces of  self-preservation. The basic 
forms of  enjoyment correspond to these most 
primordial forces of  being .... But for the very 
reason that these forces are closely allied to the 
deepest human urge toward being, they exceed all 
other powers of  mankind in their destructive vio-
lence once they degenerate into selfishness.11
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pressed. “We must be cautious”, says C.S. Lewis, “about 
calling need-love (the emotion of  love) ‘mere selfishness’. 
Mere is always a dangerous word. No doubt, need-love, 
like all our impulses, can be selfishly indulged .... Where 
need-love is felt, there may be reasons for denying or 
totally mortifying it; but not to feel it is in general the 
mark of  the cold egoist. Since we do in reality need one 
another. ..,the failure of  this need to appear as need-love 
in consciousness . . . is a bad spiritual symptom.”12

 the truth of  the matter is that emotional love 
is both natural and morally good when rightly used or 
enjoyed. considered in itself, emotional love, like all the 
emotions, is morally indifferent and it is therefore erro-
neous and misleading to make a moral judgment on emo-
tional love considered in the abstract. Whether they are 
aware of  it or not, when persons experience truly human 
love there is always a movement of  both the emotion of  
love and volitional love. this is so because the person 
always reacts as a whole human being, a composite of  
body and soul. It is the single self  that loves, and there-
fore even our love for god, experienced as it is in our hu-
man personhood, should also encompass emotional love. 
as we have already noted, christ appealed not only to the 
mind and will, but to the heart and feelings. C.W. Baars 
explains why purely spiritual or volitional love without 
any resonance in the emotion of  love is not a truly hu-
man love:

 The psychological explanation of  the necessity of  
the emotion of  love lies in the fact that the human being 

can only establish contact with the good or object that is 
loved through the medium of  the external and internal 
senses. but volitional love as such cannot be perceived by 
these senses directly; it must be manifested in a way that 
can be sensed. Here it should be noted once again that in 
view of  our nature, wounded by original sin and there-
fore basically self-centered, emotional love all too easily 
becomes totally selfish and therefore threatens to be de-
structive of  the personality. the control by reason is al-
ways necessary, as St. Thomas states in the dictum: “Ap-
petitus sensitivus in nobis natus est obedire rationi.”14

 however, extremes must be avoided. the control-
ling action by reason should never go so far as to become 
repression, for that is the path to neurosis. on the other 
hand, one must adjust the experience and expression of  
emotional love to the circumstances, and that is the func-
tion of  the virtue of  prudence.

 from what has been stated, it follows that the 
well-regulated emotion of  love is the foundation and 
source for love on the higher level of  the will. This may 
at first seem a contradiction, since all emotions are by 
definition self-centered. Nevertheless, in answering the 
query whether love can be divided into love-of-friendship 
and love-of-desire, St. thomas does not hesitate to state 
that when the movement of  love is to the good thing 
that is desired, the love is called love-of-desire (amor am-
icitiae). But in using the term “amor amicitiae”, St. Thomas 
is not referring to friendship as such nor to the mutual 
benevolent love between friends; he is simply applying 
the principle that faculties and their operations are speci-
fied by their objects, and then stating that the things or 
objects we love are loved with a concupiscible love or 
love-of-desire, while loving a thing for a person (whether 
for oneself  or another) is a friendship type of  love.15

 As regards the modality or movement of  love, St. 
thomas states that whatever is loved with the love-of-
friendship (amor amicitiae) is loved simpliciter et per se, but 
the movement of  amor amicitiae may be directed to one-
self  or to another person. the object that is loved as a 
good for someone is loved not simpliciter et secundum 
se, but only secundum quid.16 this is in accord with the 
principle enuntiated by Aristotle: amare est velle alicui bo-
num17 and it seems to resolve the apparent contradiction 
between emotional love and the love-of-friendship. Since 
love-of-friendship (amor amicitiae) loves the good for a 
person (either oneself  or another), the emotional love 
by which an individual loves a good for himself  is in that 

our love of  god and man has to be truly a love 
of  our whole being, including our sensitive be-
ing. This means that our sense appetite has to be 
stimulated also by the object of  our love. If  our 
feeling is not moved by the object and only our 
will is directed in love to this object, our love is 
incomplete, imperfect and falls short of  the man-
ner in which god wants us to love him and our 
fellow human beings . . . . Compared with the voli-
tional love, our emotion of  love is only secondary, 
accidental; it does not determine the essence of  
our being, our spirituality. But this does not mean 
that emotional love is something unnecessary, 
something we can do equally well without. On the 
contrary, even though emotional love belongs to 
another order, it is as much a part of  a human be-
ing as is the will. Love without emotional love is 
incomplete, defective. Emotional love belongs to 
the perfection of  man’s nature.13
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respect love-of-friendship (amor amicitiae).18 this is an-
other reason, then, why one must beware of  branding all 
emotional love as purely selfish in a pejorative sense, or 
as unworthy of  the human person.

 Subjectively, however, it is possible to distort the 
proper order of  love, either by loving things as values 
in themselves and thus terminating love’s movement 
in them, or by loving the person (self  or another) as a 
“thing” and thus allowing amor concupiscentiae to usurp the 
place of  amor amicitiae. St. thomas was well aware of  this 
possible distortion of  love, for he states that in friend-
ships based on pleasure or utility, a man does indeed wish 
some good to his friend and in this respect preserves the 
character of  friendship, but since he then refers this good 
to his own pleasure or utility, the friendship, to the extent 
that it consists in love-of-desire (amor concupiscentiae), falls 
short of  true friendship.19

 Later, when speaking of  the ecstasy or transport 
of  love, St. thomas makes a similar distinction between 
love-of-desire and love-of-friendship:

 We can summarize the Thomistic teaching on the 
emotion of  love in the following statements: As a sensate 
power, the emotion of  love is passive; it must be actuated 
by its proper object, presented by the external and inter-
nal senses. When stimulated, the emotion of  love, as an 
appetite, tends toward its object in an ecstatic movement. 
So far as the love moves toward the object perceived as 
a good, the movement is one of  desire (amor concupiscen-
tiae); and since the ecstatic movement of  the emotion of  
love terminates in the lover, assimilating to himself  the 

object he loves, the emotion of  love is by its nature ego-
centric and for that reason called a concupiscible appetite 
(appetitus concupiscibilis). Nevertheless, since it is a person 
for whom the good is loved, albeit the lover himself, the 
emotion of  love can partake somewhat of  the character 
of  love-of-friendship.

 fortunately, the emotion of  love is only one as-
pect of  human love, and however much the human per-
son, wounded by original sin, may be inclined to purely 
egoistic love, in the measure that one subordinates this 
love to the rule of  reason he can attain to the perfection 
of  human love which is the love of  friendship.

 Volitional love. It is only when we rise to the level 
of  man’s spiritual faculties - intellect and will - that we 
discover the love that is properly human: volitional love. 
It is true, of  course, that volitional love can be just as self-
centered as natural love or emotional love and, indeed, 
some things should be loved precisely in that way, but 
in its perfection, volitional love is a non-possessive, gen-
erous, gift-love and is an essential ingredient for friend-
ship.21 even emotional love is elevated to a new level, so 
to speak, by the intervention of  volitional love.

 As regards the person who is loved, volitional 
love makes it possible for the lover to relate with the 
other person, not as a thing (with amor concupiscentiae), but 
as a person worthy of  love for what he is, which is amor 

as for the appetitive faculties, a person is said 
to experience ecstasy when the appetite is car-
ried toward something else, going out of  itself, 
so to speak . . . . the ecstasy is caused directly by 
love; by love-of-friendship simpliciter and by love-
of-desire secundum quid. for in love-of-desire the 
lover is carried out of  himself  in a certain sense, 
insofar as not being content with enjoying what 
is already in his possession, he desires to enjoy 
something outside himself. But since he seeks 
to have this extrinsic good for himself, he is not 
carried outside himself  simpliciter, but this move-
ment terminates finally within himself. In love-
of-friendship, however, a man’s affection goes 
out from itself  simpliciter, for he wishes some 
good for his friend and works for it by caring 
and providing for him for his friend’s sake.20

Although some of  the sensitive powers are com-
mon to us and to brute animals, in us they have 
a certain excellence through being united to rea-
son; thus, we surpass animals in the sensitive part 
by possessing the cogitative power and reminis-
cence, as stated in the First Part (q. 78, a. 4).

In the same way our sensitive appetite surpasses 
that of  the brute animals by reason of  a certain 
excellence which consists in its natural aptitude 
to obey reason, and in this respect it can be the 
principle of  a voluntary action.22

The sensitive appetite is also subject to the will: in 
execution, which is accomplished by the motive 
power. for in other animals movement follows 
at once the concupiscible and irascible appetites 
. . . . on the contrary, man is not moved at once 
by the concupiscible and irascible appetites, but 
he awaits the command of  the will, which is the 
superior appetite.23
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amicitiae. because volitional love makes it possible to love 
another person, not primarily for our own fulfillment or 
pleasure, but for what he is in his unique personhood, 
“we are forced to recognize that love is not a mere feeling 
or emotion; nor does it ‘evolve’ from the sex instincts .... 
It is only with full consciousness of  the spiritual aspects 
of  love that we can understand it as a complex human at-
titude in which the emotions of  affection, attraction and 
passion are molded into enduring patterns.”24

 As regards the one who loves, volitional love 
enables the lover to go forth in a generous movement 
of  benevolence toward the one who is loved. there is, 
of  course, always the danger of  a calculated giving that 
anticipates the response of  the beloved, and this would 
place volitional love in the category of  self-centered love, 
but the perfection of  volitional love is to give love free-
ly - as a gift - without expecting any return. “The lofti-
est act of  love is therefore not 
in receiving but in giving. There, 
moreover, lies the difference be-
tween love and passion .... the 
second stage of  love consists in 
the return of  the beloved to the 
lover. It is the essence of  love to 
be reciprocal.”25

 We are born with a need 
to give and receive love and al-
though we begin chronologically 
with an emphasis on the need or self  aspect of  love, as 
we mature we should develop a love that is outgoing and 
generous. This means that we should eventually arrive 
at a love which is true friendship, the mutual benevolent 
love that is based on the communication or sharing of  
some good.26 C.S. Lewis makes the following observa-
tions on love and friendship:

 on the human level, then, the perfection of  love 
is mutual gift-love, a sharing which constitutes authentic 
friendship. this friendship-love is primarily spiritual and 
it derives from the fact that man, as a spiritually consti-
tuted being, has an orientation to the universal and tran-
scendent good.28 compared with friendship-love, emo-
tional love is only secondary, accidental, but this does not 
mean that emotional love is unnecessary or something to 
be repressed. Rather, though it belongs to a lower level 

of  love, emotional love is as much 
a part of  human experience as is 
volitional love. as we have stated, 
human love without emotional 
resonance is imperfect, incom-
plete. We can only establish con-
tact with other persons by what 
we perceive of  the other through 
the senses, and the natural affec-
tive response on the sense level is 
the emotion of  love. It is true that 

the emotional response may be such 
that one person is attracted to and desires another for 
purely selfish reasons, thus subordinating the other to 
oneself. But in loving with a generous and benevolent 
love, the other person is loved for himself  and the lover 
is drawn to him. It is in this sense that one can say that 
we become what we love.” And to love another person 
as “other” is the function of  the intellectual appetite of  
volitional love.

the loVe that IS charIty

 however much a part of  human nature and how-
ever noble the love of  friendship, it falls short of  the 
perfection of  charity to which all christians are called.30 
Nevertheless, for St. thomas aquinas, the most noble 
form of  human love - friendship - serves as a stepping-
stone to the understanding of  the love that is charity. In 
fact, the first question he asks in his tract on the theologi-
cal virtue of  charity is whether charity is friendship, and 
he answers as follows:

those who cannot conceive friendship as a sub-
stantive love but only as a disguise or elabora-
tion of  eros betray the fact that they never had a 
friend. The rest of  us know that though we can 
have erotic love and friendship for the same per-
son, yet in some ways nothing is less like a friend-
ship than a love affair. Lovers are always talking to 
one another about their love; friends hardly ever 
about their friendship. lovers are normally face 
to face, absorbed in each other; friends, side by 
side, absorbed in some common interest. above 
all, Eros (while it lasts is necessarily between two 
only. But two, far from being the necessary num-

ber for friendship, is not even the best .,.. hence 
true friendship is the least jealous of  loves. two 
friends delight to be joined by a third, and three 
by a fourth, if  only the newcomer is qualified to 
become a real friend. they can then say, as the 
blessed souls say in dante, “here comes one 
who will augment our loves.” For in this love, “to 
divide is not to take away.”27

C. S. Lewis
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 In a sense, the love that is charity rises above all 
distinctions such as love of  desire (concupiscence) and 
love of  benevolence, but at the same time it embraces 
both altruistic love and self-centered love. It is not a 
question of  loving God for ourselves primarily nor is it a 
question of  loving God for Himself  exclusively. Charity 
is friendship; it is a friendship based on the sharing of  
a good between God and man; and that good is divine 
happiness. As Thomas Gilby states it: “Charity is more 
than the loving of  the good-for-you, and more than lov-
ing the good for another; it is a loving shared by you 
and another of  such sort that the terms `egoism’ and `al-
truism’ are irrelevant.”34 likewise irrelevant are many of  
the particular questions raised concerning the exercise of  
charity when one has grasped the significance of  a friend-
ship between God and man, based on a mutual sharing 
of  divine happiness. to understand human love, we start 
with man, but to understand the love that is charity, we 
must start with god.

 Theology of  Charity. The length and scope of  
this article do not call for us to investigate the Scriptural 
sources of  charity. many excellent studies are readily avail-
able36 and therefore we choose rather to emphasize two 
important conclusions that follow from the New testa-
ment teaching. First, charity is a gift from God and not 
simply the natural perfection of  human love.37 Secondly, 
charity is a participation in the self-same divine love that 
god has for himself  and for us, otherwise it would not 
fulfill the sharing of  a common bond that is required for 
friendship. As St. Therese of  Lisieux stated: “In order 
to love you as you loved me, I need to borrow your very 
own love.”

 As a gift from God, charity is rightly described 
as an infused, supernatural virtue which is given with 
sanctifying grace. And although it is possible to merit an 
increase of  grace and charity, the increase is to be seen 
as St. Augustine describes it: “O Lord, you give me the 
grace to love you, and when I love you, you give me the 
grace to love you more.”

 as a participation in divine love, charity has god 
as its proper object, but it also enables the christian to 
love God and self  and neighbor the way God does. In 
this respect also, charity utterly transcends purely human 
love.

 But here a difficulty arises: how is it possible for 
God to love anything outside Himself ? St. Thomas pro-
vides the answer: “When God wills things distinct from 
himself  for the sake of  his own goodness, it follows that 
it is his goodness alone that moves his will. Hence, just 
as he understands things distinct from himself  by gazing 
at his own essence, so also he wills things distinct from 

According to Aristotle (Ethics VIII, 4) not all love 
has the character of  friendship, but only that love 
which goes with wishing well, namely when we so 
love another as to will what is good for him. For 
if  we do not will what is good to the things we 
love but rather, we will their good for ourselves, 
as we are said to love wine, a horse or the like, 
then that is not love of  friendship but a love of  
desire. for it would be foolish to say that some-
one has friendship with wine or a horse.

But benevolence alone does not suffice to con-
stitute friendship; it also requires a certain mutual 
loving, because a friend is friendly to his friend. 
but such mutual benevolence is based on some-
thing shared in common.31

Therefore, since there is a certain sharing of  
something between man and God, so far as he 
shares his happiness with us, it is fitting that a 
friendship be based on this sharing. Concerning 
this sharing, 1 Corinthians states: “God is faith-
ful, and it was he who called you to fellowship 
with his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.”32 but the 
love that is based on this fellowship is charity. 
therefore it is clear that charity is friendship be-
tween man and god.33

god is love. “herein is love, not that we loved god 
but that he loved us. “(1 Jn 4:10) We must not 
begin with mysticism, with the creature’s love for 

god, or with the wonderful foretastes of  the fru-
ition of  god vouchsafed to some in their earthly 
life. We begin at the real beginning, with love as 
the divine energy. This primal love is gift-love. In 
God there is no hunger that needs to be filled, 
only plenteousness that desires to give. The doc-
trine that god was under no necessity to create 
is not a piece of  dry scholastic speculation. It is 
essential.35
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himself  by willing his own goodness.”38 actually, god 
could not love creatures in and for themselves because 
he cannot subordinate his infinite goodness to a partial 
good; becoming thus dependent on a good outside him-
self, he would no longer be God. Hence it follows that 
God does not love things because they are good (and 
thus moving the divine will to love), but things are good 
because god loves them, for his love is the cause and not 
the effect of  goodness.39

 does this mean that charity is so totally different 
from human love that they are opposed to each other? 
Not necessarily; although there may be conflicts between 
the various types of  love, human love, on all its levels, 
is fundamentally good and it will be good likewise in 
its operation as long as it is subjected to the control of  
reason.40 The problem arises in regard to self-centered 
love or need love, called the love-of-desire (amor concu-
piscentiae). How can that love in any sense be compat-
ible with the love that is charity? The answer has already 
been given above: “the movement of  love has a twofold 
tendency: toward the good that a man wishes to some-
one (to himself  or another), and toward that to which 
he wishes some good.”41 love directed to the person for 
whom some good is desired is love-of-friendship, even 
when the good is directed to oneself, since the essence 
of  love-of-friendship is that it is wishing some good for 
a person. consequently friendship-love toward oneself  is 
not incompatible with charity.

 St. thomas repeatedly stresses the basic principle 
that grace does not destroy nature but perfects if  and, 
indeed, works through it.42 therefore, human love and 
charity are materially the same but formally distinct, and 
the distinction arises from its cause (it is infused by God 
together with sanctifying grace), its object (the love of  
God and of  self  and neighbor on account of  God), and 
good that is shared as the basis of  divine friendship (di-
vine happiness).43

 “Quidquid recipitur, secundum modum recipientis recip-
itur.” Human love, therefore, acts as the instrument or 
vehicle of  the supernatural love of  charity, but it is with 
good reason that St. Thomas insists that charity is local-
ized in the will and not in the lower faculties.44 the sense-
appetite can be stimulated only by the individual good, 
since it relies on senseknowledge, which is restricted to 
the level of  the material and the individual. but the ob-
ject of  charity is the divine good, which transcends the 
level of  the senses and the material and, therefore, can 

be attained only by the spiritual faculty of  the will. the 
lower loves of  the sensate order need not be suppressed, 
however, for it is not a question of  either-or, but of  both-
and. In fact, wherever there is an intense movement of  
love, whether of  the human love of  friendship or the 
love which is charity, we would expect a reverberation in 
the emotion of  love, accompanied as well by a reaction 
in the psychosomatic structure. It is a matter of  priority 
rather than division.45

 Some theologians have been reluctant to allow 
for any degree of  love-of-desire in the exercise of  char-
ity and some have gone so far as to question whether 
it is lawful for a person to desire eternal happiness for 
himself. St. thomas, however, does not hesitate to justify 
love of  self  as an aspect of  charity and, indeed, states the 
priority of  charity in terms of  God, self  and neighbor.46

 Our next question deals with love of  neighbor. 
It is not uncommon for persons to ask whether charity 
as love of  neighbor is destructive of  human friendship. 
Friendship requires a benevolent love that goes out to 
the person as a value in himself, but love of  neighbor 
as imperated by charity seems to “use” the person as a 
means or instrument for loving God. Is not this in real-
ity loving a person as a good ordained for someone else, 
and is it not therefore a love-of-desire (amor concupiscentiae) 
rather than a love-of-friendship (amor amicitiae)?

 to answer this question it is necessary to recall 
that the love that is charity is one that transcends the love 
of  human friendship; first, because it is a supernatural 
love infused into the soul with sanctifying grace, and sec-
ondly, because the bond of  union (communicatio) is like-
wise supernatural - divine happiness. In human friend-
ship the mutual benevolent love prompts each person to 
give himself  to the other, to love the other as a good, but 
at the same time to love the other as a source of  personal 
perfection and enrichment. All this is achieved through 
the communicatio or sharing of  a common good. The same 
thing can be said of  charity as friendship, whether seen as 
love of  one person for another or as one’s love of  God. 
But however enriching it may be, human friendship is 
constrained by the limitations of  the individual persons 
in their carnal condition and therefore their communicatio 
or sharing is likewise limited. That is why one must rise 
from the psychological level to the metaphysical in order 
to understand the love of  neighbor which is charity.

 for St. thomas, the metaphysical foundations of  
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love are the concept of  unity and the relation of  the part 
to the whole. As regards unity, it is at once the cause and 
the effect of  love, but under different aspects. the unity 
of  similarity gives rise to two types of  love: actual simi-
larity causes love-offriendship or love of  benevolence, 
because being identical in possessing certain qualities, 
“the affections of  the one are bent upon the other as 
being one with himself, and he wishes well to the other 
as to himself.”47 When the similarity is only potential, it 
gives rise to the love-of-desire on the part of  the person 
lacking the qualities possessed by another, “or to friend-
ship based on convenience or pleasure.”48 (St. Thomas 
remarks also that “a person’s love for himself  is greater 
than his love of  any other person, for he is one with 
himself  in actual substance, whereas he is one with an-
other person only through similarity of  some form.”49 
Again, when speaking of  love of  oneself  in charity, he 
states that “strictly speaking, we do not have friendship 
for ourselves, but something more, because friendship 
implies a union of  some kind, . . . whereas with regard to 
himself, man possesses unity, which is something more 
than union. Accordingly, ... our love for ourselves is the 
model and root of  friendship.”)50

 As an effect of  love, unity can again be consid-
ered under two aspects: unity of  physical presence and 
unity of  affection. Love is the efficient cause of  the 
union of  physical presence and it is the formal cause of  
the affective union, since love consists essentially in such 
a union.51

 Applying these distinctions to the love of  charity 
for one’s neighbor, we note first of  all that all those who 
live the divine life of  sanctifying grace already possess 
God; indeed, St. Thomas describes grace as “quaedam in-
choatio gloriae in nobis.”52 consequently, such persons enjoy 
a unity of  actual similarity, from which springs the love-
of-friendship, and this, in turn, is the formal cause of  
affective union in spiritual love. And since the good that 
is shared (communicatio) between two graced persons is the 
same good that each one shares with God, it follows that 
the charity with which they love god and love each other 
is of  the same species of  love.

 Yet it is still the neighbor that is loved through 
charity, and he can be loved with all the warmth and affec-
tion that accompanies all intense love. thus, St. thomas 
states that “the love of  charity encloses within itself  all 
human affections, except those which are based on sin .... 
Every legitimate and proper affection, no matter what its 

source, can be ordered to charity. thus charity can direct 
the acts of  the other forms of  love in such a way that 
what we love more by one of  these other loves, we also 
love more by the charity which directs it.”53

 The differential note in love of  neighbor through 
charity is that the bond of  communication is not a cre-
ated good nor is it a purely human friendship. “In loving 
our neighbor,” says St. Thomas, “charity has God for its 
formal object and not merely as its ultimate end. thus, 
when we say that charity loves our neighbor for God, the 
word for expresses not only the final cause, but also, in 
some way, the formal cause.”54

 the second metaphysical principle - the relation 
of  the part to the whole - has been offered by p. rousselot 
as the basic Thomistic principle for solving the problems 
related to love.” St. Thomas applies the principle in ques-
tion when discussing whether a man can, by his natural 
powers and without grace, love God above all things:

 later, St. thomas raises the question of  whether 
charity requires that a man love god more than himself. 
this question is of  special importance for those who 
may feel that the teaching of  Aquinas on charity tends 
to overemphasize the role of  love of  self  (amor concupis-
centiae) and thus reduces all love to concupiscence. He 
responds by invoking once more the relation of  the part 
to the whole:

Loving God above all things is something con-
natural to man, and even to any creature, rational 
and non-rational, and even non-living, in accor-
dance with the kind of  love that may befit any 
creature. the reason for this is that it is natural 
to each thing to desire and love something, in 
accordance with the mode of  being proper to it 
by nature .... Now it is clear that the good of  the 
part is for the sake of  the good of  the whole. 
hence even by natural desire or love every partic-
ular thing loves its own proper good for the sake 
of  the common good of  the whole universe; and 
this is god.56

Two good things we get from God: the good of  
nature and the good of  grace. Now God, by giv-
ing us natural goods, provides the basis for that 
natural love by which man, when he is whole and 
unspoiled, loves God above all things including 
himself. this holds not only for man but for each 
and every creature in its own way .... the reason 
for this is that a part naturally loves the common 
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 The love that is charity, therefore, springs from a 
source that far transcends human love and enables us to 
participate even now in that divine good which is our All. 
Such a love, coming from God, who is Love, enables us 
to return to him in an ecstasy of  self-forgetfulness and 
to embrace our fellow man in that same love, without 
becoming possessive or possessed by any human love. 
Achieving this, we fulfill Christ’s supreme mandate of  
charity: “Love one another as I loved you.”

good of  the whole more than its own particular 
good. The way things behave is evidence of  this, 
for every part displays a dominant inclination for 
some action conducive to the good of  the whole 
.. .. How much more then is this realized in the 
friendship of  charity, which is based on a com-
mon sharing of  the gifts of  grace. Accordingly, 
man is bound in charity to love god, who is the 
common good of  all things, more than himself; 
for eternal happiness is to be found in god as in 
the common principle and source of  all things 
which are capable of  sharing such happiness.57 
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