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On the Christian significance of Aquinas’ theory of “caritas”
Naoki KUWABARA

In this article, I've tried to clarify the significance of Aquinas’ theory of “caritas” in the
context of Christian spiritual life.

At first, I've clarified the significance of the Latin word “caritas” itself that signifies “love”
in a Christian meaning. I set one goal of this article in defending the idea of caritas from the
criticism from the people such as A. Nygren who are going to draw a sharp line between
“agape” as the biblical idea of love and “caritas” as the Latin idea of love in the Middle Ages
since Augustine.

I sought the source of the thought of “the caritas” in the tradition of the western Christian
ethics from Augustine to Aquinas in “Rome letter” and “the first Corinth letter” of Paul. And I
tried to place Aquinas in the history of interpretation of these letters. And I planned to clarify
the originality of Aquinas when compared with Augustine from two points, i.e. (1) that he
defined caritas as a “virtue” and (2) that he defined caritas as a friendship.

(1) At first I've clarified the significance of Aquinas’ definition of caritas as a virtue,
especially in an Aristotelian meaning of the virtue as a kind of “habitus”. The reason why
Aquinas adopted the Aristotelian concept of “the virtue” was that he wanted to find grounds of
fullness of the life energy in the concept of “the good habit” as the structural order and the
formal completeness to support the self-realization of some kind of nature. However, that he
defined caritas as “virtue as a habit” have been misunderstood as if he thought that caritas was,
so to speak, to be acquired by a human effort. For such a misunderstanding, I evoked attention
at the point that Aquinas made a radical transformation to the Aristotelian theory on virtue, i.e.
that habits or virtues are to be “infused (poured)” by God. The Aristotelian concept of “the
acquired habit / virtue” was the conceptual scheme which describes the situation where “a
human being change he or herself by his or her own effort”. In contrast, the Thomistic concept
of “the infused habit / virtue” was the conceptual scheme which describes the situation where
“a human being was changed” through a personal encounter with God.

(2) Another point that was characteristic in Aquinas’ theory of caritas was that he defined
caritas as a kind of “friendship” between God and a human being. Aquinas inherits the
Aristotelian distinction between “incidental friendship” and “complete friendship” on
distinction with “amor amicitiae” and “amor concupiscentiae”. And “amor amicitiae” or
“complete friendship” implies the sharing of fullness of the life energy based on “formal
conformity” in the formal completeness. Therefore, by defining caritas as a kind of friendship
between God and a human being, Aquinas suggested that a human being is to be raised to the
fullness of the life energy to the level that the reciprocal and the personal friendship with God
was enabled in caritas. Of course, this formal completeness is to be “infused” by God.

Subsequently I clarified the positioning of such a Thomistic ethics of caritas as “deification
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under the grace”. And I made clear that the grounds of “the deification under the grace” were
the unity with Christ.
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