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Piękno jako źródło działania ludzkiego w myśli Tomasza z Akwinu
Beauty as the Wellspring of Human Action in the Thought of Thomas Aquinas

Abstract
D.C. Schindler proposes a reconsideration of the role of beauty in the account of human action. For Aquinas, every action—not only of rational creatures but of all beings without exception—proceeds from love. Within this context, moral acts are specified by the fact that the love that governs them expresses the particular faculties of intellect and will, which direct the agent from within toward being in its intelligibility and goodness. It is the rational faculties of the human person, within the unity of body and soul, that render him receptively open to an encounter with reality that awakens love and directs him toward the good. Yet it is precisely with regard to the role of the good in human action that Schindler believes many proponents of Thomistic moral thought do not go far enough. Although Aquinas states that the good alone is the cause of love, he also holds that the good moves the appetite only insofar as it is apprehended, which is in fact the very definition of the beautiful. On this basis, Schindler argues that beauty should be understood as the origin of love and, in this sense, the source of action. Human action therefore begins not first in willing but in contemplation, and the freedom of the will presupposes a prior reception of reality that first moves man to love. 
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Streszczenie
D.C. Schindler proponuje ponowne rozważenie roli piękna w opisie działania ludzkiego. Dla Akwinaty każda akcja – nie tylko stworzeń rozumnych, ale wszystkich bytów bez wyjątku – wynika z miłości. W tym kontekście, czyny moralne są określone przez fakt, że miłość, która nimi kieruje, wyraża szczególne zdolności intelektu i woli, które wewnętrznie kierują działającego ku byciu w jego zrozumiałości i dobroci. To właśnie zdolności rozumne osoby ludzkiej, w jedności ciała i duszy, czynią go receptywnie otwartym na spotkanie z rzeczywistością, która budzi miłość i kieruje go ku dobru. Jednak to właśnie w odniesieniu do roli dobra w działaniu człowieka Schindler uważa, że wielu zwolenników tomistycznej myśli moralnej nie posuwa się wystarczająco daleko. Chociaż Akwinata twierdzi, że jedynie dobro jest przyczyną miłości, to także uważa, że dobro porusza apetyt tylko o tyle, o ile jest postrzegane, co jest faktycznie definicją piękna. Na tej podstawie Schindler argumentuje, że piękno powinno być rozumiane jako źródło miłości, a w tym sensie, źródło działania. Działanie człowieka zatem zaczyna się nie od woli, ale od kontemplacji, a wolność woli zakłada wcześniejsze przyjęcie rzeczywistości, które najpierw porusza człowieka do miłości.
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“Beauty is first of all a revelation of what is good in
itself. Under the sign of beauty, the world presents
itself most fundamentally as something to marvel
at, something that provokes wonder and even awe,
and if and when we pursue our interests in this
world, we do so with an encompassing spirit of
gratitude and reverence.”
In a recent, well-regarded book entitled The Ethics of Beauty,[footnoteRef:1] Orthodox priest Timothy G. Patitsas has argued for a paradigm shift in the way we conceive human behavior and activity, the various expressions of which we can gather under the name “ethics.” In contrast to what he has called the “truth-first” approach, which he believes has dominated the rationalistically-inclined West, Patitsas proposes that we draw on the more-or-less un- tapped resources of the Christian East to recover a “beauty-first” approach. Among the many advantages Patitsas expounds in this rich book are the properly integrative capacities of beauty and the spiritual depths it is able to open up in human life. Where a “truth-first” approach has led us to conceive of ethics simply as a rigorously rational science of morality, which leaves outside all of those activities that do not immediately concern the question of right and wrong, a “beauty-first” approach recalls us to the more traditional sense of life as an erotic pursuit of excellence, having its foundation in a falling in love with the beautiful, ultimately with Christ as manifest in the Church, and gathering up the whole of existence, both individual and common, in essentially meaningful form. A beauty-first approach connects ethics moreover with the sacramental life, with the mystical depths of liturgy, with prayer and the historical realities of grace and providence. A recovery of the ever-ancient, ever-new “beauty-first” approach restores the sense of human life, from top to bottom, as a glorious adventure—a sense that stands in such stark contrast to the oppressive monotony of banalities to which we have largely reduced existence in the contemporary world. Indeed, it may not be too much to say that the greater part of the psychological, social, and cultural problems we face today are due to our having lost the capacity to experience life as a great adventure. [1:  Timothy G. Patitsas, The Ethics of Beauty (Maysville, MO: St. Nicholas Press, 2020).] 

Now, I noted that Patitsas has described this flushing of eros from life as an ailment that specifically afflicts Western thought. He does not discuss in this book the work of Aquinas, so it is not clear whether he would include Aquinas as a representative of the impoverished “truth-first” approach to ethics; but it is not uncommon for Orthodox thinkers to lay a good part of the blame on Aquinas’s shoulders for what they call Western rationalism. In any event, Patitsas does not appeal to Aquinas as a source for his proposal of a “beauty-first” approach. What I would like to do in these brief reflections is to suggest that he could have drawn on Aquinas, though to do so admittedly requires reading Aquinas in a somewhat unfamiliar way.[footnoteRef:2] There are a number of reasons I think it is worthwhile to make this suggestion: not only would it show that Orthodox and Catholic thought are not opposed to each other, but share the classical tradition, even if they tend to emphasize different aspects of that tradition; it would also promise to introduce a conceptual clarity that is sometimes lacking in the more spiritually or mystically inclined East. Perhaps most of all, at least to my mind: if this suggestion can be justified, it would open up a relatively new way of thinking about Aquinas’s own interpretation of human action. [2:  I have made arguments for the essential connection between beauty and love through a kind of “reading between the lines” of Aquinas in “Love and Beauty: The ‘Forgotten Transcendental’ in Thomas Aquinas,” Communio: In- ternational Catholic Review (Summer 2017): 334—56, and Love and the Postmodern Predicament: Rediscovering the Real in Beauty, Goodness, and Truth (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2018), 85—117.] 

My argument will be rather simple. I will first recall, and elaborate, Aquinas’s claim that love lies at the foundation of all human activity without exception. This claim can be demonstrated directly on the basis of Aquinas’s own texts. Second, I will propose that love ought to be interpreted most fundamentally in relation to beauty as distinct from the good. This is a more speculative claim. Although Aquinas does indeed gesture toward this interpretation, he much more evidently and frequently presents love in connection with the transcendental property of goodness. I will thus offer reasons to think that connecting love specifically with beauty offers a more satisfying account of human action, even on Aquinas’s own terms. In other words, I am going to argue that this is the way we ought to interpret Aquinas, even if it cuts against some of Aquinas’s explicit statements and clearly against the most common view of his thought. Finally, in light of Patitsas’s book, I will reflect briefly on some of the implications of this proposed interpretation, namely, that love lies at the foundation of all human action, and that beauty lies at the origin of love, showing that Aquinas does indeed offer his own version of a “beauty-first” approach to ethics, which could bear fruit in our contemporary context.
1. Love as the root of all action
Aquinas treats love in questions 25—28 of the Summa’s Prima secundae. This is love specifically as amor, as the natural human passion, as distinct from caritas, which is the theological virtue, love specifically as a divine gift of the Father in Christ through the Holy Spirit.[footnoteRef:3] I will be making amor the focus here, since we are discussing the nature of human action in general (though it would be fascinating, in another context, to think through the distinctively supernatural dimension of the matter). [3:  Aquinas’s “Treatise on Charity” can be found in the Secunda secundae, questions 23 —27. See also the Quaestiones disputatae de virtutibus, question 2, articles 1—13.] 

There are three things that I want to highlight from this extraordinarily rich section of the Summa, things that will more or less place on the table what is essential about love with respect to the argument we will be making. First, I note that the discussion of love occurs in Aquinas’s treatise on the passions,[footnoteRef:4] and indeed in the opening pages of that treatise. This location of his discussion of love is significant for several reasons. Aquinas in fact defines love specifically as a passion, which is to say it is something we undergo rather than something we first do: passion comes from patior, meaning “to undergo” or “to suffer”; it is directly related to the word “passive,” which indicates a receptive event rather than an action.[footnoteRef:5] One frequently hears it said that love, for Aquinas, is essentially “willing the good of another,” but this is not in fact Aquinas’s view. He distinguishes love from benevolence, which literally means willing the good of another, by saying that love includes goodwill, but adds to this a bond of affection.[footnoteRef:6] Love is not in the first place an action, but a state of being—a condition we undergo, from which action subsequently proceeds. We do of course will the good of another in love, but love is more than this act of will, as we will see in a moment. Another thing to point out about Aquinas’s characterizing love as a passion is that the passions involve both the body and soul operating together.[footnoteRef:7] As distinct from the activities that stem principally from the body (like digestion) or the activities that stem principally from the soul as spirit, which is to say in its transcendence of the body (acts of the intellect and will),[footnoteRef:8] love involves both body and soul; the subject of the passions, like that of the sensations, is specifically the body-soul composite, the union of the two taken as one. To say that love is a passion is therefore to say that, in its human expres- sion, it implicates the whole of human nature at once. [4:  ST I-II, qq. 22—48.]  [5:  Aquinas writes that “the word passive is employed in its proper sense when something is received, while something else is taken away” (ST I-II, q. 22, a. 1).]  [6:  ST II-II, q. 27, a. 2: “To love, considered as an act of charity, includes goodwill, but such dilection or love adds union of affections.”]  [7:  In ST I-II, q. 22, a. 1, Aquinas argues that a passion is “in the soul,” but as a passion is so “only in respect of a bodily transmutation.”]  [8:  ST I, q. 97, a. 3: “we must observe that the rational soul is both soul and spirit. It is called a soul by reason of what it possesses in common with other souls—that is, as giving life to the body; whence it is written (Gn 2:7): ‘Man was made into a living soul’; that is, a soul giving life to the body. But the soul is called a spirit according to what properly belongs to itself, and not to other souls, as possessing an intellectual immaterial power.”] 

The second thing I wish to highlight in Aquinas’s treat- ment of love here is the definition he formulates. It consists in fact of a single word: complacentia.[footnoteRef:9] The typical English translation of this word is a bit misleading: “complacency,” in English, is some- thing negative; it means something like smug self-satisfaction. The Latin is different: complacentia means being pleased (placere) with (cum), in the sense that one experiences the other as a good in which one takes delight. The prefix, cum, can either be an intensifier (signifying a delight that is complete), or it can indicate a reciprocity: two beings take delight in each other. Support for this latter possibility is given by another word that Aquinas uses in this context to explain the experience, namely, coaptatio, which means a reciprocal adaptation of one thing to another.[footnoteRef:10] In love, the soul is rendered apt for the other, it is positively disposed to the other; the other is revealed in love as “fitting,” or “right.” Perhaps I didn’t know it before, but I now see: this (person or thing) is just what I wanted; it or he or she is perfect—for me! This is complacentia. As Aquinas puts it, in love, “the appetible object” (in Aquinas’s Latin, “appetite” means desire in general: the appetible object is the desired object[footnoteRef:11]) “gives the appetite . . . a certain adaptation to itself, which consists in complacency in that object.”[footnoteRef:12] So, this is the basic definition of love in Aquinas: com- placentia, in the sense of a positive disposition toward some object (whether a thing, or a person, or even an idea, or God): when I love some thing, I relate to it in a fundamental way as good, and indeed in some sense as specifically good for me. [9:  ST I-II, q. 25, a. 2 and ST I-II, q. 26, a. 2.]  [10:  ST I-II, q. 26, a. 2.]  [11:  Appetite is “something like a motion toward a thing” (ST I, q. 5, a. 4, ad 1); see also De veritate, q. 22, a. 1. This description derives from the etymology: ad (toward) and petere (to seek out). The motion itself Aquinas names desire, desiderium (ST I-II, q. 26, a. 2), which implies that appetite and desire are essentially the same.]  [12:  ST I-II, q. 26, a. 2.] 

The third thing I want to highlight from this discussion is the profoundly significant fact that Aquinas defines love not just as a passion, but as the first of the passions.[footnoteRef:13] All of the other passions that we experience presuppose the existence of the basic disposition of love. Aquinas mentions here the four principal ones from the classical tradition: joy, sadness, hope, and fear. We take joy in receiving what we love, we are sad when what we love is taken away; we hope to receive it again, and we fear losing it forever. Furthermore, as Aquinas explains, love is also more basic than the negative passions that stem from hatred, because, while every instance of hatred presupposes some basic love, the opposite is not true.[footnoteRef:14] I can love without hating anything (in- deed, this is the perfection we all aim for), but I cannot hate something unless I love something else.[footnoteRef:15] According to Aquinas, love, the positive disposition toward what is good, lies at the basis of all other experiences. To say that love is the first of the passions is to say that love characterizes our most fundamental relation to reality; everything else, every other relation, is, so to speak, a further specification of love, whether it be a positive or a negative specification. [13:  ST I-II, q. 25, a. 2.]  [14:  Ibid.: “The quest of a good is the reason for shunning the opposite evil.”]  [15:  ST I-II, q. 29, a. 2: “Nothing is hated save through being contrary to a suitable thing which is loved.”] 

On the basis of the preceding we can draw an initial conclusion. In the last article of his discussion of love, Aquinas asks “whether love is the cause of all that the lover does.” It seems to me that he saves this question for last because it allows him to sum up the glory of love and reveal its central place in human existence. The corpus of his response to this question is short and sweet: “Every agent acts for an end… Now the end is the good desired and loved by each one. Wherefore it is evident that every agent, whatever it be, does every action from love of some kind.”[footnoteRef:16] Note that this claim could not be any more absolute and unqualified. The question might seem to specify a certain group, lovers rather than non-lovers; but the ensuing response reveals that there is no agent anywhere that is not a lover, which is to say that nothing acts except as disposed to some good to be achieved. And the actions at issue are not some subset of an agent’s acts, but every action, by any agent whatsoever, whatever it might be. Though we cannot develop this point here, it is interesting to note that we are not talking only about rational agents, but all agents: everything that happens in the universe is an expression of love. This includes not only human beings, but animals, plants, and minerals, planets and stars, hot and cold, and so forth.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  ST I-II, q. 28, a. 6.]  [17:  One thinks here of the Canticle from the Book of Daniel: “Cold and chill, bless the Lord. / Dew and rain, bless the Lord” (Dn 3:26-90, at vv. 67 and 68).] 

2. Beauty as the cause of love
It will have been noticed that the texts I have cited from Aquinas speak of the good rather than of the beautiful. As I observed earlier, the standard interpretation of Aquinas classifies love in the order of the good, which is the order that pertains to the will, in distinction from the order of the true that pertains to the intel- lect. Love lies in the order of the good because it concerns the appetible dimension of the human soul, our inclination toward the good. For Aquinas, and indeed for the whole classical tradition, goodness is defined as “appetibility”: bonum est quod omnia appetunt.[footnoteRef:18] This standard interpretation of Aquinas has what seems to be a clear support that would settle all possible debate a priori: Aquinas begins his discussion of the causes of love, question 27 of the Prima secundae, by asking in the first article whether the good alone is the cause of love, and he affirms clearly in the corpus that it is. He specifically raises as an objection to this claim a classic text from Dionysius the Areopagite’s Divine Names, which states that the beautiful too is a cause of love. Yet Aquinas rejects this notion, arguing that “the beautiful is the same as the good, and they differ in aspect only.”[footnoteRef:19] It would thus seem perfectly evident that, if beauty is relevant to our understanding of love at all, it is only in an incidental sort of way: beauty is a cause of love only to the extent that it is identical with the good, but, presumably, not to the extent that it differs from the good. [18:  STI, q. 5, a. 1.]  [19:  ST I-II, q. 27, a. 1, ad 3.] 

I want to propose that this inference is mistaken. Aquinas’s definition of love, I believe, itself compels us to place beauty at the center of love. It is not yet clear to me whether the argument I will sketch out here has the force of logical necessity; I will content myself with saying it is an argument based on fittingness. Yet I would add that the fittingness is so powerful as to be virtu- ally inescapable.
Why beauty? It is not only because beauty is the essential principle of love for the whole classical neoplatonic tradition, beginning with Plato’s incomparable meditations on love and beauty in the Symposium and the Phaedrus (a tradition, incidentally, to which Patitsas appeals); it is also because Aquinas’s texts themselves point in this direction, however much this has been overlooked by commentators. One of the reasons the claim is so compelling is that it is so simple and obvious. In his response to the Dionysian objection just mentioned, Aquinas distinguishes beauty from goodness by saying that “beauty adds to goodness a relation to the cognitive faculty: so that good means that which simply pleases the appetite; while the beautiful is something pleas- ant to apprehend.”[footnoteRef:20] So, beauty is goodness specifically as ap- prehended. But significantly, in the very next article, Aquinas asks whether knowledge is the cause of love, and responds thus: “I answer that, as stated above, good is the cause of love, as being its object. But good is not the object of appetite, except as apprehended.”[footnoteRef:21] Let us pause here: given what Aquinas just said a paragraph earlier, we can translate this claim as stating that “good is not the object of the appetite, except as beauty.” If we make this substitution, are we reading too much into the text? Not at all. Aquinas continues in his exposition thus, “And therefore love demands some apprehension of the good that is loved.” What is the good qua apprehended? It is, again, beauty. “For this reason,” Aquinas goes on to say, “the Philosopher says that bodily sight is the beginning of sensitive love.”[footnoteRef:22] He is referring here to a pas- sage in the Nicomachean Ethics in which Aristotle writes, “The pleasure of the eye is the beginning of love. No one falls in love without first being charmed by beauty.”[footnoteRef:23] The pleasure of the eye is indeed just what Aquinas had described as the essence of beauty, which, we recall, “is something pleasant to apprehend,” referring specifically to seeing and hearing. And so Aquinas concludes, “in like manner the contemplation of spiritual beauty or goodness [contemplatio spiritualis pulchritudinis vel bonitatis] is the beginning of spiritual love.[footnoteRef:24] Accordingly, knowledge is the cause of love for the same reason as good is, which can be loved only if known.”[footnoteRef:25] Only if, he says: nisi. There is therefore no love of the good except as apprehended, or as contemplated—which is just to say that the good is the cause of love only as beauty. [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  ST I-II, q. 27, a. 2.]  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Nicomachean Ethics, IX, ch. 5, 1167a4—6. The preposition “by,” dia in Greek, is meant in a causal sense. Interestingly, Aristotle goes on to say, after the passage cited, “but one may delight in another’s beauty without necessarily being in love; one is in love only if one longs for the beloved when absent, and eagerly desires his presence.” We could say that love requires entering into the bond, and pursuing what was disclosed as beauty now also specifically as good.]  [24:  The word “beginning” that Aquinas uses here is principium, which is clearly meant in the sense of “principle” or “cause” (not simply “starting point”), in a manner that accords with Aristotle’s causal use of the preposition dia, which we just noted. That is, Aquinas is saying that beauty is the cause (principium) of the appetitive movement, and not merely the “first step” (principium) of the appetitive movement. ST I-II, q. 27, a. 2.]  [25:  Ibid.] 

I believe that our study of question 27 thus far already presents a decisive case for the role of beauty in love, but there is even more to be said in its favor. Let us return to the definition of love Aquinas had formulated in the previous question. As we saw, love is a complacentia, or coaptatio; it is a disposition of the soul toward a thing or a person as good. This disposition is not just a part of love; it is the very essence of love. Love is thus dis- tinct from both the desire that follows upon this being disposed, which Aquinas says implies a movement toward the good, and the joy that consists in resting in the good once attained: “The first change wrought in the appetite by the appetible object is called love, and is nothing else than complacency in that object; and from this complacency results a movement towards that same object, and this movement is desire; and last, there is rest, which is joy.”[footnoteRef:26] The complacency is not the movement or the rest, but the principle that enables both, and the principle is the event whereby an object “gives its form” to the soul. Love as complacentia, as coaptatio, is in other words the reception of the form of the beloved object into the soul, a form that renders the soul apt for the object in its real existence, thus enabling the soul to pursue that object. We might say that love inspires. As Plato put it, love gives the soul wings, elevating it so that it can approach its object.[footnoteRef:27] In the De malo, Aquinas says that, in love, the lover is transformed into the beloved;[footnoteRef:28] and this is possible only by receiving the beloved’s form into the soul. [26:  ST I-II, q. 26, a. 2.]  [27:  Plato, Phaedrus, 251b—d.]  [28:  De malo q. 6, ad 14.] 

As it turns out, in the beginning of the Summa, question 5, Aquinas defines beauty in its relation to the good in just these terms: the good, he says there, has the ratio finis, which is to say, it is of the intrinsic logic of goodness to be an end, a ter- minus or goal of appetite.[footnoteRef:29] In this respect, we ought to say that goodness corresponds specifically to desire and joy as it was just characterized. Both, after all, involve the end, either as that to which the soul moves or that in which it rests. But beauty does not have the ratio finis. Instead, it has the ratio formalis,[footnoteRef:30] which is to say, it is about form, the display of form.[footnoteRef:31] But it is precisely the relation to the good, not specifically as end, but instead specifically as form that distinguishes love from desire or joy. [29:  ST I, q. 5, a. 4.]  [30:  Ibid., ad 1.]  [31:  Indeed, one of the Latin words that gets translated as beauty is formositas, “formliness.”] 

As T.S. Eliot puts it, “Love is itself unmoving, / Only the cause and end of movement.”[footnoteRef:32] This means that love is nothing but the soul’s relation to beauty. To say this does not in the least require us to reject Aquinas’s claim that love disposes the soul toward the good; goodness and beauty, as transcendental properties, are not only inseparable from each other, but are identical in re. It only requires us to see that the disposing of the soul, which is love in its essence, is a function of beauty. It is precisely beauty—good- ness just insofar as it is apprehended, or in other words insofar as it communicates its form into the appetite of the beholder so as to render him apt for it—that disposes the soul to pursue a thing, qua good. All of which is to say that what specifically defines love is not goodness, but beauty. [32:  T.S. Eliot, “East Coker,” The Poems of T.S. Eliot, ed. Christopher Ricks (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015), 184. Cited in Thomas Pfau, The Word Unheard: Poetry and Theolcgy in Holderlin, Hopkins, Claudel, Eliot, forthcoming.] 

There is one last point I wish to make, drawing on the recent work of Daniel Parkinson,[footnoteRef:33] before concluding this section, because it will be important for our final observations. Aquinas defines the transcendentals goodness and truth as being perfective of the human soul: goodness perfects the appetite, or will, which is to say that it brings satisfaction, fulfillment, to our desire; and truth is perfective of the intellect, which is to say that it fulfills the mind, satisfies our desire to know. But what of beauty? There does not seem to be any specific spiritual faculty left over that would allow us to distinguish beauty from the other two transcendentals. It is worth noting that this seems to be one of the principal reasons beauty has always had an uncertain status in the thought of Aquinas, and why Thomists continue to debate the question whether beauty is a distinct transcendental property of being at all. To encapsulate in a nutshell a point that Parkinson works out in systematic detail through an analysis of a variety of texts in Aquinas, we might say that what distinguishes beauty as a transcendental property is precisely its not being perfective of any particular human faculty. Aquinas makes just this observation in the De veritate, when he distinguishes beauty from good- ness and truth.[footnoteRef:34] But this quality does not make beauty therefore imperfect; instead, it seems to me we ought to interpret this as highlighting the gratuity of beauty, the fact that it is a revelation of the perfection of the thing in itself, independently of whether it directly satisfies one of the faculties of my soul. [33:  Daniel Parkinson, “The Symphony of Beauty: The Transcendental Status of Beauty and Its Anthropological Significance in the Thought of Thomas Aquinas,” PhD diss., Durham University, 2025. See Parkinson, “The Implicit Transcendental: Beauty and the Trinity in the Thought of Thomas Aquinas,” The Thomist 87, no. 3 (July 2023): 415-49.]  [34:  In De veritate, q. 22, a. 1, ad 12, Aquinas explains that goodness adds the notion of perfectiveness to beauty, which implies that beauty does not feature that quality itself.] 

This quality of gratuity is affirmed in a central way above all in German aesthetics: there is something “disinterested” in the experience of beauty, which means, not that beauty is un- interesting, but that it lifts me out of my self-preoccupation. To see something as beautiful is to see it as good supremely in itself, without worrying in the first place about whether it is specifically good for me. I celebrate it; the world is better because this piece of music, this work of art, this person exists. It is good that you exist![footnoteRef:35] Just this fact makes me happy. But this is the very essence of love. [35:  This is of course the well-known line that sums up the essence of love according to Josef Pieper: Faith, Hope, Love (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997), 164, 170, 173.] 


3. Beauty as the wellspring of action

This last point brings us around to the theme with which we began, namely, Timothy Patitsas’s proposal of a “beauty-first” approach to ethics. Our argument has led us to see that this is precisely what is offered, in principle, by the thought of Thomas Aquinas. Let us put our claims together. “Every agent,” we have seen, “whatever it be, does every action out of love of some kind.” This is because love is the absolute first of the passions. We do not do any action at all unless we are moved to do that action, and what moves us is first of all the reception of form, which enters into our soul and gives it the capacity to pursue the desired good. Without first receiving form, the soul would be unable to act. But the appreciative reception of form is nothing other than the experience of beauty. To say that every action whatsoever springs from love is to say that all activity—not just human activity, incidentally, though this has been our focus here—is inspired by beauty. Beauty lies at the very foundation of human existence.
The implications of connecting action, love, and beauty could be pursued in dozens of different ways, though that of course far exceeds what is possible here. I actually think a person could spend the rest of his life just pondering this, and it would have been a wonderful life indeed! But I will just make three observations in closing. First, recognizing not only that every single human action arises out of love of some kind, but also to say that love springs from an encounter with beauty such as we have just described it, opens up what we can call an essentially “contemplative” dimension at the core of human existence, which we might otherwise tend to displace to the margins of our activity. It is not uncommon to think of human life as a tedious repetition of essentially the same series of activities: we first more or less passively register information, in a detached mode, and then we seize on some bits of that information to set off on one effort at gratifying one interest after another, in monotonous succession. This is the pragmatic reduction of existence that has become so familiar to us all. It has been encouraged no doubt by the Darwinist account of life as a struggle for survival, a struggle that has really no point beyond that survival itself. The most recent expression of this impoverished viewpoint is the reconception of human intelligence after the model of “AI,” which reduces intelligence to problem-solving calculations. Perhaps at the deepest root of this radical impoverishment of human life is a forgetful- ness of beauty. The point is not just that we fail to stop and ad- mire beautiful things from time to time, but that we do not think of beauty as centrally important, the ground on which we build our existence. The theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar judges the forgetfulness of beauty to be no small danger, warning that the soul that grows insensible to beauty finds itself unable to pray and eventually unable to love.[footnoteRef:36] A recollection of beauty would restore a contemplative dimension to life: beauty implies a kind of meaningfulness in which we can dwell, a meaningfulness that includes a robust affirmation, a recognition of value. To relate to the world most basically under the sign of beauty is thus radically different from the passive registration of information.[footnoteRef:37] Beauty is a revelation, which is dramatic and full of mystery. Moreover, as a matter of form in distinction from finality, it does not in the first place address itself, as I pointed out, to our appetite in the mode of self-interest. Instead, beauty is first of all a revelation of what is good in itself. Under the sign of beauty, the world presents itself most fundamentally as something to marvel at, something that provokes wonder and even awe, and if and when we pursue our interests in this world, we do so with an encompassing spirit of gratitude and reverence. Put differently, the “beauty-first” approach introduces a sense of gratuity, or gift, at the foundation of our experience. [36:  See Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1: Seeing the Form, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis, ed. John Riches (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), 18-19.]  [37:  On this, see my more extensive discussion in Schindler, Love and the Postmodern Predicament, 31—81.] 

We could get at the same insight by saying that such a conception of beauty as a wellspring of action introduces into the soul a fundamental disposition of festivity and playfulness.[footnoteRef:38] Remarkably insightful on this point is Friedrich Schiller’s set of letters published under the title, On the Aesthetic Education of Man. In this little book, he writes, “Man shall only play with Beauty, and he shall play only with Beauty.”[footnoteRef:39] In the presence of beauty, we feel liberated from the stress and anxiety of accomplishing, or failing to accomplish, one external purpose or another, and we gather ourselves as a whole (remember: love, as a passion, concerns body and soul precisely together in their unity) in a time of celebration and affirmation. Rather than seeing this spirit as an exception to the seriousness of human life that relentlessly persists in demanding our attention, we should recall it at the center of our lives: we are most fully human when we gather together in celebration.[footnoteRef:40] And if the direct occasions for celebration are episodic rather than constant, it nevertheless remains the case that something of this spirit belongs at the root of everything we do: every agent whatever it be does every action through the inspiration of beauty. If beauty is first, the playfulness it inspires will suffuse the whole. [38:  See Josef Pieper, In Tune with the World: A Theory of Festivity, trans. Richard and Clara Winston (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999).]  [39:  Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man, trans. Reginald Snell (Mineola, NY: Dover Books, 2004), 80.]  [40:  For an outstanding reflection on this point, see Erik van Versendaal, “Reason for Being: Festivity, Perfection, and the ‘Very Good,’” Communio: International Catholic Review 44 (Fall 2017): 502—58.] 

Second, because, as we have seen, beauty is essentially a matter of form, rooting human action in beauty makes form more centrally relevant to human action than we might other- wise have realized. What does it mean to make form central to human action? At the outset, I mentioned Patitsas’s observation that, when we think of ethics, we tend to think more or less narrowly about determining which discrete acts are morally right and which are morally wrong. While this is not problematic in principle—indeed, it is crucially important for us as human beings, and especially as Christians, to know what is right and what is wrong—such a restriction leaves a great deal of our lives out of consideration. The moments in which we face a dilemma, when we have to make a serious decision about some moral matter, are—fortunately!—relatively rare. The temptation is therefore to think that the great majority of things we do in a day-to-day sort of way are essentially indifferent with respect to ethics. But when the ancient world asked, with great existential seriousness, “What is the good life?” “What does the good life look like?” it was not asking simply for a list of evil actions that ought to be avoided. Instead, the ancients were asking about how to live excellently, in a manner that represented the pursuit of an idea. The word for good in this ancient context, incidentally, is kalon, which is in many cases better translated as “beautiful.” The ancient world sought to live a beautiful life—a life built on and toward the beautiful. Such a life was not only a matter of moral effort, but sought to make radiantly manifest what was best and truest in human existence. Indeed, by calling his great encyclical on morality Veritatis splendor, John Paul II intended to affirm this view of the moral life as a life of resplendent beauty, for this is what beauty is: the splendor of truth.
What becomes most relevant from this perspective is, again, not in the first place the moral value of one discrete act or another. Instead, more positively, what stands out as a matter of fundamental importance is the order of life, how we organize existence, which includes the outward manifestation in culture.
For example, from a “beauty-first” perspective, we realize the significance of the life of the home: the rhythms that constitute that life, the forms we give to the way we live together, the daily rituals and traditions of the family meal, of chores, of praying together and preparing for bed, of the celebrations of special events, of the way we follow the seasons, and especially those of the Church, and so forth. For another example, a beauty-first approach to work, and the economy, would implicate in extremely concrete ways the organization of the aspects of work; the way we relate not only to other people, but to the natural world; the realities that inspire us and shape our imagination; and the common goods we pursue, even at the cost of more immediate necessities. It is possible to imagine an approach to work that is entirely formless, that is cynically pragmatic and driven only by pure self-interest, and that nevertheless does not directly and explicitly offend any particular moral principle. Such a way of working may not be “immoral,” but it is nevertheless not part of the good life in the more traditional sense. The point is not in the end to have someone say of us (to quote Eliot again), “Here were decent godless people: / Their only monument the asphalt road / And a thousand lost golfballs.”[footnoteRef:41] By recovering a sense of the primacy of beauty, we can see that ritual is fundamental to proper human existence, and that ritual inevitably has a religious depth. This allows us to grasp a bit better what St. Paul meant when he said, “Whatever you do, whether eating or drinking, do all for the glory of God” (1 Cor 10:31). Christian life is more than a “moral” life. It is a life that tends toward liturgy and celebration in all its dimensions, even outside the Church. To borrow a phrase from Isak Dinesen’s marvelous short story, “Babette’s Feast,” we ought to recognize “the world [as] not a moral, but a mystic, concern.”[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Eliot, “The Rock,” 162, cited in Pfau, The World Unheard.]  [42:  Isak Dinesen, “Babette’s Feast,” in Babette’s Feast and Other Anecdotes of Destiny (New York: Vintage, 1988), 32.] 

Finally, a beauty-first approach recovers a sense of life as a great adventure. To say that love is the foundation of all action, and beauty is the foundation of all love, is to say that the whole of our existence is meant to have the character of falling in love: to be human is to be disposed to fall in love with reality, to be struck by the beauty of the things of this world and thus, through the wound it opens in our heart, to be drawn into reality, to want to penetrate to the deepest essence of things, and be surprised ever anew by grace upon grace (charin anti charitos: Jn 1:16). The reason beauty essentially takes us by surprise, why it therefore never ceases to inspire us to wonder, is that it does not simply present an end, a purpose, that fulfills a need that is already there. Instead, it transforms us, as Aquinas said: it introduces a new form into our soul, which inspires a new desire and a new capacity to follow it out. To recall Plato’s image, it gives the soul wings, which lift it beyond the mundane self-preoccupation into which we are regularly tempted to re-enter. Life becomes a genuine drama, in the best sense of the word. And because the beauty that gives the soul wings is not just a rare experience at peak moments in our life, but lies, however hiddenly, at the very core of things, at the origin of absolutely everything we do—“every agent, whatever it be, does every action out of love of some sort”—this adventure can gather up the whole of our existence, and give us a profound sense of meaning.
I mentioned in passing at the beginning of this es- say that a great deal of the psychological, social, and cultural problems that face us today might in fact be caused most basically by our having lost the capacity to experience life as an adventure. We have seen that this capacity depends in part on our recollecting the central place of beauty in our lives as the wellspring of all our action. And I hope to have shown that, to recover this sense, we do not need to abandon the West in order to draw on the treasures of the Eastern Christian tradition, great as these treasures most certainly are. We possess indeed a treasure at the center of our tradition, namely, the wisdom of Thomas Aquinas. 
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