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A Companionship of Caritas

Friendship in St. Thomas Aquinas

Jeanne Heffernan Schindler

“When friendships were the noblest things in the world,” Jeremy
Taylor observed, “charity was little.”! So begins Gilbert Meilaender’s
thoughtful examination of the. theological significance of friendship.
Meilaender features Taylor’s observation because he thinks it captures
an important shift in Western culture, specifically the shift from a clas-
sical period in which friendship commanded a high degree of respect
and attention from statesmen and philosophers alike to a modern
period in which friendship has a much-reduced place, meriting little at-
tention from intellectuals. Rather than claiming a central place in politi-
cal and moral philosophy, friendship has been relegated to the private
sphere, becoming so much sentimental grist for the commercial mill.
How did such a state come to pass? Meilaender offers a few sug-
gestions. The modern world, he notes, is one increasingly focused
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140 a Jeanne Heffernan Schindler

on work. The categories of the working world dominate our self-
understanding, and we, unlike the ancients, are far more apt to identify
ourselves with our occupation than with our circle of friends. The
modern world is also marked by an extraordinary mobility, partly de-
manded and reinforced by the pressures of the workplace. We go where
the jobs are. Such a setting, Meilaender observes, is hardly hospitable to
cultivating the kind of friendships cherished by the ancients, which
only develop through time spent together. Friends, Aristotle reminds
us, must eat the required pinch of salt together.?

Yet for Meilaender economic changes alone cannot account for the
decline of interest in friendship. Philosophical changes also play a role.
He notes that the preoccupation of modern ethics, so dominated by
Kant, is with obligations. In such a schema, friendship, which Meilaen-
der calls “a personal bond entered freely and without obligation,”
finds no place. '

Most relevant for our purposes, however, is Meilaender’s claim that
theological factors share in the responsibility for the displacement of
friendship. Citing Taylor’s observation again, Meilaender appeals to a
New Testament passage that lends it support. Jesus did say to the disci-
ples, “If you love those who love you, what reward have you? ... And if
you salute only your brethren, what more are you doing than others?”
(Matthew 5:46-47). For Meilaender this text reveals the general tendency
in Christian thought for philia to be superseded by agape.

That this shift should occur is no mystery, given what Meilaender takes
to be the fundamentally different character of the two. Agape love is non-
preferential, like the love of the Father who sends the rain on the just and
the unjust, whereas philia is precisely “a preferential bond in which we are
drawn by what is attractive or choiceworthy in the friend.”* Moreover,
philia is a bond marked by reciprocity, while agape extends even to our
enemies. The love of agape is not only broader in scope than philia, it is
also more constant. The bond of friendship can change, but agape should
reflect God’s enduring faithfulness to the covenant.

The tension Meilaender describes is the starting point for this essay,
which seeks how friendship is regarded in Thomistic theology. Mindful
of Jeremy Taylor’s charge (“When friendships were the noblest things
in the world, charity was little”), I will focus attention on one question:
Does Christian charity eclipse friendship? To consider this question in
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the context of Aquinas’ encounter with Aristotle seems especially
promising, for on the one hand, in Aristotle we find a supremely high
estimation of friendship, and on the other, in Aquinas we find a cele-
bration of charity as the highest theological virtue.

Friendship in Aristotle

Before examining Aquinas’ discussion of charity, we should recall Aris-
totle’s extensive treatment of friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics.
From the very start of book 8 we are impressed with the seriousness of
the topic, as Aristotle calls friendship “most necessary for our life”
(Ethics, 1155a2), noting that “no one would choose to live without
friends even if he had all the other goods” (Ethics, 1155a5-6). Rich and
poor, powerful and weak, young and old—all stand in need of friend-
ship. Yet friendship is not only a necessary thing, but also a fine thing,
having to do with love.

As Aristotle observes, we love a variety of objects, for instance, what
is pleasant, useful, and good. And each of these characterizes a type of
friendship. “[F]riendship,” he maintains, “has three species, correspon-
ding to the three objects of love” (Ethics 1156a5). What they have in
common is “reciprocated goodwill” (Ethics, 1155b34). Each species of
friendship involves conscious, “mutual loving” (Ethics, 1156a5) and the
wishing of goods one to the other.

While they enjoy certain commonalities, the three species of friend-
ship are not equal in quality. Those who love for utility love the other
not for his own sake or in himself, but for the sake of some good he
provides. Older people with a keen eye for what is useful are especially
inclined to this sort of relationship. Likewise, friendships of pleasure
are grounded not in the partners themselves, for themselves, but in the
pleasure each takes in the other. Young people, motivated principally
by their feelings, are prone to this sort of relationship.

Now while Aristotle classifies friendships of utility and pleasure as
friendships, he contends that they are incomplete. Their limitation and
fragility is not hard to recognize, for what is useful or pleasant to a
person changes, sometimes rapidly; hence the raison d’étre of the bond
disappears. To call these relationships “friendships,” Aristotle explains,
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is to do so by way of similarity. They partake to some degree in. the
character of the highest form of friendship, the friendship of the virtu-
ous, which is at once useful, pleasant, and good. .

True friendship for Aristotle is a rare and precious thing. Its rarity
stems from the fact that it can only be found among the virtuous—
virtue itself is rare—and from the fact that it requires face-to-face com-
panionship over time. (As Aristotle reminds us, “Though the wish for
friendship comes quickly, friendship does not” [Ethics, 1156b32].) At
the heart of complete friendship, that is, “the friendship of good people
similar in virtue” (Ethics, 1156a7), is reciprocated goodwill “for each
other’s own sake” (Ethics, 1156b10). This provides the stability lacking
in friendships of utility and pleasure: a true friend loves the otl%e.r in
himself, not conditionally. And he does so from a firm disposition;
“loving,” Aristotle is quick to point out, “would seem to be a feeling,
but friendship is a state” (Ethics, 1158b30). But while the hallmark of
this bond, unlike the others, is a common life of virtue based in deci-
sion, complete friendship is also pleasant and useful. Good people, Aris-
totle insists, are good and advantageous and pleasant in themselves and
for the other. It is no wonder that such a form of friendship s highly
praised and is desired even by “blessedly happy people [who want for
nothing]” (Ethics, 1157b22).

Friendship in the Christian Dispensation

Now in the terms of the Gospel, Christians should be accounted the
most blessed of all. But if Meilaender’s initial suggestion is right, there
would seem to be little room for friendship, at least as classically un-
derstood, in the life of beatitude. Charity eclipses philia. Meilaender’s
observation finds support in various Christian writers throughout the
ages, from the New Testament to the modern period. As David Kon-
stan argues in his survey of carly Christian texts, the classical concep-
tion of friendship, if endorsed at all by antique Christian writers,
underwent significant modification. That the elevated status of f::iend—
ship found in Rome and Greece would lose its place of prim.acy m.thc
early Christian period is anticipated by the fact that friendship receives
relatively little attention in the New Testament—recall, by comparison,
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Aristotle’s and Cicero’s extensive treatment of the topic. Noting the
rarity of the terms philo and philia in these texts, Konstan observes that
“the Christian writers themselves place small emphasis on friendship
among the faithful.”® Instead of appeals to friendship to characterize
the distinctive bonds between the followers of Christ, the Scriptures
draw on familial and kinship metaphors; the disciples are brothers to
one another, adoptive sons of the Father. Such usage abounds in both
the gospels and epistles. In one of the post-resurrection narratives, for
instance, John recounts Jesus’ instruction to Mary Magdalen: “Do not
hold on to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to
my brothers and tell them, ‘I am returning to my Father and your
Father, to my God and your God’” (John 20:17). The motley crew as-
sembled by Jesus, including such unlikely associates as tax collectors
and sinners, fishermen and a Pharisee, becomes a family, united by their
common adoption by the Father—they have received “the Spirit of
sonship” —and their fraternal bond to Christ.® Thus, the early Chris-
tian community employed familial terms far more often than the lan-
guage of friendship to describe relations among the followers of Jesus.
Konstan suggests several reasons for this choice, evident not only in
the biblical texts but also in antique Christian writings up to the fourth
century. First, he recalls that the sine qua non of classical friendship was
equality —and this of several kinds. In the era of the city-states, Konstan
observes, friendship was understood to obtain among men of equal
social standing, participants together in the democratic life of the polis.”
Friendship, in other words, presupposed citizenship and its activities.
More importantly, however, the great distinguishing mark of friendship
was equality in virtue. As is clear in Aristotle’s description of the most
complete friendship, friends are men who have attained that rare and es-
timable condition of character, aréte. In such men one finds an internal
harmony among the parts of the soul; reason is at the helm, directing the
will and cultivating the proper passions. Possessed of such inner order,
they engage the world oriented by a firm disposition toward goodness
and a correspondingly strong will to choose it.* Only men of such high
character, whom Aristotle describes as friends of themselves (Ethics,
116622, b28), are fit for complete friendship. In these relationships alone,
unlike friendships of utility or pleasure, “reciprocal regard for the virtue
of the other is what excites the amicable feelings in each of the parties.”
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According to Konstan, for many early Christian writers this mutual
regard for one another’s excellence at the heart of classical friendship ran
contrary to the great Christian virtue of humility. Surveying a set of texts
from Paulinus of Nola, which Konstan considers typical of a main
stream in Patristic thinking, he observes that Paulinus most often substi-
tuted Christian caritas for amicitia when characterizing his relationship
to other believers. For Konstan, this stems from Paulinus’ humility; he
canpot assume the role of friend in the classical sense, for his modesty
prevents his claim to equality in virtue with his peers, let alone those
more advanced in the Christian life. When writing to Augustine’s com-
panion Alypius, for instance, Paulinus begins his letter with the follow-
ing address: “To his lord, deserving and honored and most blessed, father
Alypius, from the sinners Paulinus and Therasia.”® Paulinus thus char-
acterizes the relationship as that between saint and sinner and exhibits a
kind of self-effacement that would be foreign to the terms of classical
friendship; hence his appeal to a different kind of response from
Alypius—namely, one resembling the gratuitous love of God, agape, not
a gesture of friendship based on a positive assessment of the other’s
virtue. Taking Paulinus’ texts as illustrative of an important current in
carly Christian thought, Konstan contends that Christian humility “dis-
rupts the classical ideal of friendship based on a consciousness of virtue”
and concludes that, in turn, “Christians writing in this vein present them-
selves to one another not as friends and equals, but as brothers united in
the body of Christ, thanks to their common faith.”!!

The tension between philia or amicitia and agape underscored by
Meilaender finds evidence in early Christian texts, but it is not limited
to this period. A brief look at Seren Kierkegaard will suffice to show
that this tension endures into the modern period, though different di-
mensions of the tension are accented. As Paul Waddell points out, the
problematic feature of classical friendship for a thinker such as
Kierkegaard was not its basis in equality of social standing or excel-
lence; rather, it was the preferential character of such love that most dis-
tinguished it, indeed separated it, from Christian love. Celebrated by
pagans, philia belongs to a world unenlightened by Gospel truth; hence
it remains worldly and earth bound, in dramatic contrast to the sublim-
ity of Christian agape. As Kierkegaard declares, “Christianity has
thrust erotic love and friendship from the throne, the love rooted in
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mood and inclination, preferential love, in order to establish spiritual
Fove in its place, love to one’s neighbour.”? Everything about philia—
its origin, nature, and end—stands in opposition to Gospel love.
Rooted fundamentally in self-love, friendship rests on attraction to a
particular person deemed worthy of one’s attention and affection; it is
by its nature preferential and exclusive and serves to benefit the self.
“Consequently,” Kierkegaard insists, “Christianity has misgivings
about erotic love and friendship because preference in passion or pas-
sionate preference is really another form of self-love. . . . Therefore,” he
continues, “what paganism called love, in contrast to self-love, was
preference. But if passionate preference is essentially another form of
self-love, one again sees the truth in the saying of the worthy father,
‘The virtues of paganism are glittering vices.”” As Waddell summa-
rizes, friendship is thus conceived as erotic, preferential, selfish, and ex-
clusive, whereas agape is spiritual, obedient, other-regarding, and
inclusive. With Christianity, there dawns a new kind of love that for-
ever eclipses that most celebrated of pagan relationships.

Friendship in St. Thomas Aquinas

Evidence from the New Testament, Patristic, and modern periods indi-
cates that Christian writers across the centuries have perceived a basic
and irreconcilable tension between friendship, at least as classically un-
derstood, and Christian love. Agape supercedes philia, which the an-
cients prized so highly. Yet, not all Christian thinkers have held such a
stark view. As David Konstan notes, while the substitution of caritas
and agape for amicitia and philia was common in the early Church and
Patristic eras, renowned Christian theologians, such as Gregory of
Nazianzus, John Chrysostom, Basil, and Augustine, favorably appeal
to the terms of classical friendship, transforming them in distinctively
Christian ways. This suggests that the soil of phili might not be inhos-
pitable to the root of Christian love as it might first appear.

A turn to the medieval period and an examination of Aquinas on
this point is illuminating and somewhat surprising, for we find in
Aquinas neither a rejection nor even a diminution of friendship; rather
we find friendship elevated and transformed by the order of grace. Itis
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elevated insofar as it takes on a supernatural character foreign to classi-
cal friendship, while it is transformed by divine power into a means of
enjoying eternal beatitude.

The first clue that indicates the enduring value of friendship in the
Thomistic schema is in Aquinas’ treatment of the passions of the soulin
the Prima Secundae Q. 26 of the Summa.!* Here we sce that friendship is
an important category for Aquinas, for it exemplifies a particular kind
of love. In contrast to concupiscent love or desire, which loves some-
thing or someone instrumentally, for the sake of something else, friend-
ship reflects what Aquinas calls the primary “movement of love™™
(directed only toward human beings and not to inanimate goods or to
animals, which by their nature serve human uses). In this primary
movement of love, we love someone, wishing good to him for his own
sake. Indeed, it is insofar as relationships display the second movement
of love, borne of concupiscence, that they defect from the love of friend-
ship. Clearly referencing Aristotle, Aquinas deems friendships of utility
and pleasure as defective in this way.

Having introduced the category of friendship, Aquinas proceeds to
describe it in quite favorable, even extravagant, terms. The friendship is
unitive, bringing lover and beloved together physically and umotional}?;
{riends enjoy the presence of the other and share in affection.' So inti-
mate s true friendship that it effects a “mutual indwelling” of persons, by
way of the apprehensive power and the appetitive power. On account a?':f'
the first, the beloved abides in the mind of the lover, who “strives to gain
an intimate knowledge of everything pertaining to the beloved, so as to
penetrate his very soul.”” On account of the second, the beloved dwells
in the affections of the lover, who wills the good of the beloved, takes
pleasure in his presence, and longs for him in his absence. Friendship,

then, entails the action of both the heart and the mind and is marked by a
particular kind of intensity—Aquinas calls it “zeal” —which “causes a
man to be moved against everything that opposes the friend’s good.”**

Now each of the characteristics described above might also be said
of Aristotelian philia. Indeed, Aquinas makes explicit his debt to the
Philosopher’s treatment of friendship numerous times throughout his
analysis, appealing to such texts as Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Poli-
tics, and Rbetoric. Thus, the preceding discussion shows only that
Agquinas is attentive to the category of friendship and considers it im-
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portant. I have yet to show what a distinctively Christian understand-
ing of friendship would be, or to put it differently, how charity in
Aquinas relates to {riendship.

Aquinas himself makes the link for us, and quite dramatically at that.
First, in II-11, q. 23 Aquinas appeals to a startling passage in the Gospel
of John, which serves as a counterweight to the Matthean text Meilaen-
der cites in which Christ seems to place the universality of Christian
charity in tension with the particular bonds of friendship (zgape over
against philia). By contrast, the Johannine passage, which is authoritative
for Aquinas on this question— “I will not now call you servants . . . but
my friends” (John 15:15)—indicates that human beings can, through the
theological virtue of caritas, enjoy a bond of friendship with God, the
very source of agape love. Aquinas puts it most straightforwardly when
he says, “charity s friendship.”'” Now one might suspect that he is using
the term “friendship” in an equivocal sense. But as if to head the objec-
tion off at the pass, Aquinas immediately invokes Aristotle’s definition of
friendship as that particular kind of love marked by mutually recipro-
cated goodwill for the sake of the other, communication, and fellowship.
Each of these conditions obtains—however imperfectly —in the friend-
ship of man and God in charity. As Anthony Keaty observes, Aristotle’s
categories of benevolence and communication furnish a taxonomical
scheme according to which Aquinas identifies the genus and species of
charity friendship.?® But when he identifies the substantial good shared
between friends in charity, Aquinas moves beyond Aristotle’s categories
onto qualitatively different ground.

To gauge how significantly Aquinas’ caritas transforms the Philoso-
pher’s philia, we must turn to Aristotle’s treatment of friendships be-
tween unequals. After noting that friendships resting on “superiority”
(1158b)—such as those between father and son, men and women, and
rulers and subjects—entail a proportional equality, he observes that
great disparities impede the formation or maintenance of friendship.
Among such disparities is that found between gods and men. So re-
moved from the human estate, the gods enjoy, in Suzanne Stern-Gillet’s
words, “complete autarky,” self-sufficiency to the highest degree.
Immune from fortune and appetitive desires, “the divine nature consti-
tutes its own, uniquely suitable, cognitive object.” Unlike human
beings who gain self-understanding through relationship to others, the
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divinities need no friends: “divine autarky is total.”?' Not surprisingly,
Aristotle proceeds to question whethera friend really V\:’i.ShCS the great-
est good, namely, to be a god, to his fellows, since © [_.1f he becomes a
god), he will no longer have friends” (1 159a8-9). Betwixt goc! -.m‘d man
is affixed an unbridgeable gulf—not even proportional equality is pos-
sible here; hence neither is divine—human friendship.”

Christian charity, by contrast, is precisely friendship between Govd
and man. How is such a thing possible when Aquinas, no less than Ari-
stotle, recognizes the radical disparity between the divine ar‘zd the
human? The answer lies in the action of the transcendent God himself.
Having created man in his own image, capable of knowledge an'_d Iove’:
God invites him into a communicatio, a sharing of “God’s beatitude,
what Paul Waddell describes as “the friendship love that is God, the
perfect love relationship that is Trinity. iy Human.beir?gs are by nature
incapable of effecting such a relationship. As Aquinas insists:

Charity, as we have said, is our friendship for God arising from our
sharing in eternal happiness, which is not a matter of nrju:urai 1}00:!3
but of gifts of grace, according to St. Paul, “The free gift of God 1s
eternal life.” Consequently charity is beyond the resources of
nature, and therefore cannot be something natural, nor acquired by
natural powers, since no effect transcends its cause. Hence we have
it neither by nature, nor as acquired, but as infused b)': .[hc ‘Ho]‘iy
Spirit, who is the love of the Father and the Son; our participation in
this love . . . is creaturely charity itself.**

So gifted by grace, human beings are elevated by God’s‘p?wclr to a state
of actual similitude with God, ie., to a state of participation in the
blessedness of God’s own life.” God alone initiates charity friendship.
It is “the Holy Spirit,” Aquinas explains, who “constitutes us Gud.’s
friends, and makes Him dwell in us, and us dwell in Him.”f“ B!.ll.' t.hlS
friendship commences only when man freely accepts the divine invita-
tion. And it grows only as he becomes “the sort of person w ho emb.odles
God’s perfection,” that is to say, only as he becomes more |1k.€ Christ.”
It is in light of this primary friendship with God that Aquinas u}w.dﬂ—
stands human friendship for one another. Philia has thus been given a
new foundation; the source of friendship has been taken out of the
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bounds of the polis.® But while friendship finds its origins outside the
polis, according to Aquinas, it returns to it in a new way, for the super-
natural virtue of charity transforms every natural relationship. Recalling
Jesus’ articulation of the Great Commandment,? he explains that, “God
is the principal object of charity, while our neighbor is loved out of char-
ity for God’s sake.”® Christian friendship finds its source in God and its
sustenance in grace, but it extends beyond God to our neighbor. Human
friendships are not lost under the Christian dispensation. Making an ex-
plicit appeal to Aristotle’s definition, Aquinas takes care to note that the
Christian wishes good things for his friend, does good things for him,
takes pleasure in his company, and enjoys with him a communion of
sorrow and joy.>' What adds leaven to this list, however, is the character
of the goods he wishes for his friend, for the primary good he wishes for
his friend—one that informs all of the others—is not to be found in the
city. Itis the “fellowship of everlasting happiness.” Above all, heaven is
what we wish for our friends, and we foster this end in ways that evince
the distinction between classical and Christian friendship. For instance,
Aquinas notes that friends imbued with the love of charity share spiritual
goods with one another through the mystical connection they enjoy.
Through activities such as prayer and fasting, instruction in the faith, and
heroic material sacrifices, “the good of one is communicated to the
other.”? Such acts of caritas bear both temporal and eternal fruit, a fitting
yield for a natural relationship that, once elevated by grace, becomes “a
means of salvation for those involved.”*

We have seen how the source and end of friendship is transformed in
the Christian life, but for Aquinas its scope is also changed. Herein lies
the greatest challenge to the classical definition. Christians are com-
manded to love their enemies, but friendship presupposes reciprocal
goodwill. Mindful of this tension, Aquinas explains that friendship ex-
tends to a person in two ways. First and most directly, we love our vir-
tuous friend; second, we love those belonging to the friend, whether
virtuous or no. “Indeed,” Aquinas maintains, “so much do we love our
friends, that for their sake we love all who belong to them, even if they
hurt or hate us; so that, in this way, the friendship of charity extends
even to our enemies, whom we love out of charity in relation to God,
to Whom the friendship of charity is chiefly directed.”*> The circle of
friendship is dramatically extended.
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But is it so extended that the concept is stretched beyond rvec.ogni-
tion? Do we assume that Christians have to spend as much time in the
company of their enemies as they do with their friends? Must they h_ave
the same sentiments toward them? Is caritas blind to virtue a.md vice?
Aquinas sheds some light on these matters when he consule::'s L;w
question “Ought we to love one neighbor more than ant_z‘thcl?? The
recurring claim found in the three objections he entertains is from
Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine: Christia.ns are called to love all
men equally, Now some, he notes, interpret this to mean that we ought
to have the same inward affections, ties of the heart, to all men eq‘uaily,
including our enemies, but that for obvious reasons of‘human finitude,
we ought to confer more “outward favors” on those. with W.hOII‘l we are
most closely associated. Interestingly, Aquinas rejects this view and
vindicates particular attachments not only on account of the con-
straints of time and space, but also, it seems, in princi ple. He argucs that
“one’s obligation to love a person is proportionate to the gravity of the
sin one commits in acting against that love” and adds that “it is a more
grievous sin to act against the love of certain neighbors [such. as father
and mother], than against the love of others.” And so Aquinas con-
cludes, “[W1e ought to love some neighbors more than ot‘hefs.”“’ :The
universal scope of charity is not contradicted thereby, he insists, since
we love all men equally according to charity, that is, we wish l:.hcm all
the same good, eternal life. Butas to our beneficence, we have dlffl.'l‘t‘:ﬂ-
tiated obligations; there are “those to whom we ought to behave with
greater kindness.” .

For Aquinas this differentiation applies not only to our actions, but
also to our affections, which would seem to leave more room for ex-
pansion. Aquinas accounts for this by appealing to the particular way
in which the order of grace relates to the order of nature. Grace bull'ds
upon nature, for both the inclinations of grace and the nafural appetite
“flow from the Divine wisdom.”* As Robert Sokolowski expresses it,
friendship is “a natural substrate that can be elevated by grace into the
Christian theological virtue of charity. It is the point of contact be-
tween nature and grace.” Friendship is thus a “natural anticipation” of
the graced love of charity.?® And, for Aquinas, just as we are called to
express our love more intensely for some than for otln.:r:i, so too ought
“the affection of our charity” reflect the same proportion.*
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Aquinas’ treatment of friendship, then, provides some resolution of
the tension to which Gilbert Meilaender has alerted us. Friendship re-
tains a high place in the Christian life, but it has a new source, end, and
scope. Agape and philia mect in the companionship of caritas.

Political Meaning of Thomistic Friendship

As evident above, charity complements natural human love, a fact that
illustrates one of the central tenets of Thomistic theology cited earlier—
namely, grace builds on, not destroys, nature. Those ends that Aquinas
identifies as natural are not denigrated for being temporal; rather,
earthly happiness and the virtues requisite to it are given their due as re-
flective of God’s design of creation and providential care for man in
history."
In the Thomistic schema, the most auspicious context for achieving
such happiness is the polis; it is here that man can develop his moral
and intellectual faculties most fully. Political authority plays an indis-
pensable role in this development, for it attends to the character of its
citizens, employing law to habituate them in virtue so as to flourish as
human beings. Insofar as the statesman is concerned with the good of
his people, he enjoys a kind of friendship with them. As Aquinas de-
scribes in his Commentary on Avristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, a king
worthy of the authority vested in him acts not for his own interest “but
rather for the benefit of his subjects.”2 This other-regarding orienta-
tion is precisely what distinguishes a good regime from its corruption
and provides the basis for the friendship between ruler and ruled. Re-
flecting again on Aristotle’s account of political systems, Aquinas notes
that each form of government involves a type of friendship founded on
justice and that in the best regime, namely, kingship, there exists “a su-
perabundant friendship” between a king and his subjects as between a
benefactor and beneficiaries. “It is proper to a king,” Aquinas explains,
“to confer benefits on his subjects, for if he is a good ruler he takes care
that they perform good deeds, and strives to make his subjects virtu-
ous.” He continues, “Hence, inasmuch as he leads his subjects as a
shepherd his flock, he is even given the title. Thus Homer called King
Agamemnon shepherd of his people.”#
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Law is the most prominent staff of statesmanship for this shepherd.
It is an instrument by which he communicates concern for his flock; it
is, as it were, a means of expressing his friendship. Such a notion likely
sounds foreign, at best, to modern ears; at worst, it strikes us as clever
propaganda deployed by a ruling class. Schooled in the terms of liber-
alism and postmodernism and accustomed to viewing law through a
suspicious hermeneutical lens, we are apt to conceive of law as Thrasy-
machus cynically described justice: “the advantage of the stronger.”*

Aquinas disagrees. Though no stranger to unjust regimes and bad
legislation, he nevertheless insists, “Law is nothing else than an ordi-
nance of reason for the common good, promulgated by him who has
the care of the community.”* Self-interested statutes imposed by an
elite on a vulnerable public hardly qualify as law—in Augustine’s
famous formulation, “a law that is not just seems to be no law at all.”*
It is striking, in fact, to recognize the many ways in which Aquinas
thinks particular laws can deviate from their proper form. As he ex-
plains at length, laws may be unjust:

Either in respect of the end, as when an authority imposes on his
subjects burdensome laws, conducive, not to the common good, but
rather to his own cupidity or vainglory; or in respect of the author,
as when a man makes a law that goes beyond the power committed
to him; or in respect of the form, as when burdens are imposed un-
equally on the community, although with a view to the common
good. Such are acts of violence rather than laws.*”

Nor could such measures be considered acts of civic friendship.

By contrast, genuine law in its promulgation and reception is always a
reflection of civic friendship. Guided by reason, the ruler articulates an
ordinance designed to benefit the citizenry and promote the common
good; lawmaking is thus beneficent. Its beneficiaries, for their part,
reflect the friendly goodwill they have toward their sovereign by obey-
ing his just commands; in so doing, they not only honor the authority of
his office but also express friendship toward one another, since the law is
directed toward the good of the whole.*

As Aquinas notes in his Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics, the particular friendship citizens share—namely, “concord” or
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“political friendship” —entails a particular kind of agreement. It is not
agreement over speculative matters, but practical ones that rise to a cer-
tain level of importance. Aquinas explains that for Aristotle, “citizens
of a state are said to have concord among themselves when they agree
on what is useful, so that they vote for the same measures and work to-
gether on projects they consider for their interests.”*

Civic Friendship and Charity

But does the natural good of civic friendship relate to the supernatural
virtue of charity? It does and in several ways. Recall that for Aquinas the
particular grace of charity perfects temporal loves, including the bonds
between citizens. As Aquinas affirms in De Caritate, “[Clharity em-
braces in itself all human loves, those alone excepted that are supported
on sin. So that love for relations and fellow-citizens and companions
voyaging together or for anybody, however associated, can be from
charity and worthy of heaven.”® As Michael Sherwin explains, charity
has a special unifying effect among human beings, and when citizens are
bound to one another not only by a common political tie, but also by
charity, their civic communion is enhanced. In the first place, the individ-
ual endowed with charity enjoys an inner union of heart, mind, and will
that “is an invaluable asset to the community and safeguards its good,”!
for it enables him to promote peace in the community. In addition to fos-
tering tranquility, charity causes the citizen “to desire and actively pro-
mote the good of every other member of the community,” manifested
most clearly in the alacrity with which he exhibits the cardinal political
virtue of justice. Charity, for Aquinas, not only strengthens justice, but
perfects it, prompting the citizen to give his fellows their due “sponta-
neously and joyfully,” even adding “something in excess by way of liber-
ality.” The interior order of its citizens souls, animated by caritas, thus
profoundly affects the common good of the city.

That the bonds of civic friendship are assimilated for Aquinas into
the love of charity becomes more readily understandable when one
considers that he views life in political community as natural, an out-
growth of man’s God-given sociability. So, too, is political authority.
Aquinas rejects the view found in some strains of political theology



154 w Jeanne Heffernan Schindler

that government was simply remedial of sin, “a necessary evil,” as
Reinhold Niebuhr put it, “required by the Fall of man.”** To the con-
trary, Aquinas held political authority to be natural, part of the created
order from the beginning. As his treatment of the state of innocence
makes clear, both the welfare of individuals and the community would
have required the “office of governing and directing.” This seems im-
plausible to a modern audience accustomed to seeing political au-
thority primarily as an agent of coercion and punishment. For Aquinas,
though, the punitive function of government, made necessary by sin, is
secondary and accidental to its main function: ensuring the conditions
for the fullest moral, intellectual, and spiritual development of persons.
In other words, political authority is charged with care for the common
good.®
The directive function of this authority, for Aquinas, whether in
Eden or east of it, must always reflect God’s own design of creation
found in the eternal law. Human law, in other words, is derived from
the wisdom of God evident in the intelligible structure of the created
order and mediated to human consciousness by natural and divine law;
it ought to remain faithful to that order, for it is precisely the con-
formity of human law to the eternal law that furnishes its obligatory
force. “If they be just,” Aquinas insists, “{laws] have the power of
binding in conscience from the eternal law whence they are derived.”*
Thus, to recall the description of civic concord described above, the re-
ception of law by the citizens is a mark of their friendship toward their
governors, but it is more than that. Given that government is providen-
tially appointed for human perfection and that legislators share some
part of the divine activity of lawmaking, obeying human law can be
seen as a manifestation of charity, that is, of friendship with God.*” This
becomes more evident when we note that Aquinas recommends dis-
obedience of any law that is “opposed to the divine good,”*® whether
because it is idolatrous or offends some portion of the divine law.
Civic friendship on the part of the citizen, then, reflects the super-
natural virtue of charity insofar as it springs from his love of God and the
things God has ordained, including political authority and law. Yet, as
demonstrated earlier, friendship in the Christian dispensation finds its
origins from above and returns to the polis on a new footing; it is pre-
cisely this foundation that provides a standard for judging the limits of
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civil obedience. The friendship a man enjoys with God dictates the terms
of his friendship within the city, Since he “must obey God rather than
men,”* the requirements of charity supersede the claims of political au-
thority when it transgresses the divine law. But it is important 1o note
that the disobedience required in this instance is itself borne of friend-
ship, both for God and man: it is not anarchistic in inspiration. The
Christian citizen who disobeys such a law publicly testifies to friendship
with God and instructs his fellows in the right ordering of love,

While acts of genuine civil disobedience afford an opportunity for
this kind of witness and instruction, they are occasioned by a failure of
charity and civic friendship. Any law that opposes the divine good, for
Aquinas, is an affront to charity; the lawgiver has failed to respect the
dictates of the eternal, natural, and divine law. He has also offended
against charity in promulgating an act that jeopardizes the spiritual
welfare of his citizens, with whose good he has been entrusted. Now
for Aquinas the immediate direction of individuals to their eternal end
their ultimate good, is vouchsafed to the Church and its minister;
through the proclamation of the Word and the performance of the
sacraments.® But while the statesman does not directly govern the spiri-
tual life of his subjects, he should nevertheless advance it. At a mini-
mum, he should never enact a statute that would offend against the
divine law, but more is required. Prompted by charity to be concerned
about their ultimate end, he habituates his citizens in the natural
virtues, which enable them to live out the infused virtues with greater
case. He likewise prohibits those vices that would threaten their tem-
poral, as well as eternal, well being.¢' Civic friendship and charity re-
quire attention to both ends.

Caritas and a Companionship of Earthly and Heavenly Cities

As the preceding discussion makes clear, friendship retains an elevated
status within the political theology of Thomas Aquinas. Unlike other
Christian thinkers such as Kierkegaard, Aquinas denties an irreconcil-
able tension between philia and agape. The two converge, in fact, in the
virtue of caritas —the new foundation of friendship and the highest of
the Christian virtues. United in the bond of charity, Christians enjoy a
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tie of friendship with God that informs and infuses all of their other re-
lationships, including their political bonds. Mindful of their primary
friendship with God through which they love one another, Christian
citizens enjoy a distinctive kind of concord, desire and promote one an-
other’s good, and obey the just ordinances of their rulers as deriving
from God’s wise ordering of the cosmos. Christian rulers, in their turn,
govern in friendship with their subjects, taking care to promote not
only the temporal but also the eternal good of the citizenry. In the po-
litical theology of Thomas Aquinas, then, philia and agape have met in
the companionship of caritas that finds a home in both the earthly polis
and the heavenly city alike.
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