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Religious traditions are typically concerned not ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ┘ｷデｴ デｴWｷヴ ;SｴWヴWﾐデゲげ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ;ﾐS IヴWWS;ﾉ 

commitments, but also their lives considered in aesthetic terms. This aesthetic interest is apparent 

in, for instance, traditions of architecture, music, poetry and painting, and in the bodily disciplines 

associated with worship and other devotional practices. Given these traditions, it is natural to 

suppose that aesthetic experience is in some way important for spiritual well-being, and in turn for 

the lived practice of religion, and in this paper, I consider how that might be so. 

In the course of the paper, I shall discuss three accounts of the spiritual significance of aesthetic 

experience. Two of these perspectives I have taken from the recent literature in theological 

aesthetics, and the third I shall construIデが H┌ｷﾉSｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ Tｴﾗﾏ;ゲ Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSゲ ﾗa 

the infused moral virtues. This broadly Thomistic approach occupies, I shall argue, a middle ground 

between the other two, on account of its distinctive understanding of the role of theological context 

in defining spiritually significant goods. These perspectives are not mutually exclusive, but they do 

present rather different conceptions of the ways in which aesthetic goods can contribute to spiritual 

well-being, and provide a focus for religious practice. 

I HWｪｷﾐ H┞ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ Tｴﾗﾏ;ゲ Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSゲ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐa┌ゲWS ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲく I ゲｴ;ﾉﾉ 

then argue that this framework can be applied not only to moral goods, as Aquinas proposes, but 

also to spiritually significant aesthetic goods. 

1. Thomas Aquinas on the infused moral virtues 

Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲ ┘;ゲが ﾗa Iﾗ┌ヴゲWが a;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ Hﾗデｴ ┘ｷデｴ AヴｷゲデﾗデﾉWげゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa け;Iケ┌ｷヴWSげ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲが ゲ┌Iｴ 

;ゲ デWﾏヮWヴ;ﾐIW ;ﾐS Iﾗ┌ヴ;ｪWが ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴ Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐ デヴW;デﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa デｴW けｷﾐa┌ゲWSげ デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲ ﾗa 

faith, hope and charity.1 He affirms both traditions and, characteristically, he also seeks to integrate 

                                                           
1 TｴW け;Iケ┌ｷヴWSげ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲ ;ヴW ヮヴﾗS┌IWS H┞ ; ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ｴ;Hｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐが ;ゲ AヴｷゲデﾗデﾉW W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐゲ ｷﾐ デｴW 
Nicomachean Ethics, Book II. For instance, I can acquire the virtue of courage by repeatedly doing 
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them に in this case, by introducing a novel category, that of infused moral virtue.2 To see how 

Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSゲ デｴｷゲ I;デWｪﾗヴ┞が ﾉWデげゲ HヴｷWaﾉ┞ ﾐﾗデW デ┘ﾗ ヮ;ゲゲ;ｪWゲ from the Summa Theologiae. In 

these texts, Thomas is concerned, in turn, with the relationship of the infused moral virtues to the 

theological virtues, and with the connection between the infused moral virtues and the acquired or 

Aristotelian virtues. When first introducing the notion of infused moral virtue, he writes: 

The theological virtues are enough to shape us to our supernatural end as a start, that is, to 

God himself immediately and to none other. Yet the soul needs also to be equipped by 

infused virtues in regard to created things, though as subordinate to God.3 

On this account, the infused moral virtues share their teleology with the theological virtues, as God-

directed, but differ in their subject matter に since the infused moral virtues are concerned, in the 

aｷヴゲデ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWが ﾗヴ けｷﾏﾏWSｷ;デWﾉ┞げが ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ けIヴW;デWS デｴｷﾐｪゲげが ┘ｴWヴW;ゲ デｴW 

theological virtues are concerned directly, or immediately, with relationship to God. We can see, 

more exactly, why Aquinas finds the infused moral virtues of spiritual significance if we consider his 

account of their relationship to the acquired moral virtues. In the following passage, he is concerned, 

in particular, with the distinction between infused temperance and temperance as conceived by 

Aristotle, but it is clear that he intends this account to be generalisable to other infused moral 

virtues and their acquired counterparts. He comments: 

It is evident the measure of desires appointed by a rule of human reason is different from 

that appointed by a divine rule. For instance, in eating, the measure fixed by human reason 

is that food should not harm the health of the body, nor hinder the use of reason; whereas 

[the] divine rule requires that a man should chastise his body and bring it into subjection [1 

Cor 9:27], by abstinence in food, drink and the like.4 

Here, Aquinas distinguishes between two kinds of good. There is, first of all, the kind that is realised 

ｷﾐ ゲﾗ a;ヴ ;ゲ デｴW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ﾉｷaW ｷゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デW ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗W デﾗ デｴWｷヴ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾐ;デ┌ヴWく Tﾗ デ;ﾆW デｴW Wxample that 

Aquinas gives here, I can secure the good of bodily health in so far as my dietary habits are 

appropriate for a creature of my kind: one set of dietary habits of will be appropriate for me, 

                                                           

the courageous thing in situations of danger. The theological virtues, by contrast, depend directly on 

デｴW ;ｪWﾐI┞ ﾗa GﾗSが ;ﾐS ;ヴW ｷﾐ デｴｷゲ ゲWﾐゲW けｷﾐa┌ゲWSげく 
2 Fﾗヴ ; ｴWﾉヮa┌ﾉ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ HWデ┘WWﾐ Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲ ;ﾐS デｴ;デ ﾗa ｴｷゲ 
ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴｷI;ﾉ ;ﾐS デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ aﾗヴWHW;ヴゲが ゲWW Jﾗｴﾐ Iﾐｪﾉｷゲが けAケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ ‘WヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW AIケ┌ｷヴWS Mﾗヴ;ﾉ 
Vｷヴデ┌Wゲげが The Journal of Religious Ethics, 27 (1999), pp. 3-27. 
3 Summa Theologiae 1a2ae. 63. 3 ad. 2. Unless otherwise indicated, I am following the Blackfriars 

translation of the Summa Theologiae, ed. Thomas Gilby (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964-74). 
4 ST 1a2ae. 63. 4. 
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considered as a human being, and another for members of other species, and I realise the good that 

is the object of acquired temperance so far as my life is ordered by the first set of habits. But my 

habits of eating and drinking are also capable of realising another kind of good, where it is some 

theological truth, rather than my human nature, which provides the standard for the 

appropriateness of my practice. Given its original literary context, it is clear that in the passage from 

1 Corinthians that Aquinas cites here, Paul is concerned with the goal of sharing in the life of God in 

eternityく AﾐS Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲ;ﾉ ｷゲが デｴWﾐが デｴ;デ デｴｷゲ デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ デヴ┌デｴが IﾗﾐIWヴﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW けゲ┌ヮWヴﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ 

end of human beings, in the beatific vision, can provide a measure for human thought and conduct 

in the present, since our thought and conduct in the present can be assessed as more or less 

appropriate relative to this truth concerning our eschatological future.5 

It follows from this account that the infused moral virtues are targeted at a distinctive kind of good に 

not goods of the kind that are relative simply to our human nature, nor God-directed goods that 

IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ けｷﾏﾏWSｷ;デWげ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ GﾗSが H┌デ ｪﾗﾗSゲ デｴ;デ ;ヴW ヴW;ﾉｷゲWS ｷﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW 

material order, in so far as that relation proves to be fitting relative to our theological context. So the 

goods of the infused moral virtues have a hybrid character: they are world-directed に in this respect, 

they resemble the goods of the Aristotelian virtues に ;ﾐS ;デ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW デｷﾏW けゲ┌HﾗヴSｷﾐ;デW デﾗ GﾗSげが 

since they are concerneS ┘ｷデｴ デｴW Iﾗﾐｪヴ┌WﾐIW HWデ┘WWﾐ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾉS-directed activity and their 

relationship to God に and in this respect, they are like the theological virtues. In this way, the infused 

moral virtues serve as a kind of hinge, bringing together the Aristotelian virtues, whose subject 

matter they share, and the theological virtues, with which they share their teleology. So these 

virtues, and the hybrid goods at which they aim, have a special part to play in the spiritual life, by 

ensuring that world-directed forms of thought and activity can be integrated into relationship to 

God. 

We might wonder what makes a given world-SｷヴWIデWS ﾏﾗSW ﾗa ﾉｷaW けaｷデデｷﾐｪげ ﾗヴ け;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWげ ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗W 

デﾗ ゲﾗﾏW デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ﾐ;ヴヴ;デｷ┗Wく Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｷﾐa┌ゲWS デWﾏヮWヴ;ﾐIW ﾏｷｪｴデ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデ that the 

relevant relation is, broadly speaking, causal. In the passage from 1 Corinthians that Aquinas cites, 

Paul is developing an analogy between bodily and spiritual discipline, and we might infer that just as 

a regime of physical training can be deemed more or less appropriate according to whether it 

ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗Wゲ デｴW ;デｴﾉWデWげゲ ヮヴﾗゲヮWIデゲ ﾗa ゲ┌IIWゲゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ｪ;ﾏWゲが ゲﾗ SｷWデ;ヴ┞ ;HゲデｷﾐWﾐIW I;ﾐ HW ﾃ┌SｪWS ﾏﾗヴW 

                                                           
5 The text reads: 25Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a 

crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. 26Therefore I do not run 

like someone running aimlessly; I do not fight like a boxer beating the air. 27No, I strike a blow to my 

body and make it my slave [chastise my body and bring it into subjection] so that after I have 

preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize. (New International Version) 
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ﾗヴ ﾉWゲゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デW ;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┘ｴWデｴWヴ ｷデ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲWゲ デｴW ゲヮｷヴｷデ┌;ﾉ ヮヴ;IデｷデｷﾗﾐWヴげゲ Iｴ;ﾐIWゲ ﾗa ;デデ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ 

a けIヴﾗ┘ﾐ デｴ;デ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾉ;ゲデ aﾗヴW┗Wヴげく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ゲﾗﾏW ﾗa Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWゲ ｷﾐ┗ｷデW ; ヴ;デｴWヴ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ 

reading of the relationship between spiritual practices and the goods of the spiritual life. Let us take 

an example of this second kind. 

While Aquinas does not classify it as an infused moral virtue, neighbour love is at least a closely 

related case, since it is directed to the world (specifically, it concerns our relations to rational 

creatures) and at the same time ordered to relationship to God.6 In the following passage, Thomas is 

discussing the appropriateness of love for the angels. This might appear to be a somewhat arcane 

question, but the case he makes here is representative of what he says more generally about the 

grounds of neighbour love, so has a wider significance. He writes: 

the friendship of charity is founded upon the fellowship of everlasting happiness, in which 

ﾏWﾐ ゲｴ;ヴW ｷﾐ Iﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ;ﾐｪWﾉゲく Fﾗヴ ｷデ ｷゲ ┘ヴｷデデWﾐ ふMデく ヲヲぎンヰぶ デｴ;デ けｷﾐ デｴW ヴWゲ┌ヴヴWIデｷﾗﾐ 

ぐ ﾏWﾐ ゲｴ;ﾉﾉ HW ;ゲ デｴW ;ﾐｪWﾉゲ ﾗa GﾗS ｷﾐ ｴW;┗Wﾐげく Iデ ｷゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW W┗ｷSWﾐデ デｴ;デ デｴW aヴｷWﾐSゲｴｷヮ ﾗa 

charity extends also to the angels.7 

Here, Aquinas grounds the appropriateness of love for the angels in the truth that they will one day 

share with human beings in the beatific vision. So on this account, neighbour love proves to be 

fitting not because of its causal efficacy in bringing about a spiritually valuable state of affairs (such 

as the vision of God), but as a response to an already established truth concerning our eschatological 

future. We could record this point by saying that the appropriateness of neighbour love is more 

existential than causal. In the immediately following article, Aquinas notes that love of sinners is 

;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デW HWI;┌ゲWぎ けIﾐ デｴｷゲ ﾉｷaWが ﾏWﾐ ┘ｴﾗ ;ヴW ｷﾐ ゲｷﾐ ヴWデ;ｷﾐ デｴW ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ of obtaining everlasting 

ｴ;ヮヮｷﾐWゲゲげく8 Here too, the fittingness of neighbour love appears to be existential rather than causal に 

only the appropriateness of the relevant practices is now anchored not in the idea that we will one 

day share with other human beings in the beatific vision, but in the thought that we may do so. I 

shall not explore further why this relation of existential congruence should obtain in such cases, but 

a rough analogy would be provided by the case where my past friendship with a person, especially if 

that friendship ran deep, is taken to set certain constraints on how I am to treat the person in the 

                                                           
6 I ｴ;┗W ﾐﾗデ ﾏ;SW ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa デｴW けｷﾐa┌ゲWSげ Iharacter of the infused moral virtues, that is, their status as directly 

God-given, rather than as produced by way of some process of habituation, but it is also true that neighbour 

love shares the aetiology of the infused moral virtues. See ST 2a2ae. 24. 2, where Aquinas is discussing 

whether love of God is infused, and ST ヲ;ヲ;Wく ヲヵく ヱが ┘ｴWヴW ｴW ﾏ;ｷﾐデ;ｷﾐゲ デｴ;デ けｷデ ｷゲ ゲヮWIｷaｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW ;Iデ 
┘ｴWヴWH┞ ┘W ﾉﾗ┗W GﾗSが ;ﾐS ┘ｴWヴWH┞ ┘W ﾉﾗ┗W ﾗ┌ヴ ﾐWｷｪｴHﾗ┌ヴげが ｷﾐ デｴW BWﾐ┣ｷｪWヴ Bヴﾗゲ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐが ;┗;ｷﾉ;HﾉW ｴWヴWぎ 
http://dhspriory.org/thomas/summa/index.html, accessed 28 January 2017. 
7 ST 2a2ae. 25. 10く HWヴW ;ｪ;ｷﾐが I ;ﾏ aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ デｴW BWﾐ┣ｷｪWヴ Bヴﾗゲ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW デW┝デく Cｴ;ヴｷデ┞ ｴWヴW ｷゲ けI;ヴｷデ;ゲげが 
or what I am calling neighbour love. 
8 ST 2a2ae. 25. 11 ad. 2, Benziger translation. 

http://dhspriory.org/thomas/summa/index.html
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present, even if our friendship has now lapsed. Aquinas seems to be dealing with the future-

directed, eschatological, counterpart of this sort of case. 

Iﾐ ゲ┌ﾏが Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐa┌ゲWS ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲが ;ﾐS ﾐWｷｪｴHﾗ┌ヴ ﾉﾗ┗Wが ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ 

beings can realise various hybrid goods in their relations to the created world, providing that those 

relations are congruent with their theological context に and congruence or appropriateness in this 

context can be understood, I have been suggesting, in existential or in causal terms. Of course, in the 

texts we have been discussing, Aquinas is concerned with, broadly speaking, moral goods に goods 

that arise in so far as we treat other human beings, and our own bodies, appropriately. Next, I want 

to consider whether this framework can be extended to the case of aesthetic goods. If that can be 

done, then we will have a way of representing the contribution of aesthetic, as well as moral, goods 

to the spiritual life. 

2. Extending Aquinasげゲ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐぎ デｴW I;ゲW ﾗa HﾗSｷﾉ┞ SWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴ 

It is of course a requirement of neighbour love that, in relevant circumstances, I should act 

beneficently towards other human beings に and doing that will require, in the normal case, that I 

move my body appropriately. For example, if someone is thirsty, then I may be required to extend 

デｴWﾏ ; I┌ヮ ﾗa ┘;デWヴく AIIﾗヴSｷﾐｪﾉ┞が ｷa ┘W aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐt of the rationale for neighbour love, 

then we should say that, in the requisite interpersonal setting, the movements of my body can be 

assessed as more or less appropriate relative to theological context. In this sort of case, the 

requirements of neighbour love seem to be moral in character: if it is true that I will one day share 

with others in the beatific vision (or if it is simply possible that I will do so), then I am required to 

treat them beneficently, and in general with moral respect, here and now. But religious traditions 

also display another kind of interest in the movements of the body, one that is not simply, if at all, a 

question of the moral appropriateness of those movements. Think, for instance, of the 

iconographical conventions governing the representation of individuals of acknowledged sanctity, 

ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW B┌SSｴ; ﾗヴ Cｴヴｷゲデが ;ﾐS デｴW ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ｷゲ ;IIﾗヴSWS ｷﾐ デｴWゲW IﾗﾐデW┝デゲ デﾗ デｴW aｷｪ┌ヴWげゲ 

facial expressions and comportment. Here, the focus is not evidently on the moral efficacy of the 

HﾗS┞げゲ ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデゲく ‘;デｴWヴが ｷデ ゲWWﾏゲ デｴ;デ デｴW I;ゲデ ﾗa デｴW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ HﾗS┞が ﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ Iﾗ┌ﾐデWﾐ;ﾐIWが ｷゲ 

taken to signify their transparency to a divine or sacred order, rather than, directly, the quality of 

their moral or inter-personal relations. 

BﾗデデｷIWﾉﾉｷげゲ CWゲtello annunciation provides a helpful example of this wider phenomenon. In this 

ヮｷIデ┌ヴWが デｴW ｷﾐaﾉW┝ｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa M;ヴ┞げゲ HﾗS┞ ;ヴW W┗ｷSWﾐデﾉ┞ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS デﾗ Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デW ; aｷデデｷﾐｪ 
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;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ;ﾐｪWﾉげゲ ;SSヴWゲゲく9 And to the extent that the disposition of her body is 

indeed appropriate relative to this particular theological context, then her response will realise a 

good of the same structure as the goods of the infused moral virtues as Aquinas conceives them. But 

in this case, the relevant good is not evidently mﾗヴ;ﾉが ﾗヴ aﾗヴ デｴ;デ ﾏ;デデWヴ I;┌ゲ;ﾉぎ M;ヴ┞げゲ HﾗSｷﾉ┞ 

demeanour is not a response to the presence of any human being, nor is she trying to effect any 

change in her environment, whether of a morally significant or other kind. Instead, the disposition of 

her body rW┗W;ﾉゲ ｴWヴ ;デデ┌ﾐWﾏWﾐデ デﾗ デｴW デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デ デｴ;デ ｷゲ SｷゲIﾉﾗゲWS ｷﾐ デｴW ;ﾐｪWﾉげゲ ;SSヴWゲゲが 

and is fitting on these existential grounds. 

The examples I have cited so far に of depictions of figures such as Christ, the Buddha, or Mary に may 

suggest that this kind of interest in the disposition of the body extends only to spiritually remarkable 

individuals, or has relevance only in rather specialised contexts. But it is not difficult to find further 

examples, where the bodily demeanour of ordinary people, in unexceptional circumstances, is 

assigned the same kind of significance. Hence C.S. Lewis can write in these terms of the role of bodily 

demeanour in disclosing the けﾐW┘げ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷデ┞ ﾗa Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐゲぎ けTｴWｷヴ ┗Wヴ┞ ┗ﾗｷIWゲ ;ﾐS a;IWゲ ;ヴW SｷaaWヴWﾐデ 

from ours; stronger, ケ┌ｷWデWヴが ｴ;ヮヮｷWヴが ﾏﾗヴW ヴ;Sｷ;ﾐデくげ10 And while he does not address the point 

directly, it seems clear that Lewis takes this transformation in the bodily appearance of Christians to 

be appropriate not as a means to effecting some change in the world, but because this is a way of 

registering in bodily terms the sense of the Christian theological narrative: if a person subscribes to 

that narrative, then it is only right that they should greet the world, in bodily terms, in this spirit of 

quiet radiance. 

Similarlyが AヴｷゲデﾗデﾉW a;ﾏﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ﾐﾗデWゲ デｴ;デ け; ゲﾉﾗ┘ ゲデWヮ ｷゲ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ヮヴﾗヮWヴ デﾗ デｴW ヮヴﾗ┌S ﾏ;ﾐが ; SWWヮ 

┗ﾗｷIWが ;ﾐS ; ﾉW┗Wﾉ ┌デデWヴ;ﾐIWげく11 Here the focus is upon an interpersonal rather than theological 

context, but in this case too, a certain bodily demeanour is taken to be appropriate not because it is 

apt to bring about good outcomes, but as a way of registering the significance of the relevant 

IﾗﾐデW┝デぎ デｴW けｪヴW;デ ゲﾗ┌ﾉWSげ ﾏ;ﾐ ｷゲ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ ﾗa ゲ┌ヮWヴｷﾗヴ ;IIﾗﾏヮﾉｷゲｴﾏWﾐデゲが ;ﾐS ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ IﾗﾏヮﾗヴデﾏWﾐデが 

he enacts this truth about his capacity to manage his affairs on his own terms, and free from 

SWヮWﾐSWﾐIW ﾗﾐ ﾗデｴWヴゲく Oヴ ;ｪ;ｷﾐが ‘;ｷﾏﾗﾐS G;ｷデ; ｴ;ゲ ┘ヴｷデデWﾐ ﾗa デｴW けSWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴげ ﾗa ; ﾐ┌ﾐ ｷﾐ ｴWヴ 

ｷﾐデWヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ヮ;デｷWﾐデゲ ﾗﾐ ; ヮゲ┞Iｴｷ;デヴｷI ┘;ヴSが ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ H┞ デｴｷゲ けデｴW ┘;┞ ゲｴW ゲヮﾗﾆW デﾗ デｴWﾏが ｴWヴ 

f;Iｷ;ﾉ W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐゲが デｴW ｷﾐaﾉW┝ｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ｴWヴ HﾗS┞げく12 Oﾐ G;ｷデ;げゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデが デｴW ｷﾐaﾉW┝ｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW ﾐ┌ﾐげゲ HﾗS┞ 

                                                           
9 For an illustration of the painting, see https://www.virtualuffizi.com/the-cestello-annunciation-by-sandro-

botticelli.html, accessed 20 April 2017. 
10 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (Glasgow: William Collins, Sons & Co., 1944), p. 186. 
11 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, tr. D. Ross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), Book IV, Section III. 
12 Raimond Gaita, A Common Humanity: Thinking About Love and Truth and Justice (Melbourne: Text 

P┌Hﾉｷゲｴｷﾐｪが ヲヰヰヰぶが ヮ ヱΒく G;ｷデ; ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWゲ デｴW ﾐ┌ﾐげゲ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ┘ｷデｴ けデｴW ｷﾏヮ;ヴデｷ;ﾉ ﾉﾗ┗W ﾗa ゲ;ｷﾐデゲげ ふヮく ヲヴぶが ;ﾐS ┘W 

https://www.virtualuffizi.com/the-cestello-annunciation-by-sandro-botticelli.html
https://www.virtualuffizi.com/the-cestello-annunciation-by-sandro-botticelli.html
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ｴ;┗W ; ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐIWが ｷﾐ SｷゲIﾉﾗゲｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌ヴ けIﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷデ┞げが H┌デ ｴWヴW ;ｪ;ｷﾐ ｷデ ｷゲ デｴW ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデゲ 

of the body themselves, and what they signify, rather than their capacity to bring about good 

outcomes, that is the focus of interest.13 

S┌ヮヮﾗゲW ┘W ﾏ;ヴﾆ デｴｷゲ SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ H┞ ゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾗﾐW ｴ;ﾐS ﾗa けHﾗSｷﾉ┞ SWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴげ ;ﾐS ﾗﾐ デｴW 

ﾗデｴWヴ ﾗa けHWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴげが ┘ｴWヴW けSWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴげ ｷゲ ヴWゲWヴ┗WS aﾗヴ デｴW I;ゲW ┘ｴWヴW デｴW ;ヮヮヴﾗヮriateness of a 

disposition of the body is understood in existential rather than causal terms. So far, we have been 

considering the idea that demeanour, in this sense, and not only behaviour, is capable of realising a 

hybrid good of the kind that Aquinas associates with the infused moral virtues. But we have not yet 

addressed the question of why we might suppose such goods to have an aesthetic dimension. I am 

not suggesting that in every case where bodily demeanour is appropriate relative to theological 

context, the resulting good will be, at least in part, aesthetic. But it seems that aesthetic values will 

be importantly involved in some central instances of such goods. For instance, in the Cestello 

;ﾐﾐ┌ﾐIｷ;デｷﾗﾐが デｴW ｷﾐaﾉW┝ｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa M;ヴ┞げゲ HﾗS┞ ;ヴW ゲ┌ヴWﾉ┞ ゲ┌ヮヮosed to be appropriate at least in part 

because they constitute a graceful acknowledgement of the theological context that is revealed in 

デｴW ;ﾐｪWﾉげゲ ;SSヴWゲゲく AﾐS ┘W ﾏｷｪｴデ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲW デｴ;デ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ I;ﾐ HW ゲ;ｷS ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ 

iconographical traditions, to the extent that the figures they depict can be deemed dignified or 

ｪヴ;IWa┌ﾉ ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデ HWI;┌ゲW ﾗa デｴW HﾗS┞げゲ ;デデ┌ﾐWﾏWﾐデ デﾗ デｴW ヴWﾉW┗;ﾐデ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ﾗヴ ゲヮｷヴｷデ┌;ﾉ 

context. So let us allow that in central cases, even if not universally, hybrid goods will have an 

;WゲデｴWデｷI SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐ ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW┞ ;ヴW ｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSWS ｷﾐ デｴW Iﾗﾐｪヴ┌WﾐIW ﾗa デｴW HﾗS┞げゲ SWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW 

relevant theological context. 

It is worth distinguishing this understanding of the contribution of aesthetic goods to the spiritual 

life from one that haゲ HWWﾐ ヮヴWゲWﾐデWS H┞ ‘ｷIｴ;ヴS S┘ｷﾐH┌ヴﾐWく SヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ ﾗa けHW;┌デｷa┞ｷﾐｪ デｴW ┌ﾐｷ┗WヴゲWげが 

;ﾏﾗﾐｪ ﾗデｴWヴ ;Iデｷ┗ｷデｷWゲが S┘ｷﾐH┌ヴﾐW IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデゲぎ けIa デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; GﾗSが ゲ┌Iｴ デ;ゲﾆゲ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴｷﾉ┞ HW ┗;ゲデﾉ┞ 

more worthwhile than secular tasks に for there will be a depth of contemplation of the richness of 

life of a person, God, open to us which would not be open if there is no omnipotent and omniscient 

HWｷﾐｪげく14 Oﾐ デｴｷゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデが デｴW ;Iデｷ┗ｷデ┞ ﾗa けHW;┌デｷa┞ｷﾐｪ デｴW ┌ﾐｷ┗WヴゲWげ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ｴ;┗W ; a┌ヴデｴWヴ SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

significance if there is a God, because it will then be, in some way, relevant to the contemplation of 

                                                           

might reasonably suppose that he regards her conduct as a paradigm of neighbour love. Perhaps, then, the 

concept of neighbour love implies not only certain behavioural tendencies, of the kind that we have noted, but 

also an appropriate bodily demeanour. 
13 We might be inclined to say that Gaita takes the bodily demeanour of the nun to be appropriate as an 

acknowledgement of the moral status of the patients. But that way of putting the matter would not be faithful 

to the strand of his thought which represents this sort of response as, at least in part, constitutive of the 

けIﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷデ┞げ ﾗa ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ HWｷﾐｪゲが ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ; ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｷデく 
14 ‘ｷIｴ;ヴS S┘ｷﾐH┌ヴﾐWが TｴW Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐ SIｴWﾏW ﾗa S;ﾉ┗;デｷﾗﾐげが ｷﾐ MｷIｴ;Wﾉ ‘W; ふWSくぶ Oxford Readings in Philosophical 

Theology: Volume 1, Trinity, Incarnation and Atonement (Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 305. 
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GﾗSく Sｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が S┘ｷﾐH┌ヴﾐW ﾐﾗデWゲ ｴﾗ┘ け;ヴデｷゲデｷI IヴW;デｷ┗ｷデ┞げ ┘ｷﾉﾉ HW ﾗHﾉｷｪ;デﾗヴ┞ ｷa デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; GﾗSが HWI;┌ゲW 

in that case we will owe God, as our benefactor, a life that is productive in aesthetic and other 

terms.15 And if that is so, then artistic work will also acquire an additional significance if there is a 

God, because it will then fulfil an obligation に and a particularly weighty obligation, namely, one that 

is owed to God.16 

In each of these cases, an activity which is anyway aesthetically significant, independently of 

reference to any theological context, comes to bear a further dimension of significance if we 

introduce a theological context. But the additional goodness that attaches to these activities if there 

is a God is not itself aesthetic. For instance, in the second of the examples I have taken from 

Swinburne, the additional goodness that attaches to artistic activity if there is a God turns out to be 

moral rather than aesthetic in character に since this activity is additionally good by virtue of fulfilling 

a moral debt that is owed to God. By contrast, the case we have been considering concerns an 

;SSｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;WゲデｴWデｷI ｪﾗﾗSく Iﾐ BﾗデデｷIWﾉﾉｷげゲ ヮ;ｷﾐデｷﾐｪが M;ヴ┞げゲ SWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴ I;ﾐが ﾐﾗ Sﾗ┌Hデが be seen as 

graceful from a purely secular vantage point; but once we have introduced the relevant theological 

context, then her demeanour will count as graceful for a further reason, because it will then count as 

graceful as a response to that context. So with Swinburne, we have noted how aesthetic goods may 

be integral to the spiritual life, but by contrast with his account, we have been concerned with the 

case of theologically grounded aesthetic goods, namely, goods whose aesthetic dimension consists 

at ﾉW;ゲデ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデ ｷﾐ デｴW HﾗS┞げゲ ;デデ┌ﾐWﾏWﾐデ デﾗ デｴW ヴWﾉW┗;ﾐデ デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デく 

I ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSゲ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐa┌ゲWS ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲ ﾏ;┞ HW 

extended, so that it applies to aesthetic as well as moral goods. Next, I want to touch on two further 

accounts of the contribution of aesthetic goods to the spiritual life. We will then be in a position to 

compare these accounts with the perspective we have derived from Aquinas. 

3. Two further approaches to the nature of spiritually significant aesthetic goods 

In the following passage, Jeremy Begbie is discussing the figure of Christ on the cross, and 

considering how even such a figure can be considered as beautiful: 

ｷﾐ ;ﾐS デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴｷゲ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ デﾗヴデ┌ヴWが Iヴ┌Iｷaｷ┝ｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS SW;デｴが GﾗSげゲ ﾉove is displayed at its 

ﾏﾗゲデ ヮﾗデWﾐデく TｴW けaﾗヴﾏげ ﾗa HW;┌デ┞ ｴWヴW ｷゲ デｴW ヴ;Sｷ;ﾐデが ゲヮﾉWﾐSｷS aﾗヴﾏ ﾗa GﾗSげゲ ゲWﾉa-giving love. 

                                                           
15 Ibid., p. 305. 
16 S┘ｷﾐH┌ヴﾐW Sｷゲデｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲｴWゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ けゲ┌HﾃWIデｷ┗Wげ ;ﾐS けﾗHﾃWIデｷ┗Wげ ﾗHﾉｷｪ;デｷﾗﾐゲぎ デｴｷゲ ﾗHﾉｷｪ;デｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷﾉﾉ HWが ;デ ﾉW;ゲデが 
objective. See ibid., p. 295. 
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Aゲ C;ヴSｷﾐ;ﾉ ‘;デ┣ｷﾐｪWヴ ぐ ヮ┌デ ｷデぎ けｷﾐ ｴｷゲ F;IW デｴ;デ ｷゲ ゲﾗ Sｷゲaｷｪ┌ヴWSが デｴWヴW ;ヮヮW;ヴゲ デｴW ｪWﾐ┌ｷﾐWが 

extreme beauty: the beauty of love that gﾗWゲ デﾗ デｴW WﾐSくげ17 

On this account, despite being twisted and distorted, the face of the crucified Christ can be 

considered beautiful. Indeed, it can be reckoned beautiful precisely in its twistedness, in so far as it is 

in his disfigured appearance that Chヴｷゲデげゲ ゲWﾉa-sacrificial love is revealed. Here, the notion of beauty is 

being moralised: even if a body is by conventional aesthetic standards an object of horror rather 

than aesthetic attraction, it can still be termed beautiful, if it discloses the beauty of an edifying 

ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWく ‘;デ┣ｷﾐｪWヴげゲが ;ﾐS ｷﾐ デ┌ヴﾐ BWｪHｷWげゲが ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴW a┌ヴデｴWヴ ｷSW; デｴ;デ Cｴヴｷゲデげゲ ﾉｷaW 

does not simply illustrate the nature of true love, and therefore of けｪWﾐ┌ｷﾐWげ moral beauty, but 

serves as the paradigm of such love, by providing the standard against which other examples are to 

HW ﾃ┌SｪWSく Sｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が BWｪHｷW ┘ヴｷデWゲ ;ゲ aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ ﾗa デｴW aｷﾐ;ﾉ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa J;ﾏWゲ M;IMｷﾉﾉ;ﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ Triduum, 

which is concerned of course with the events of Easter morning: 

TｴW けヴWゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐげ Wﾐ;IデWS ｷﾐ Symphony: Vigil neither effaces the harshness of the memories 

ﾗa デｴW ヮヴWIWSｷﾐｪ S;┞ゲ ﾐﾗヴ ;IIﾗヴSゲ デｴWﾏ ;ﾐ┞ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;I┞ぐ Iデゲ HW;┌デ┞ ｷゲ ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ H┌デ デｷS┞き 

the forms overlap, material is scattered, dropヮWS ;ﾐS ヮｷIﾆWS ┌ヮ ;ｪ;ｷﾐぐ18 

Oﾐ BWｪHｷWげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデが M;IMｷﾉﾉ;ﾐげゲ ヮｷWIW Iﾗﾐaﾗヴﾏゲ デﾗ ; distinctively Christological aesthetic ideal, by 

ﾏｷヴヴﾗヴｷﾐｪ デｴW ヴ;ｪｪWSが け┌ﾐデｷS┞げ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa HW;┌デ┞ デｴ;デ ｷゲ W┗ｷSWﾐデ ｷﾐ デｴW NW┘ TWゲデ;ﾏWﾐデ narrative of 

JWゲ┌ゲげゲ SW;デｴ ;ﾐS ヴWゲ┌ヴヴWIデｷﾗﾐく So here again, we are concerned with a moral ideal of beauty, which 

is realised primordially in the Jesus story に only here that beauty is rendered in musical rather than 

visual form. 

This is one conception of the spiritual significance of beauty to set alongside the Thomistically 

ｷﾐゲヮｷヴWS ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ デｴ;デ ┘W IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴWS W;ヴﾉｷWヴ ｷﾐ デｴW ヮ;ヮWヴく LWデげゲ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ ﾐﾗ┘ ﾗﾐW aｷﾐ;ﾉ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa 

these matters. In the following text, George Pattison is discussing a video installation which was 

located for a time next to the baptismal font of Durham Cathedral. The video depicts a naked man 

who sinks down through a body of shimmering water, until lost from view, before returning 

gradually to the surface, so that his form comes slowly into focus once again. This cycle lasts about 

thirty minutes, and is then repeated. The artist, Bill Viola, produced the recording for this site, but 

did not intend his work to bear any specifically Christian doctrinal meaning. Pattison comments: 

Although Viola himself is informed more by Buddhist than by Christian spirituality, the work 

projects itself almost effortlessly towards Christian appropriation precisely because of its use 

                                                           
17 JWヴWﾏ┞ BWｪHｷWが けBW;┌デ┞が SWﾐデｷﾏWﾐデ;ﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS デｴW Aヴデゲげが ｷﾐ Dく TヴWｷWヴが Mく H┌ゲH;ﾐSゲが ;ﾐS ‘く L┌ﾐSｷﾐ ふWSゲ), The 

Beauty of God: Theology and the Arts, Downers Grove, ILL: IVP Academic, 2006, p. 63. 
18 Ibid., p. 68. 
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of a language before language that is the primary matrix of symbolic formation and that is 

shared by Christian and non-Christian art alike.19 

In the book from which this excerpt is taken, Pattison defends the familiar view that to apprehend 

the aesthetic significance of a work of art, we should appreciate the work simply for itself, by 

attending to its sensory qualities, and bracketing out any theological or other interpretive frame.20 

When we approach the work in this mode, we are reliant upon what he calls in this passage, 

aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ ｴW ｴ;ゲ Hﾗヴヴﾗ┘WS aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ゲI┌ﾉヮデﾗヴ Aﾐデﾗﾐ┞ GﾗヴﾏﾉW┞が デｴW けﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪW HWaﾗヴW 

ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWげ ﾗa デｴW HﾗS┞く Iデ ｷゲ ｷﾐ デｴW HﾗS┞げゲ non-verbal, pre-discursive responses that we apprehend the 

┘ﾗヴﾆげゲ ヮヴｷﾏﾗヴSｷ;ﾉ ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪく Iﾐ デｴｷゲ I;ゲWが デｴW HﾗSｷﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ﾗa デｴｷゲ ゲWケ┌WﾐIW ﾗa ｷﾏ;ｪWゲが ﾗa デｴW ﾏ;ﾐ 

sinking through the water and then returning to the surface, elicits in the viewer thoughts of 

drowning, death and rebirth, and perhaps also of cleansing, independently of reference to any 

culturally specific interpretive lens. In these ways, according to Pattison, works of art can sensitise us 

to the universal, bodily significance of water and the other elemental constituents of the sensory 

world. 

But for Pattison, there can then be ; a┌ヴデｴWヴ ゲデWヮ ﾗa ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデ;デｷﾗﾐが ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷゲ け;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWSげ 

using the categories of a particular cultural or religious tradition. Hence ┘W I;ﾐ ;ﾉゲﾗ ヴW;S Vｷﾗﾉ;げゲ 

work in terms of specifically Christian categories, and ┘;デWヴげゲ significance in the Christian rite of 

H;ヮデｷゲﾏが ;ゲ ;ﾐ ｷﾐゲデヴ┌ﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ゲヮｷヴｷデ┌;ﾉ IﾉW;ﾐゲｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ヴWHｷヴデｴく P;デデｷゲﾗﾐげゲ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ デｴ;デ デｴW ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ 

power of a work for a given religious tradition is revealed when this second phase of interpretation 

can build constructively upon the first. So when it is apprehended in terms of the language before 

language of the body, Vｷﾗﾉ;げゲ video discloses the elemental significance of water for creatures such 

as ourselves; and its specifically Christian import is then revealed when this primordial significance is 

further elaborated using the categories of the Christian narrative of baptism. It is the fit between 

these two readings of the video, the pre-discusive and the doctrinally articulated, that establishes 

デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆげゲ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIWが ;ﾐS ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ ｷデ デﾗ ゲヮW;ﾆが ;ゲ P;デデｷゲﾗﾐ ゲ;┞ゲが け;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ WaaﾗヴデﾉWゲゲﾉ┞げ ｷﾐデﾗ ; 

specifically Christian cultural context. So on this account, aesthetic goods have a part to play in the 

religious life by grounding spiritual values に such as the ideal of spiritual cleansing or rebirth に in the 

life of the body, and its primordial sensitivity to the sensory world.  

4. Aesthetic goods and spiritual well-being 

                                                           
19 George Pattison, Art Modernity and Faith (London: SCM, 1998), p. 185. 
20 Fﾗヴ ; ｴWﾉヮa┌ﾉ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴｷゲ けIﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾉ;デｷ┗Wげ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ;WゲデｴWデｷIゲが ゲWW NｷIｴﾗﾉ;ゲ WﾗﾉデWヴゲデﾗヴaaが けAヴデ ;ﾐS デｴW 
AWゲデｴWデｷIぎ TｴW ‘Wﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ DｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐげが ｷﾐ Pく Kｷ┗┞ ふWSくぶが The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetics (Oxford: Blackwell, 

2004), Ch. 18. 
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We have been sketching three conceptions of the contribution of the arts or, more broadly, of 

aesthetic values to the spiritual life に those of Begbie, Pattison, and the Thomistically informed 

ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W デｴ;デ I ｴ;┗W W┝ヮﾗ┌ﾐSWS ┘ｷデｴ ヴWaWヴWﾐIW デﾗ BﾗデデｷIWﾉﾉｷげゲ Cestello annunciation. As we have 

seen, these accounts are all concerned with the spiritual, and aesthetic, significance of the human 

body, but they differ in their understanding of the relationship between aesthetic and theological 

values. 

BWｪHｷWげゲ perspective and the approach we have been exploring by reference to Aquinas are alike in 

identifying a kind of bodily beauty that is evident only from the vantage point of the relevant 

デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ aヴ;ﾏWく Oﾐ BWｪHｷWげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデが デｴ;デ aヴ;ﾏW ｷゲ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWS H┞ デｴW ゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa Christ, which 

generates a distinctively theological measure of aesthetic value, which in turn makes it possible to 

find beauty even in a twisted and distorted body, in so far as it is relevantly Christ-like. Here, the 

introduction of a theological frame involves the substitution of a theological measure of aesthetic 

excellence for more conventional measures, which would yield a very different verdict in this case. 

The Thomistic account we have been considering differs on this point, since it adopts a conventional 

construal of categories such as gracefulness. In this case, the theological frame does not displace our 

established measures of aesthetic value, but introduces an expanded context within which those 

measures may be deployed. Hence, in the Cestello ;ﾐﾐ┌ﾐIｷ;デｷﾗﾐが M;ヴ┞げゲ HﾗSｷﾉ┞ SWﾏW;ﾐﾗ┌ヴが ┘ｴich 

can be recognised as graceful from a secular point of view, proves to be graceful in a further respect 

once it is located within the relevant theological context. Here the theological frame deepens the 

aesthetic ﾃ┌SｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘W ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ;ﾐ┞┘;┞ HW ｷﾐIﾉｷﾐWS デﾗ ﾏ;ﾆWが ┘ｴWヴW;ゲ ﾗﾐ BWｪHｷWげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴが デｴW 

frame overturns the aesthetic judgement that we would otherwise make. 

WｴｷﾉW BWｪHｷW ゲデ;ヴデゲ aヴﾗﾏ ; デｴWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ aヴ;ﾏWが P;デデｷゲﾗﾐげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa ;WゲデｴWデｷI ┗;ﾉ┌W ｷﾐ┗ｷデWゲ ┌ゲが ｷﾐ デｴW 

first instance, to set aside theological and other interpretive categories, and to consider the artwork 

simply by reference to its import for the body. We might see this procedure as somewhat 

ヴWﾏｷﾐｷゲIWﾐデ ﾗa Aケ┌ｷﾐ;ゲげゲ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ; けヴ┌ﾉW ﾗa ヴW;ゲﾗﾐげ in his account of the goods of the 

acquired moral virtues: here, we are concerned with the artwork on the basis simply of our 

humanity, and independently of any culturally specific frame of reference. However, Pattison is 

interested in an assessment of the work that is at first simply bodily in character, rather than being 

ordered in discursive or conceptual terms, and in this respect the two approaches evidently differ. 

Oﾐ P;デデｷゲﾗﾐげゲ ┗ｷW┘が ﾗﾐIW ┘W ｴ;┗W ;ヮヮヴWIｷ;デWS デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷﾐ デｴWゲW デWヴﾏゲが ┘W I;ﾐ デｴWﾐが ;ゲ ; ゲWIﾗﾐS 

interpretive step, introduce a theological frame of reference. And this move may sound rather like 

Tｴﾗﾏ;ゲげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW ｷﾐa┌ゲWS ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲ build on the acquired virtues, rather 

than displacing them. But for Pattison, a work seems to count as theologically fruitful simply by 
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virtue of introducing, via the first phase of interpretation, various humanly universal themes, such as 

death, birth, and bodily vulnerability, which can then be further specified in theological terms. The 

theological appropriateness of the work depends, therefore, on its capacity to lead us into 

conventional theological themes, via a set of associations that are elicited in the first instance 

through デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆげゲ ヮヴW-theoretical, pre-SｷゲI┌ヴゲｷ┗W ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ┌ヮﾗﾐ デｴW ゲWﾐゲWゲく Fﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが Vｷﾗﾉ;げゲ 

installation discloses the primal significance of water in human life, and thereby lends itself to 

theological appropriation, since theological perspectives on the import of water can be grafted onto 

this pre-discursive apprehension of its role in a ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾉｷaWく Sﾗ ┘W ﾏｷｪｴデ ゲ;┞ デｴ;デ ﾗﾐ P;デデｷゲﾗﾐげゲ ┗ｷW┘が 

the introduction of a theological frame does not point to a new set of aesthetic values, but simply 

enables the further specification of various theologically suggestive themes that are evoked in our 

initial, aesthetically informed encounter with the artwork. 

By contrast, on the view we have been developing, the introduction of a theological frame informs 

ﾗ┌ヴ ;ヮヮヴ;ｷゲ;ﾉ ﾗa デｴW ;ヴデ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷﾐ ;WゲデｴWデｷI デWヴﾏゲく Iﾐ デｴW I;ゲW ﾗa BﾗデデｷIWﾉﾉｷげゲ ;ﾐﾐ┌ﾐIｷ;デｷﾗﾐが aﾗヴ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWが 

we can find a new beauty in the figure of Mary once we locate her bodily demeanour within the 

relevant theological context. So we could rWｪｷゲデWヴ デｴW SｷaaWヴWﾐIW HWデ┘WWﾐ P;デデｷゲﾗﾐげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ;ﾐS 

the Thomistically informed perspective that we have been developing here by saying that on the first 

account, aesthetic values, of the kind that are evident from a secular vantage point, serve as a route 

into theological themes, whereas on the second account, theological themes serve as a route into 

aesthetic values which are theologically grounded and therefore invisible from a secular vantage 

point. 

In these ways, these three approaches yield different prescriptions about how we are to interpret 

the spiritual import of a work of art. Think, for instance, of any traditional representation of the 

;ﾐﾐ┌ﾐIｷ;デｷﾗﾐが ゲ;┞が Fヴ; Fｷﾉｷヮヮﾗ Lｷヮヮｷげゲ SWヮｷIデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ｴ;ﾐｪゲ ｷﾐ デｴW N;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ G;ﾉﾉWヴ┞ ｷﾐ LﾗﾐSﾗﾐく21 If we 

read thｷゲ ｷﾏ;ｪW ｷﾐ デｴW ゲデ┞ﾉW ﾗa BWｪHｷWが デｴWﾐ ┘W ┘ｷﾉﾉ IﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デW ﾗﾐ デｴW ヴWゲWﾏHﾉ;ﾐIW HWデ┘WWﾐ M;ヴ┞げゲ 

gestures and demeanour and those we might associate with the historical Jesus. Perhaps we will 

take these gestures (her downward gaze and slightly stooped figure, for instance) to express a 

Christ-like humility, and to be beautiful for this reason. If we follow Pattison, we will attend first of 

all to the play of shapes and colours on the canvass, and in general to the purely formal properties of 

the painting, in abstraction from any theological context, before using theological categories to 

elaborate upon various themes that are suggested by the ┘ﾗヴﾆげゲ bodily impact.22 By contrast, on the 

                                                           
21 See https://www.nationalgalleryimages.co.uk/imagedetails.aspx?q=NG666&ng=NG666&frm=1, accessed 28 

January 2017. 
22 Cﾗﾏヮ;ヴW P;デデｷゲﾗﾐげゲ デヴW;デﾏWﾐデ ﾗa Cヴ;ｷｪｷW AｷデIｴｷゲﾗﾐげゲ Cヴ┌Iｷaｷ┝ｷﾗﾐ ヱΓΓヴく DWゲヮｷデW ｷデゲ ﾗ┗Wヴデﾉ┞ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ゲ┌HﾃWIデ 
matter, he seeks to read the picture in the first instance independently of any theological frame: Art, 

Modernity and Faith, pp. 186-188. 

https://www.nationalgalleryimages.co.uk/imagedetails.aspx?q=NG666&ng=NG666&frm=1
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approach we have been considering, there is a distinctive, theologically grounded kind of beauty in 

the inflexions of M;ヴ┞げゲ body, where this distinctiveness reflects not the introduction of a novel 

measure of aesthetic value, but a different context, to which her gestures are gracefully attuned. 

Independently of that context, we could still see those gestures as beautiful, and perhaps as bearing 

a kind of moral significance, in so far as they connote humility. But on the account we have been 

developing here, we should say that it is only when we know the theological narrative within which 

Mary is acting, and know デｴW IﾗﾐデWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ;ﾐｪWﾉげゲ ﾏWゲゲ;ｪWが デｴ;デ ┘W I;ﾐ ｪヴ;ゲヮ ｷﾐ a┌ﾉﾉ デｴW HW;┌デ┞ ﾗa 

these gestures, and see how they bear a certain gravity, and exhibit a certain grace, as responses to 

this particular theological context. 

5. Concluding thoughts 

We have been considering three accounts of the contribution of aesthetic goods to the spiritual life, 

with particular reference to the role of the body in realising spiritually significant aesthetic values. I 

have suggested that one of these perspectives in effect collapses aesthetic values into spiritual 

values: on this view, for certain purposes anyway, spiritual or theological measures of aesthetic 

excellence take the place of conventional aesthetic standards. On a second view, on the contrary, 

conventional aesthetic standards operate independently of theological considerations, whose role is 

to elaborate upon various themes that are introduced in aesthetic experience. Finally, we have 

considered a view that occupies a kind of middle ground between these two: on this further 

account, some aesthetic values are indeed relative to our choice of theological perspective, but this 

is not because aesthetic values have been absorbed into theological values, but because theological 

narratives can provide a further context within which familiar aesthetic values may be realised. 

According to this final approach, some aesthetic goods share the theologically grounded, hybrid 

character of the goods of the infused moral virtues as Aquinas represents them in his discussion of 

the well-lived spiritual life. This third approach has a special affinity, of course, with Aquinasげs 

conception of grace as perfecting nature, in the epistemic and metaphysical as well as moral 

domains.23 But its general spirit is, I suggest, very much evident in other religious traditions に for 

there too we find the idea that religious narratives are concerned not simply with other-worldly 

possibilities, but with a deepening of the kinds of significance that can attach to our dealings with 

the material world, in our everyday lives, here and now. 

I began this paper by suggesting that aesthetic values appear to be important for many forms of 

lived religion, given the wide interest of religious traditions in, for example, the arts and in the 

regulation of the disposition of the body in worship or devotion. Our findings corroborate this initial 

                                                           
23 SWW ｴｷゲ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデぎ けｪヴ;IW SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ SWゲデヴﾗ┞ ﾐ;デ┌ヴW H┌デ ヮWヴaWIデゲ ｷデげぎ  ST 1a. 8 ad. 2, Benziger translation. 
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assessment. The theologically grounded aesthetic goods that we have been examining are 

potentially pervasive, because they can, in principle, be realised whenever we adopt a particular 

bodily demeanour in our dealings with the everyday world, which is to say much of the time. And 

they concern a profound spiritual good, since they aヴｷゲW ｷﾐ ゲﾗ a;ヴ ;ゲ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ HﾗSｷﾉ┞ ﾉｷaW ｷゲ ヮヴﾗヮWヴﾉ┞ 

aligned not simply with some localised state of affairs, but with a sacred or transcendent context. If 

all of this is so, then we have the beginnings of an account of why aesthetic values should be 

fundamental to the practice of lived religion.24 

                                                           
24 In this paper, I have concentrated on the contribution of bodily demeanour to the realisation of spiritually 

significant aesthetic goods. Elsewhere, I have argued that such goods can also be realised in our perception of 

デｴW W┗Wヴ┞S;┞ ゲWﾐゲﾗヴ┞ ┘ﾗヴﾉSく SWW ﾏ┞ ヮ;ヮWヴ けAWゲデｴWデｷI GﾗﾗSゲ ;ﾐS デｴW N;デ┌ヴW ﾗa ‘Wﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ UﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪげが ｷﾐ Fく 
Ellis (ed.), New Models of Religious Understanding (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), Ch. 6.  I am grateful 

to the John Templeton Foundation, and the Happiness and Well-Being project, hosted by St Louis University, 

for a grant which supported the writing of this paper. I offer my thanks too to two referees for the journal for 

their most helpful comments on an earlier draft of the paper. 


