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A. Willwoll, S.J., Psychologia
Metaphysica (1952)
• “Augustine's famous words
rightly proclaim the importance
of psychology: ‘I want to know
God and the soul. Nothing more!
Nothing at all.’ Of all the other
terrestrial sciences, psychology
surpasses its object in nobility,
and genuine knowledge of the
human soul is no less important
for the development of
philosophy than for the art of
correct living.”
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A. Willwoll, S.J., Psychologia
Metaphysica (1952)

• “The aim of this book is
to describe the nature of
man, which, as a
microcosm, embraces a
physical, animal, and
mortal nature with a
spiritual, personal, and
immortal character.”

Chapter Headings:
• Book I – On the existence of a substantial
and incorporeal soul
• Book II – On the nature of the soul and of
the human person
• Subheading: On the nature of knowledge
• Subheading: On the nature of the appetite
and the emotions
• Subheading: On the nature of the soul itself,
and of the human person
• Book III – On the origin and end of the
human soul
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Aristotle’s On the
Soul

•“Peri
Psychês”

Brennan, Robert. Thomistic Psychology: A
Philosophic Analysis of the Nature of Man (pp.
22‐23). Cluny Media, LLC. Kindle Edition.

• Wilhelm Maximilian Wundt
(1879): “The products of my
labors … do not square with
the materialistic hypothesis
nor with the dualist theories
of Plato or Descartes. It is
only the animism of
Aristotle, in which
psychology is combined
with biology, that issues as a
plausible metaphysical
conclusion from
experimental psychology.”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed
under CC BY SA
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• Person
• Nature
• Will
• Conscience
• Love
• Transcendence
• Grace
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐SA‐NC

The biblical notion of psychê (ψυχή)
• Translation of the Hebrew
nephesh — first the “throat,”
then the seat of personal
identity and of the affections.
• In later Aramaic (Syriac),
became the reflexive pronoun
for “oneself”
• Usually rendered in the Latin
Vulgate by anima (“soul”)
• Exemplified in Mary’s
Magnificat: “My soul [hê
psychê mou] proclaims the
greatness of the Lord …
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐NC‐ND
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“Soul” and “spirit” – ψυχή
and πνεῦμά
• …and my spirit [to pneuma mou] rejoices in God
my Savior” (Luke 1:46)
• “My soul [hê psychê mou] proclaims the
greatness of the Lord, and my spirit [to pneuma
mou] rejoices in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐SA

• he psychê constitutes the depths of the person
with his or her affectivity, while the pneuma
constitutes that higher part of the person with
the capacity to come under the direct influence
of God and to communicate oneself to others.

The σῶμα (sôma –
“body”): 1 Thess 5:23
• “May the God of peace
himself make you perfectly
holy and may you entirely
[i.e., as one], spirit, soul, and
body, be preserved blameless
for the coming of our Lord
Jesus Christ.” [RNAB].
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐NC‐ND
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Against both
Dualism and
Monism
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• The Catholic Tradition insists on the
inseparable unity of body and soul
in one person.
• Against ancient and early Medieval
Gnosticism and Manichaeism
• And against contemporary
materialism
• The human person as composite, as
crown and lynchpin of the created
universe
• As called by God to union with God,
as exemplified in the Incarnation of
Christ, and especially in His
Resurrection and Ascension.

The Classical Notion of
“Psychology”
• Pertains not to empirical
science but to philosophy
• Holistic rather than
fragmentary
• Need to bridge the gap
between the horizons of
understanding in different
eras regarding the
metaphysical nature and
infinite value of the
human person.
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William J. Nordling,
Paul C. Vitz and Craig
Steven Titus, A
Catholic Christian
Meta‐Model of the
Person (Divine Mercy
University, 2020),
Intro pp. 13‐19
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• How Does the CCMMP’s Vision of the Person Benefit the
Client?
• “…by promoting a deep respect for the uniqueness of each
client.”
• “… by adding nuance to the understanding and valuing of the
client’s culture and other aspects of diversity.”
• It “encourages the mental health professional to value and
respect culture, but it is also a corrective to the idealization of
culture.”
• i.e., it “does not accept a relativistic view that all aspects of a
given culture are unequivocally good or that there is no way to
evaluate influences of a given culture as positive or negative.
• By “fostering a deep respect for the client’s right to make life
decisions and to see flourishing by following his or her
conscience.”

• “The theological and philosophical concept of

person remained unknown to ancient pagan
philosophy, and first appears as a technical term
in the early Christian theology of the Trinity and
Incarnation.”
• Max Müller et al., “Person,” ed. Adolf Darlap,
Sacramentum Mundi: An Encyclopedia of
Theology (New York; London: Burns & Oates;
Herder and Herder, 1968–1970), 404.
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The Greek term

prosopon and the
Latin persona were
names for the
distinct characters in
classical Greco‐
Roman drama.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐NC

Boëthius (De Persona
et Duabus Naturis)

• “a person is an individual substance of a
rational nature.” [Naturae rationalis
individua substantia] ‐‐ i.e., endowed with
intellect and will.
• Context – Theology of the Incarnation
(against Monophysite heresy)
• In his focus are:
• The incommunicable individuality and
uniqueness of each person.
• The rational (and free) nature of the human
person
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Richard of Saint Victor (12th
century) and Saint Thomas
Aquinas (13th century)
• In the Trinity, each Person, while
possessing the same nature as
the others, is distinguished from
the others by specific relations.
• Hence the very idea of “Person”
is intimately associated with
relationality: a person, by
definition, is a free “self” existing
in a context of relations with
others.
• Hence, the profoundly relational
character of the Catholic
understanding of the person.

Vitz, Paul C.. A
Catholic
Christian Meta‐
Model of the
Person:
Integration of
Psychology and
Mental Health
Practice (p. 32).

• “Humans are naturally social, with
inclinations and needs for family, friendship,
life in society, and other interpersonal
relationships.”
• For your own consideration – How many
approaches to psychology or psychotherapy
begin instead from an essentially non‐
relational (and therefore non‐Christian)
vision of the person?
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The finite person addressed by the infinite
God as a partner in Covenant
• Hence the infinite dignity of each
person.
• Psalm 42:8 ‐‐ “Deep calls upon
deep.”
• St. Augustine (Explanation on the
Psalms): “What then is the “abyss”
that calls, and to what other “abyss”
does it call? If by “abyss” we
understand a great depth, is not
man’s heart, do you not suppose,
“an abyss”?

“Person” and
“Nature”
•
•
•
•

Arises out of the Theology of the Trinity and the Incarnation
Person = “Who?”
Nature = “What”
“Nature properly signifies that which is primitive and original, or, according
to etymology, that which a thing is at birth, as opposed to that which is
acquired or added from external sources.” — Charles Dubray, “Nature,”
ed. Charles G. Herbermann et al., The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York:
The Encyclopedia Press; The Universal Knowledge Foundation, 1907–
1913).
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The Concept of “Nature”
• Same source: “The faculties of man are capable of
development and perfection, and, no matter what external
influences may be at work, this is but the unfolding of natural
capacities.”
• Some understanding of nature, even implicit, underlies the
work of healing, since the goal of healing and the flourishing
of the person are to be seen in reference to the integrity of
nature itself, for the purpose of assisting the person to realize
as fully as possible the potentialities of his or her nature.

A Catholic
Vision of
Human Nature:

• Human nature as composite of body and
soul
• Not merely a datum of experience but
transcends individual concrete existing
beings
• A gift, not subject to alteration by human
choice, but meant to be gratefully received.
• Therefore, opposed to the “bundle theory”
of the human person/mind (e.g., David
Hume) as simply a bundle of perceptions.
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• Many modern and contemporary
philosophical systems question this!
• Different forms of existentialism,
some potentially compatible with a
Catholic vision, others not;
• Incompatible: presumption that
human existence is constituted by the
choices that people make
independently of any fixed “nature.”
• Plasticity of human nature
• Plassein = “to create”; Who is our
Creator?

Vitz, Paul C..
Psychology as
Religion: The Cult
of Self‐worship
(p. 13). Eerdmans
Publishing Co
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The Human
Will

• St. Thomas, Summa Theolgiae Ia‐IIae, q.8:
“The will is a rational appetite.”
• “Since drives which give rise to inclinations,
compulsions, attractions, etc., can be called
centripetal, heading for the centre of the
person, the act of willing can be called
centrifugal. It flows outwards rather than
inwards and is determined by the person
himself. Instinctive impulses can arise
whether I want them or not, but this is not
true of acts of the will.” Peter Rohner, “Will,”
ed. Adolf Darlap, Sacramentum Mundi: An
Encyclopedia of Theology (New York; London:
Burns & Oates; Herder and Herder, 1968–
1970), 356.
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Relation between Will
and Intellect/Truth
• Right ordering of the will as a question of
truth – adaequatio intellectus ad rem.
• The will is naturally directed to a good beyond
itself, perceived as true.
• John 8:32 – ““You will know the truth, and the
truth will set you free.”
• (Apart from truth, there is no properly
ordered freedom, since the appetites may
then be directed to what contradicts the
ultimate good of the person).

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐ND

John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor (1993) n. 84
• The “essential bond between Truth, the
Good and Freedom has been largely lost
sight of by present‐day culture.”
• However, “According to Christian faith and
the Church’s teaching, “only the freedom
which submits to the Truth leads the human
person to his true good.”
• According a Catholic view of the person,
then, it is possible for the will to be either
rightly ordered or disordered, and this
cannot be irrelevant in any process of
healing.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐NC‐ND
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• Determinism: “the philosophical theory
which holds—in opposition to the
doctrine of free will—that all man’s
volitions are invariably determined by pre‐
existing circumstances.” (Catholic
Encyclopedia)
• The human person “is more than a mere
mechanized bundle of animal‐like feelings
and desires. The human person is not
reducible to the purely emotional, to the
purely biochemical or neurological.” —
Paul Gondreau, “Balanced Emotions,” in
Philosophical Virtues and Psychological
Strengths (p. 183). Sophia Institute Press,
2013.

• Conscientia – “knowing along with”
• Presupposes a referent outside the self.
• Not the same as moral knowledge, which
conscience presupposes.
• Conscience applies moral knowledge to the
concrete situation at hand.
• Analogy – conscience is the processor, but
the data must come from somewhere else
(knowledge of good and evil from reason,
divine revelation).
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Saint John Paul II, Veritatis
Splendor, n. 32
• Certain currents of modern thought have gone
so far as to exalt freedom to such an extent
that it becomes an absolute, which would then
be the source of values. This is the direction
taken by doctrines which have lost the sense of
the transcendent or which are explicitly
atheist. The individual conscience is accorded
the status of a supreme tribunal of moral
judgment which hands down categorical and
infallible decisions about good and evil … But in
this way the inescapable claims of truth
disappear, yielding their place to a criterion of
sincerity, authenticity and “being at peace with
oneself”, so much so that some have come to
adopt a radically subjectivistic conception of
moral judgment.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐SA

Moral
Relativism

• Undercuts individual freedom, since
the will has no compass
• Undercuts liberty in society, since there
is no appeal to a higher authority: Pope
Benedict’s “dictatorship of relativism.”
• Conscience
is inseparable from a sense
•
of truth that exists independently of the
mind and will, which can be discovered.
• Shame ⍯ conscience’s ascertainment
of guilt leading to conversion.
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“Love”
• Benedict XVI in Deus Caritas est
(2005): “Today, the term ‘love’
has become one of the most
frequently used and misused of
words, a word to which we
attach quite different
meanings.”
• The first section of part I of the
Encyclical is entitled “A problem
of language”
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐NC‐ND

Love as “Eros”
• Eros occurs only twice in the OT, never in
NT.
• To the Greeks, eros is “a kind of
intoxication, the overpowering of reason by
a “divine madness” which tears man away
from his finite existence and enables him,
in the very process of being overwhelmed
by divine power, to experience supreme
happiness.”
• Nietzsche, followed by many others, have
believed that Catholicism “poisoned” eros,
but this is belied by much of Sacred
Scripture including the Song of Songs.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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Other Kinds of Love in the NT
• Philía – love of “friendship” (Heb. 13:1 – “Let brotherly love
[Φιλαδελφίᾳ] remain”).
• Agapê – [per Benedict XVI, n. 6]: ““Love now becomes concern and
care for the other. No longer is it self‐seeking, a sinking in the
intoxication of happiness; instead, it seeks the good of the beloved: it
becomes renunciation, and it is ready, and even willing, for sacrifice.”
• John 15:13 – “No one has greater love [agapên] than this, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends.”
• 1 John 3:16 – “The way we came to know love was that he laid down
his life for us…”

Love in the Catholic
Vision of the Person
• Not an appetite but as a dynamism
of self‐gift, flowing out of the
freedom of the person.
• The individual reaches his or her
highest potential by allowing
himself/herself to be remade into
the likeness of God Himself,
precisely as Absolute, self‐giving
Love.
• As eros – good in itself, but
vulnerable to misdirection and
disorientation.
• As agapê – much less so.
• When lived in the light of the
Cross, can provide immense
dynamism for healing in a person’s
life.
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“Transcendence”

• In a homily for the Feast of the
Transfiguration by Michael E. Bulson,
“Homily 20: Second Sunday of Lent
(A),”
• “The longing for transcendence, that
insatiable desire to go beyond
ourselves, is part of our nature. We
are made in the image of God and
our deepest desire is for God. Each
of our lives is a unique account of
our longing and striving to transcend
whatever keeps us from God. The
determined desire of Olympic
athletes to overcome human
limitations is but a sign that points to
our own desire for transcendence.
We have an infinite capacity for
transcendence.”
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐NC

Insatiable Desire ☞
Fulfillment or Frustration?
• One‐sided notions of
transcendence:
• Theological: “Refers to the
quality of God as wholly Other
or distinct from his creation.”
• Humanistic: “the creative
realization of the truly human
in the individual and the social
sense, a progressive and
critical ‘transcendence’
towards a non‐alienated
society.”
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐SA
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Catholic
Understanding
of
Transcendence
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• Involves reciprocity between the finite
creature and the infinite Creator.
• God as not only the totally Other but the
infinite ground of one’s own reality and the
highest object of one’s striving for
fulfillment.
• “God is transcendent. He is not part of our
universe, like the pagan gods, who
supposedly lived in the sky or in the earth.
Nor is he part of our personalities, like the
modern humanists’ god, which is only all the
good in man or all the ideals posited by the
human spirit. God is always more—more
than all his creation and more than all
created minds can conceive.” ‐‐ Peter Kreeft
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐ND

“Openness to transcendence belongs to the
human person: man is open to the infinite
and to all created beings. He is open above
all to the infinite—God—because with his
intellect and will he raises himself above all
the created order and above himself, he
becomes independent from creatures, is
free in relation to created things and tends
towards total truth and the absolute
good….The human person is open to the
fullness of being, to the unlimited horizon
of being. He has in himself the ability to
transcend the individual particular objects
that he knows, thanks effectively to his
openness to unlimited being.” (N. 130)
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”Transcendence”
• Not merely a process immanent in
one’s personal history or that of the
collective.
• Involves the infinite Good toward
which one is dynamically oriented.
• This Absolute is not only
ascertainable (sometimes with
difficulty) through created things,
but also appears as the personal
God who manifests Himself freely
and lovingly in history (divine
revelation, received through
Scripture and Tradition).

• Luke 17:20‐21 — “The coming of the
kingdom of God cannot be observed, and
no one will announce, ‘Look, here it is,’ or,
‘There it is.’ For behold, the kingdom of God
is among you.” [ἐντὸς ὑμῶν — also “within
The
you”]
Kingdom • Basileia ‐‐ not so much Kingdom (as an
of God
objective entity or polity) but rather
Kingship (or reign) — the transformation
and perfection of created reality in and
through God.
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Tension between created being
and transcendence:
• Accounts both for the disorder created
by sin and the healing brought about
through conversion:
• Hosea 6:1 — “In their affliction, they
shall look for me: ‘Come, let us return to
the LORD, For it is he who has rent, but
he will heal us; he has struck us, but he
will bind our wounds.’”

”Grace”
• Greek kharis [χάρις] back to
Hebrew hên []חן
ֵ֖
• Pre‐theological meaning:
• The personal favor of
someone.
• A gift signifying such favor.
• Thanksgiving [e.g., gracias,
grazie]

Catholic Psychotherapy Association Conference, Minneapolis, MN

22

Theology and Psychotherapy – In Search of a Common Language
Msgr. Michael Magee, STD, SSL, MA, MDiv

4/29/2022

Enriched by usage in
Saint Paul’s Letters:
• E.g., 1 Corinthians 15:10 –
• “By the grace of God I am what I am,
and his grace to me has not been
ineffective. Indeed, I have toiled harder
than all of them; not I, however, but
the grace of God (that is) with me.”
• Not some “thing” but the very
dynamism of divine life within the soul,
and as a dimension of divine sonship in
the Eternal Son.

Gratia supponit
naturam…
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“Grace”
• Ephesians 2:8 – “For by grace you have
been saved through faith, and this is not
from you; it is the gift of God”
• Free, unearned, unmerited – even
undeserved.
• God Himself being engendered within
the soul, by a free divine act.
• Even so, actions are truly free actions,
though would not have been possible
without supernatural elevation and
assistance.
• Theiôsis (θείωσις‐‐ “divinization”) as gift
rather than achievement.

Cooperators with
God…
• Free human beings invited to cooperate
with Christ in his work as Mediator –
• Exemplified most vividly in the Church’s
fruitfulness as Mother…
• And in the intercessory mission of the
Saints, particularly the Mother of God.
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