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Humans:  Are we Angels or Beasts? 
 Humans are straddled between the spiritual world (like angels) and the physical world (like 

animals).  Angels have an immortal soul and live forever, but have no material bodies.  Humans 
have an immortal soul and a material body.  Animals have a material body, but no immortal soul. 
 

 Animals do not have an “immortal” soul, but do have a soul in a sense (Greek – “psyche” & 
Romans “anima”).  Aristotle referred to the “soul” as the life giving principle.   

o Plants have “nutritive” soul which enables them to nourish itself and reproduce 
o Animals have “sensitive” soul which enables them to also sense and move around 
o Humans have a “rational” soul which enables us to also think, contemplate, and live in 

society 
 
Human Soul Hierarchy 
 

 
 
 The Passions fall into two categories: 

o Concupiscible Passions: Passions related to the human body survival (things we  
desire directly).  These would be the desire for food, drink, 
sleep, sexual intercourse, etc. 

o Irascible Passions:  Passions also related to the human body survival, but more  
towards situations which require “fight or flight” or things 
that are more difficult to obtain.  

 
 Plato gave a good image of the human soul arrangement.   

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

INTELLECT  Control our actions 

WILL   Direct our actions 

PASSIONS  Desires of our actions 

Imagine a soul as a horse-drawn chariot.  The man in the 
chariot is the Intellect, the reins in his hand are the Will 
and the Passions are the two horses (one horse is 
concupiscible and the other irascible).  If the man uses the 
reins correctly, he can steer the horses to wherever he 
desires.  If he lets go of the reins, then his horses will go 
crazy and drag him all over the place. 

Our Intellect is supposed to govern our Passions through 
the reign of the Will.  When we let go of our Will, we lose 
control and our Passions take over.  If our Intellect 
maintains control, then we can become a master of our 
destiny. 
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 St. Thomas Aquinas had a similar idea with regard to the human soul.  Since we are animal-like, 
we experience the passions of pleasure and of fear and anger.  However, unlike animals, we can 
say “no” to our passions since we have a rational soul.  Some evidence:   

 (1) Vocation of Celibacy  
 (2) Do we go kill anyone who comes near us and our baby or can we reason 

as to whether the other person is actually a real threat and if killing that 
person is an appropriate act? 

 
The 11 Passions 
 Aquinas explains there are eleven passions of the human soul (six concupiscible & five irascible).  

Basically the concupiscible passions relate to the absolute good versus the irascible passions 
relating to the “restricted good”.  The Passions exist in pairs as opposites: 

 
Concupiscible Passions Irascible Passions 

Love & Hatred Hope & Despair 
Desire & Aversion Fear & Daring 

Joy & Sadness Anger 
 
 Concupiscible Passions 

o When Good presents itself                    There is LOVE 
o When Bad/Evil presents itself                 There is HATRED 
o Next, if the Good is not yet able to be possessed              There is DESIRE 
o If the Bad/Evil is not yet possessed                There is AVERSION 
o Next, if the Good is obtained                We experience JOY 
o If the Evil is obtained                 We experience SADNESS 

 
 Irascible Passions 

o When Good is not attained yet, but can be       We have HOPE 
o When Good is not attained yet but is too difficult   We have DESPAIR 
o When Bad/Evil is approaching & feel we can escape  We are DARING 
o When Bad/Evil is approaching, & feel we cannot escape  We have FEAR 
o When Bad/Evil is present      We have ANGER 

 
Are Passions Good or Bad? 
 The ancient Stoics believed the passions were evil.  They observed that whenever things go 

morally wrong, the passions were involved and thus the passions were the evil in the human soul.  
Therefore, they recommended denying the passions and get rid of the horses.  However, this 
means that you aren’t going anywhere either. 
 

 However, Aristotle taught that the passions could be good when subjected to the right reasons.  St. 
Thomas Aquinas agreed with this notion as he understood a “moral act” also entails the intellect 
and will.  So we need to cultivate and train the horses (feed them, exercise them, etc.) 
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 According to Aquinas, children are ruled by their passions until they obtain the age of reason at 
which point their intellect and will are developed enough.  Think about it:  Children desire a 
special blanket for them not to be FEARful or they play like they won’t ever get hurt or die 
(Daring).  A child may have desire to play with a burning candle, but until they develop their 
intellect and will they don’t think “Fire can be painful or destructive  and if I play with it I may get 
burned or set the house on fire which will endanger others as well.”   
 

 The passions can be good if they are submitted to reason which God designed them to be.  Yet 
when they overcome the intellect and will, bad things happen. 
 

How to be more Passionate? 
(1)  Recognize you have passions and realize what your dominant fault is.  What passions move 
you?  Develop a strategy to overcome them.  Do an examination of conscience, pray and go to 
confession more often.  If you are about to experience anger, take a break and do something else.  
If you have hatred towards someone, pray for them instead. 
 
(2)  Write down where you can become more passionate or where you are failing.  Maybe you 
want to be more passionate: 
 
 In your marriage…plan more date nights 
 As a parent for your kids…read a book with them every night or play with them instead 
  of watching that TV show.   
 In learning more about your faith…read the Bible or Catechism or some spiritual books.  
 Your prayer life…start doing the Rosary or Novena 
 Your health…stop or limit your intake of junk food or start exercising more frequently 
 
Once you come up with ideas of areas of your life in which you wish to become more passionate 
in, create a calendar and setup a plan to achieve these new goals and/or habits (daily, weekly, 
monthly, and annually).   
 
(3)  Meditate.  Pray and read the gospels.  Look at the life of Christ and see how he used his 
passions perfectly.   

 
 
Virtues:  What are they? 
 Saint Augustine:  “Virtue is a good quality of the mind by which we live righteously, of which no 

one can make a bad use, which God works in us, without us.”   
 

 Basically, Virtues are repeatable patterns of actions that are good.  Whereas a Vice is a repeatable 
action that is bad.  Helping an elderly person cross the street or with their bags is a good deed, but 
is not a “virtue” unless you are accustomed to doing it all the time.  Similarly, if you punch that 
elderly person, you have committed a sin; but if you continuously punch and abuse them all the 
time, you have acquired a “vice. 
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 According to St. Thomas Aquinas, the fourfold hierarchy of the soul is perfected by the four 
“Cardinal” Virtues: 
  
  Intellect     Prudence 
  Will      Justice 
  Irasicble Passions    Fortitude 
  Concupiscible Passions   Temperance 

 These four virtues perfect the natural soul and was original notated in the writings of Plato, but 
can also be found in the book of Wisdom:  “For she teaches moderation (temperance),and 
prudence, justice, and fortitude, and nothing in life is more useful for men that these” (Wisdom 
8:7)  
 

 Easy acronym to remember these four cardinal virtues:  PJFT or “Peanut-butter, jelly, French 
toast”  (Dr. Taylor Marshall) 
 

The 4 Cardinal Virtues 
 Prudence:   The habit of proper decision making 

 St. Augustine wrote:  “Prudence is the knowledge of what to seek and what to avoid.” 
 St. Isidore wrote: “A prudent man is one who sees as it were from afar, for his sight is 

keen, and he foresees the event of uncertainties.”   
 St. Pius X wrote: “Prudence is the virtue that directs each action towards its lawful end and 

consequently seeks the proper means in order that the action be well accomplished in all 
points of view and thereby pleasing to Our Lord.” 
 

 Justice:   The habit of giving each person their due 
 St. Pius X wrote:  “Justice is the virtue which disposes us to give everyone what belongs to 

him.” 
 Sins against justice include murder, theft, gossip, cursing, vengeance, and cheating.  To be 

just entails being fair in all your dealings and being grateful to your benefactors.  
(Someone does a job for you, pay them fairly…If you rent, pay on time…If you receive a 
loan, pay it back…If you receive a gift, thank them.) 

 St. Thomas Aquinas also states that justice requires us to be friendly and generous with 
others and that it applies to ourselves as well (bragging about ourselves is giving ourselves 
undue attention). 
 

 Fortitude:   The habits that perfect our irascible passions (act of perseverance & courageousness) 
 St. Pius X wrote:  “Fortitude is the virtue which renders us courageous to the point of not 

fearing danger, not even death, for the service of God. 
  Roman philosopher, Marcus Cicero, wrote just before Christ: “fortitude is the deliberate 

facing of dangers and bearing of toils.”   
 St. Thomas Aquinas saw martyrdom as the greatest act of fortitude since it overcomes the 

fear of death itself for the sake of man’s final goal – God.   
 Fortitude is opposed to fear, but also opposed to the other extreme of daring.  Need to find 

a balance between being timid and being foolish. 
 A person with the virtue of fortitude is courageous, yet not prideful, exhibits perseverance, 

but also possesses patience. 
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 Temperance:   The habits that perfect our concupiscible passions 
 St. Pius X wrote:  “Temperance disposes us to control the inordinate desires that please the 

senses and makes us use temporal goods with moderation.”  
 St. Thomas Aquinas said that sins against temperance are the most disgraceful sins since 

they make us more like the irrational animals.   
 Sins against temperance include gluttony, drunkenness, and every form of lustful acts.   
 The Church gives us the Advent/Lent seasons to practice this virtue.   

 
Situational Ethics (College) vs. Virtue Ethics 
 Situational Ethics:   

 Example:   Suppose there was the Pope, President, Bill Gates, and a pregnant woman stuck 
in a boat.  Your helicopter could only take three people on board and the remaining person 
would be stranded.  Who would you choose?   

 This type of teaching sets people up for Relativism (no absolute truth) by giving them 
impossible moral dilemmas that cannot be solved and are highly unlikely, if ever, to occur 
 

 Virtue Ethics:   
 In life, you are never really going to be prepared for all the moral dilemmas that you will 

face and you won’t be able to open up a Bible or ask a guru at the moment of time to give 
you the correct response   

 What you can do is create patterns of good activity in all categories so when the big moral 
dilemma happens you will know what the right thing to do will be.   

 Example:  Asking a high school football player how he is going to operate in the Super 
Bowl?  He is not going to know.  The best thing he could do is to have played in the Pee 
Wee leagues, then throughout high school, and then in college in order to get familiar with 
multiple scenarios that may occur.  Basically, his reaction will become more instinctual.   

 
You need to practice and train yourself by doing small things every day in order to build up in these four 
cardinal virtues.  So whether it is praying each day, helping out a friend anytime they need you, or coming 
home in a good mood no matter what transpired during the day…all of these small daily things will train 
those “horses” and allow you  to sharpen yourself in these four cardinal virtues; and thus become more 
like Christ. 


