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When talking about the relationship between religion and flourishing, the first task is to frame the
question theologically and philosophically, and this entails taking seriously the potential
challenges latent in the issue. These challenges include—beyond the contested definitions of
both "religion" and "flourishing"—the claims of some faith traditions that true adherence to that
tradition’s goals and intrinsic goods can be incompatible with self-interest, and also the fact that
religious definitions of health and wholeness tend to be less concrete than secular definitions.
Despite the difficulties, research that considers uniquely religious aspects of human flourishing
is essential, as scholars pursue even greater methodological rigor in future investigations of
causal connections.Religion and Human Flourishing brings together scholars of various
specializations to consider how theological and philosophical perspectives might shape such
future research, and how such research might benefit religious communities. The first section of
the book takes up the foundational theological and philosophical questions. The next section
turns to the empirical dimension and encompasses perspectives ranging from anthropology to
psychology. The third and final section of the book follows in the empirical mold by moving to
more sociological and economic levels of analysis. The concluding reflection offers a survey of
what the social scientific research reveals about both the positive and negative effects of
religion.Scholars and laypeople alike are interested in religion, and many more still are
interested in how to lead a meaningful life—how to flourish. The collaborative undertaking
represented by Religion and Human Flourishing will further attest to the perennial importance of
the questions of religious belief and the pursuit of the good life, and will become a standard for
further exploration of such questions.

The question of human flourishing immediately provokes interest?who doesn?t want to flourish,
especially when we read that the hallmark of flourishing is joy? Flourishing, one learns,
encompasses what we do, what happens to us, and how we feel. No collection in recent years
looks more deeply at the fascinating question of what religion contributes to human flourishing.
Beautifully balancing the positives and the negatives, this volume manages to shed light in both
directions?what flourishing entails, and how religion contributes to it.-- Philip Clayton, Ingraham
Professor, Claremont School of TheologyDoes religion enrich human life? Is it a key ingredient
to a life well lived? Religion and Human Flourishing explores these questions with the latest tools
of the social sciences. By cross-examining the evidence, the authors show religion is not as
destructive as some claim and not as beneficial as others hope. This book avoids simplistic
claims devoid of evidence. It offers an invitation to the rigorous process of teasing out tentative
conclusions that will generate new studies and provoke new debates. In the balance hangs a
question that could hardly be more profound or more urgent for our common future.?-- Ron Cole-



Turner, H. Parker Sharp Professor of Theology and Ethics, Pittsburgh Theological
SeminaryHumans seek the transcendent, whether in art or baseball or God, as the papers in
this splendid conversation acknowledge and explore. Theologians, sociologists, economists,
and psychologists converse here with mutual respect and reciprocal enlightenment. In a world
under challenge, it?s the way forward, scientifically and spiritually.-- Deirdre Nansen McCloskey,
Author of The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Commerce --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.ReviewHumans seek the transcendent, whether in art or baseball or God, as
the papers in this splendid conversation acknowledge and explore. Theologians, sociologists,
economists, and psychologists converse here with mutual respect and reciprocal
enlightenment. In a world under challenge, it’s the way forward, scientifically and spiritually.--
Deirdre Nansen McCloskey, Author of The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Commerce --
This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorAdam B. Cohen is Professor of
Psychology at Arizona State University.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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Complexity.IntroductionAdam B. CohenIt is fair to say that people in times not too long past
looked to religion as the chief indicator of their flourishing. They might ask their priest or rabbi or
imam, or they might look to religious texts or to their religious communities to see if they were
living their lives in the right ways. If not, they might have been encouraged to lead a more
religious life, so as to flourish more. But time has marched on, and we no longer take it for
granted that religion can help us flourish, or can tell us what it means to flourish. Today more
than ever we might move religion to the sidelines, or even consider whether religion is
detrimental to our flourishing.Religion may have consequences for humanity at multiple levels,
from the health or well-being of individuals to relationships within and among groups to the
development and maintenance of social institutions to cultural evolution. What is the relation of
religion to flourishing? Can religion help us to flourish or tell us whether we are flourishing, or
does religion interfere with our flourishing?These are deep and nuanced questions, which bear
careful theological and philosophical thought, and careful empirical examination. This volume
undertakes to determine the quality of evidence for and against claims that religion contributes
to human flourishing.The essays in the present book grew out of a conference organized as part
of the Humble Approach Initiative, funded by the JTF and conference held at Harvard in Nov–
Dec of 2018. The participants gathered to discuss the broad question of religion’s relationship to
human flourishing, and the diversity of thought they represent is readily obvious in the diversity
of approaches on display in their essays. The contributors generally hold that religion is causally
consequential—whether positively or negatively—at each of level of analysis from the very small
to the very large. But their essays show that there are gaps in our knowledge and point to the
kinds of theoretical and empirical research initiatives that would have potential to provide
definitive answers to a range of important questions.If we are to talk about religion and
flourishing, one of the first things we need to figure out is how to even frame these questions,
theologically and philosophically. All faith traditions claim for their systems of belief goals and
intrinsic goods that can be incompatible with self-interest. Religious definitions of health and
wholeness may be broader than those of the secular world. Research that takes seriously
uniquely religious aspects of human flourishing as desired outcomes may be needed as well as



ever greater methodological rigor in future investigations of causal connections. Not least, this
volume considers how theological and philosophical perspectives might shape such future
research as well as how such research might benefit religious communities.The first section of
the book takes up these foundational theological and philosophical questions.Of course, to
proceed with our inquiry we should establish what precisely is meant by “flourishing” (“religion” is
not necessarily a settled term either, but for our purposes the broad sense of faith traditions will
serve). This definitional groundwork is laid by Miroslav Volf in “Meanings and Dimensions of
Flourishing: A Programmatic Sketch.” Volf aims to clarify the meaning of flourishing by integrating
three perspectives from Western tradition, arguing that a flourishing life is a life that is being led
well (agency), that goes well (circumstances), and that feels right (emotions).Next, Celia Deane-
Drummond, in “Virtues, Vices, and the Good Life: A Theologian’s Perspective on Compassion
and Violence,” further takes up the basic philosophical and theological question of human
flourishing’s meaning. As a Roman Catholic theologian, she is most interested in cultural change
toward values that encourage rather than inhibit the good life, understood as the common good,
so meaning the good for all and the good for each.Jonathan Rowson, in “Status Viatoris and the
Path Quality of Religion: Human Flourishing as a Sacred Process of Becoming,” asks how we
might conceive of the relationship between our ultimate societal ends and our available
institutional means, in ways that help clarify how we should live. He introduces a theoretical and
empirical research initiative (what does it mean to grow as a person and why does it matter for
society?), highlights some little understood individual differences (e.g., mental complexity and
levels of maturation) that are not often taken into account in the context of flourishing, and
introduces a way of thinking (constructive-developmental) that is unhelpfully dispersed across
myriad forms of scholarship and practice.Rounding out the section on conceptual foundations,
Dr. Tyler VanderWeele, in “Spiritual Well-Being and Human Flourishing: Conceptual, Causal, and
Policy Relations,” situates the question of whether religion contributes to flourishing across a
number of different levels: the individual, different communities, competing notions of the good,
and the final end of the human person.The next section of the book turns to the empirical
dimension and encompasses perspectives ranging from anthropology to biostatistics to
evolutionary biology to psychology. The scholars represented here consider whether we can
ever say that membership in faith communities is not only tethered to but also responsible for
personal weal, and ponder whether a decades-long attempt to use the tools of social science to
investigate how religion functions at various stages of life has brought us any closer to
understanding how religious belief and practice produce spiritual capital on which people can
draw in times of exigency and crisis. As a set, these chapters clarify what individual differences
and environmental variables (whether related to neighborhoods or nation states) we need to
take into account in advancing claims that religion is causally consequential when it comes to
flourishing, which in turn raises the question of whether we have the right theoretical models and
enough empirical work over long enough periods to examine causal influences.The first few
chapters take quite a distal approach, informed by evolutionary views of religion. Professor



Harvey Whitehouse, in a chapter entitled “Religion and Human Flourishing in the Evolution of
Social Complexity,” explains that religion has undoubtedly contributed to the evolution of social
complexity. Specifically, the role of religious rituals in the rise of civilization has implications for
human flourishing.Following nicely on Whitehouse’s work on ritual, Dominic Johnson writes on
“The Next Generation: Evolutionary Perspectives on Religion and Flourishing.” Professor
Johnson argues that religious beliefs and behaviors pose an evolutionary puzzle because they
are costly; however, there are material benefits that can exceed these costs, resulting in net
benefits overall. He further proposes that the costs themselves can in fact represent the benefit,
via signaling; consequently, religion has (in the past) and may continue (today) to contribute to
human “flourishing,” as measured by Darwinian fitness (survival and reproductive success).The
next two chapters focus on religion, trust, and prosociality—issues which are often proposed to
have helped in the cultural evolution of religion. In “Religion’s Role in Building Trust,” I show that
people from different religious groups trust one another to a surprising extent, and that “costly
signals” of religion increase trust, even between people who are from different
religions.Professor Azim Shariff then poses the question of “Religion’s Contribution to
Prosociality.” Shariff provides an overview of a meta-analysis on religion and prosociality,
considering both self-reported and objective measures of prosocial behaviors, whether there is
evidence for causality, and whether religious prosociality is parochial.The third and final section
of the book follows in the empirical mold by moving to more sociological and economic levels of
analysis. Chapters 9–12 focus on religion and flourishing in terms of health and well-being at the
individual and group levels. Chris Ellison begins with “Religion’s Contribution to Population
Health: Key Theoretical and Methodological Considerations.” Ellison has three main objectives:
(1) to provide a cursory review of some key elements of the literature; (2) to outline some of the
key explanatory pathways or mechanisms via which religion may influence health and well-
being; and (3) to identify several important directions for further exploration that will help to
clarify whether, and to what extent, religion actually influences health and well-being.Next,
Dr. Byron Johnson, in “Offender-Led Religious Movements: Identity Transformation,
Rehabilitation, and Justice System Reform,” looks to offender-led religious movements in prison
as a concrete example of how faith and wellness can relate. He shows that these movements
have the capacity to provide participants a strong identity, an alternative moral framework, and a
set of embodied practices that emphasize virtue and character development.Closing this unit,
David Myers draws out “Some Big-Data Lessons” from religion and human flourishing. Myers
presents evidence that helps determine whether religious engagement is associated with
misery, or the good life; greed, or prosocial generosity of time and money; self-serving pride and
bigotry, or virtues such as humility and forgiveness; stress and illness, or health and longevity;
happiness and life satisfaction, or repression and depression. Big data from varied sources
reveal a curious religious engagement paradox: religious engagement correlates negatively with
human flourishing across aggregate levels (when comparing more versus less religious
countries or American states), and positively across individuals (especially within relatively more



religious places).With Professor Myers’ wrestling with varying levels of analysis as a basis, the
two penultimate chapters bring economic perspectives to bear on religion and flourishing. Larry
Iannaccone, in “Smart and Spiritual: The Coevolution of Religion and Rationality,” argues that a
capacity for sacred stories represents a biologically grounded capacity for being fascinated,
entertained, and persuaded—all vital elements in economic exchange. “Sacredness” here
suggests the capacity’s ability to extend our sense of reality beyond that which we perceive as
natural, normal, and strictly material, and must be capable of transcending (and thereby
constraining and reshaping) our rational, self-interested impulses.From a more particular
economic vantage, Dr. Sriya Iyer explores “The Economics of Religion in Developing Countries.”
Iyer reports on research which examined how religious organizations provide and change their
religious and nonreligious services in response to the competition for adherents and inequality.
This study draws on the first Indian economic survey of religious organizations, called the India
Religion Survey, between 2007 and 2010, which focused on various organizations’ welfare
service provision. Iyer further develops a theoretical economic framework drawing upon
industrial organization and game theory to argue that the strength of religious beliefs may be
related to economic inequality, religious competition, and nonreligious service provision.As a
concluding reflection on the entire project, Azim Shariff reflects “On Balance” on whether religion
promotes—and detracts—from flourishing. Shariff takes seriously the possibility that the degree
to which religion positively contributes to human flourishing is only one side of an important
question. After summarizing what the social scientific research says about both the positive and
negative effects of religion, Shariff discusses the challenge of weighing these various features to
draw a balanced conclusion about whether, and how, religion contributes to human
flourishing. Given all the cross-disciplinary richness on display here—theological and
philosophical conceptualization; empirical observation of biological and social relations;
individual, societal, and economic levels of analysis; and overall careful reflection on the positive
and negative effects of religion on flourishing—we all hope that this book will have broad appeal,
to both academics and nonspecialists. Scholars and lay people alike are interested in religion,
and many more still are interested in how to lead a good and meaningful life—how to flourish.
The rigorous science, and impact on popular culture, of the positive psychology movement
attest to this. The collaborative undertaking represented by this book will further attest to the
perennial importance of the questions of religious belief and the pursuit of the good life, and
hopefully become a standard for further exploration of such questions. Seldom has such an
impressive group of scholars come together to take a nuanced approach to a complex question
with such intellectual alacrity. The significance of the book is in its collecting and synthesizing
the work of all these scholars, so anyone (in or outside the academy) interested in religion and
flourishing has access to a much broader and deeper overview than would be possible if the
study were produced from within a singular disciplinary silo. Whatever we may determine about
the role of religion in human existence, it is certain that flourishing necessitates community; it is
fitting that this exploration reflects just that.1Meanings and Dimensions of FlourishingA



Programmatic SketchMiroslav Volf, Matthew Croasmun, Ryan McAnnally-LinzIOne of the major
challenges in the current research about human flourishing—about the good life, happiness,
well-being, the true life, the life worth living, and other designations under which the topic is
discussed—is lack of agreement on what we mean by “flourishing” and its many near synonyms.
The disagreement is not surprising. For there is no way to determine “objectively” what it would
mean for human beings to flourish. The reasons for this are many, but first among them is that
flourishing is a normative idea; it names what kind of beings humans ought to be and provides
the orienting criteria—the “tables of value,” to use Friedrich Nietzsche’s phrase—for what they
ought to desire and how they ought to live.Given the normative character of human flourishing, it
follows that the sciences have both an indispensable and limited role in helping clarify what we
mean by “flourishing.” For no amount of knowledge about what was, what is, and what is likely to
be can determine what ought to be. Various sciences can and should inform our reflection on the
meaning of flourishing, but they cannot set its basic meaning. They must, rather, assume it.
When it comes to flourishing, the main role of the sciences is to enlighten us about human
behavior (in a given culture) and identify the most effective means by which we can come to
flourish in the way we have on other grounds (or no grounds at all) determined that we ought to.If
we were to give up on privacy and allow all data about us to be collected—all our
correspondence and other interactions, data about our health, the history of our purchases, all
the books we’ve read and comments about them we’ve made, etc.—a complex algorithm would
be able to come up with an exceptionally accurate account of our behavior, even know us in
many regards better than we know ourselves; it would fairly reliably predict what we would do in
many situations. But the one thing it wouldn’t be able to tell us is what we ought to do. The
algorithm could tell us what we actually desire and what we find desirable, even what we aspire
to find desirable, but it couldn’t tell us what we ought to desire. The same is true of science.To
get clarity on the meaning of flourishing, we need to engage not so much in scientific research
as in philosophical and religious reflection. The great philosophers—from Socrates to Simone
Weil—present us with the most rigorous forms of reflection on the meaning of flourishing. The
great religious traditions—from Hinduism and Judaism to Christianity and Islam—offer the most
enduring communities of living and attentive reflecting about alternative visions of flourishing.
And of course, traditions that fall somewhere in between religion and philosophy, like Buddhism
and Confucianism, do so as well. These diverse traditions have long been the main sources of
our visions of flourishing life. They remain relevant even, and perhaps especially, in a modern
world in which visions of the good life have been privatized and are often embraced as changing
individual “dreams.”1IIIf we cannot derive visions of flourishing from the results of scientific
research, what reasons do we have to embrace any of them? Most would agree that such
visions, whether explicitly or implicitly held, are essential to human life. Some would argue that
since they, ultimately, set goals for human action, their importance only increases with the
exponential growth in knowledge and technology.2 But the need to have them in general is not a
sufficient reason to embrace any one of them in particular. One option would be to say that all



accounts of who human beings ought to be and what kinds of tables of value they should
embrace are arbitrary. But then the best we could do would be to accept a kind of new
polytheism of ultimate goals, a tension-laden pantheon of countless private and national gods.3
The unhappy marriage of science, which uses reason to pursue truth but cannot set human
purposes, and myth, which articulates a vision into which human beings should stretch
themselves but is devoid of reason, would then be our best option.Advocates of the world
religions and great philosophical traditions that emerged through axial transformations were
never satisfied with a polytheism of values.4 As they saw it, visions of human flourishing and the
accounts of the self, social relations, and the good upon which they rest, involve truth claims that
can be rationally evaluated. They believed that the marriage of “mythos” and “logos” could be a
happy one.5 Especially in recent decades, religious scholars and philosophers have developed
sophisticated procedures to assess rationally the comparative epistemic advantages of rival
versions of flourishing life and the interpretations of reality associated with them.6None of us
can stand outside of these rival visions of flourishing, even as we try to survey the landscape of
contending visions and assess them. What follows is our proposal, as Christian theologians, of
how best to frame the theological and philosophical reflection required to ground our research
into—and pursuit of—flourishing life. We begin by articulating a three-part formal structure for
visions of flourishing. We then illustrate each of the three aspects by considering thinkers who
have placed just one of them at the center of their visions of flourishing. Finally, we sketch (in
very broad strokes) an integrated vision of flourishing within our particular religious tradition by
constructively engaging the theology of St. Paul.While we expect that some aspects of the
formal structure we propose will be useful as a heuristic through which to understand and
compare different visions of flourishing across religious and philosophical traditions, it will also
become apparent that this formal structure serves us well in our constructive work as Christian
theologians. We invite others, working within other traditions, to offer revisions to our proposed
formal structure, or, indeed, replacements for it that are more genial to their work articulating
their own visions of flourishing.7IIIOur proposal builds on Nicholas Wolterstorff’s argument in
Justice: Rights and Wrongs.8 Wolterstorff writes in opposition to a tradition of thought that is
concerned mainly with the quality of humans as agents—their acts, practices, and virtues. He
argues for a vision of the good life in which humans show up also as patients—“patient” being
used here in the ancient sense of being affected. Humans are bearers of rights, he argues, and
therefore certain things are owed to them; receiving what is owed to them, and not just doing
what they ought to do, is essential to their flourishing. Leading life well is not all there is to
flourishing. Life going well matters too.Our proposal is an expansion of Wolterstorff’s: we flourish
when, in addition to leading life well (agency) and life going well (circumstances), life also feels
right to us (affect). It is predicated on the belief that emotions, such as joy or sorrow, are neither
merely active (produced by the agent) nor merely passive (a reaction to some outside stimulus)
but are activo-passive. As we experience an emotion, we are, in one undivided experience, both
affected and active: we are, in a particular way, actively relating to the way “objects” affect us.



Even more, emotions partly contribute to the construction of the objects that affect us, to their
appearing to us as objects of a particular kind.Life led well refers to the “agential” dimension of
the flourishing life, to the good conduct of life—from right thoughts and right acts to right habits
and right virtues. Life going well refers to the “circumstantial” dimension of the flourishing life, to
the desirable circumstances of life—be they natural (like fertile, uncontaminated land), social
(like friendships or the absence of war), or personal (like certain kinds of genes or a well-
functioning body). Life feeling as it should is about the “affective” dimension of the flourishing life,
about “happiness” (or contentment or joy), empathy, and the like.Fig. 1.1 Three domains of
flourishing: agency, emotions, and circumstances.9IVIn acquainting ourselves with these three
aspects of flourishing, it may be helpful to consider three thinkers that see the whole of
flourishing life largely through the lens of just one aspect. Our account of each will be brief and
insufficiently nuanced; its purpose here is to illustrate an option and cast the three aspects in
sharp relief so as to make evident their distinction from one another.Let the ethics of ancient
Stoics, people like the emperor Marcus Aurelius, serve as an example of an account of
flourishing, or the good and true life, understood primarily as a matter of agency, as life being led
well. The possession and exercise of virtue, they argued, is not just necessary for flourishing, but
sufficient as well. Flourishing human beings are self-sufficient. Reliance on external goods would
make a person dependent and therefore detract from their flourishing. Though health and wealth
are to be preferred to sickness and poverty, people can be virtuous and therefore happy even if
they don’t get what they prefer. The Stoic relation to emotions was more nuanced than their
relation to external goods like health and wealth. Though they viewed most “passions”
negatively, as reflecting and reinforcing undue investment in things outside of one’s control, they
insisted that certain “good passions,” including joy, will be by-products of the virtuous life. The
flourishing life is preponderantly one of virtuous agency, not of positive feeling (which, in a
strictly limited form, flows out of virtuous agency) or adequate external goods (which, strictly
speaking, are irrelevant).Fig. 1.2 Stoic priority of agential flourishing.Fig. 1.3 Marxian priority of
circumstantial flourishing.Let the economic and social theory of a modern thinker, Karl Marx,
serve as an example of an account of flourishing understood primarily as life going well—or,
rather, let one plausible, though perhaps not the most compelling, interpretation of Marx serve
as such.10 The communist society is primarily one of right technological, economic, and political
circumstances. True, the revolution will bring about a transformation of moral agency; human
beings will no longer treat either themselves or others as mere means and will engage in free,
creative activities while their individual and communal interests coincide. But the revolution will
neither come about mainly through moral critique and corresponding political engagement (as
the utopian socialists argued), nor will life in the postrevolutionary society, at the basic level,
depend on the virtue and moral agency of individuals. The transformation of circumstances,
brought about by historical processes, is sufficient for the flourishing of all; “moral” behavior and
appropriate affective states will follow.Let Mustapha Mond, a fictional character from Aldous
Huxley’s dystopia Brave New World, serve as the spokesperson for an account of flourishing



understood as life feeling right.11 With the help of social engineering, biotechnology, and
pharmacology, people will be conditioned and the world arranged in such a way as to get “rid of
everything unpleasant” and make everyone happy:12 all people “get what they want” and they
“never want what they can’t get.”13 There is no need for moral effort, as “there’s no such a thing
as divided allegiance” and “you’re so conditioned that you can’t help doing what you ought to
do.”14 Mustapha Mond’s own agency is utterly subservient to the realization and maintenance of
a kind of world that makes all of each person’s experiences only pleasant. In Mond, one can
recognize a realization of the vision of Jeremy Bentham, who begins An Introduction to the
Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789) with the statement “Nature has placed mankind
under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. They alone point out what
we ought to do and determine what we shall do.”15Fig. 1.4 Priority of flourishing
emotions.Marcus, Marx, and Mond are each exemplars of ways of thinking about the flourishing
life. We sketched each from the perspective of its core content, identifying in it the dominant
dimension of flourishing: agency in Stoicism, circumstances in Marxism, and emotions in
Utilitarianism. But accounts of flourishing generally spell out not just the core content of
flourishing but also ways to achieve flourishing life. They are about both a vision and the journey
into it, about a goal and the means of its realization. Often the goal and the means match. But
sometimes they don’t. The match is tight in Stoicism: moral agency is the goal and moral agency
is the means. In the version of Marxism we presented above, the means and ends correspond
as well: historical processes, driven by development of productive forces, bring about
revolutionary change of circumstances, which is the core content of flourishing life. But there is a
pronounced discrepancy between the goal and the means in Utilitarianism: a certain selfless
kind of agency (embodied in Brave New World by Mustapha Mond) is the necessary means by
which all reach the goal of the good life, whose core content is pleasure and therefore differs
markedly from the means. VAdvocates of the ways of thinking about flourishing represented here
by Marcus, Marx, and Mond are involved in intense debates, and the debates internal to each
way of thinking can be more intense than the debates among them. We don’t need to wade into
these debates here, except to note that from our perspective, for all their merits, these accounts
of flourishing life are each one-sided. As we mentioned earlier, our contention is that a plausible
account of flourishing life needs to integrate all three of the dimensions of flourishing life around
which these visions are organized.Even more, though each of the three dimensions of
flourishing has its own integrity, the relationship between them is not merely additive. It’s not as if
each dimension were a leg in some three-legged good life stool, such that, though you need all
three legs to sit comfortably, each leg bears part of your weight separately. The relationship
between the three dimensions of flourishing is also perichoretic, to use analogously a term that
has its original home in theological reflection on God. Each aspect often partly contains the
other two. Take, for example, friendship as an aspect of life going well. Arguably, the love of a few
significant other people is among the most significant circumstances of a flourishing life. But we
cannot have friends unless we actively relate to them as friends; friendship requires an exercise



of our agency. Inversely, relating to someone as friend doesn’t itself create a friendship if they
don’t want to reciprocate and we are acted upon as their friends. And relating to another person
as a friend isn’t merely doing the things a friend does but letting oneself be affected by friends so
as to rejoice when they rejoice and mourn when they mourn. Though we can plausibly
categorize friendship as a circumstance of life, it emerges from the interrelation of all three
aspects of flourishing. Or consider the example of an emotion like joy. Joy is not simply an
internal psychological state. I rejoice over something, and that means: (a) that a slice of the
world has to be worthy of joy as an emotional response to it and (b) that I have to construe it as
such (which opens up the possibility of appropriate and inappropriate rejoicing). An experience
of genuine joy is an interweaving of life going well (circumstances worthy of rejoicing), life being
led well (rightly construing circumstances as worthy of rejoicing), and life feeling right (the
emotional state itself).VITo flesh out the content of the formal structure of the flourishing life—the
content of each dimension and the perichoretic relation between them—we turn to a vision of
flourishing in the tradition we know the best: the Christian faith. More specifically, we offer a
sketch based on the texts of the first Christian theologian, the apostle Paul.16Paul summarizes
the flourishing life in his definition of the kingdom of God—the whole created world at home in
having become the home of God—in Romans 14:17: “The Kingdom of God is not food and drink
but righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit.” Flourishing life is more than the meeting of
the human animal’s material needs, but it does not exclude these. It requires, in addition,
construing these basic necessities as gifts rather than mere things, part of the network of
relations that is the kingdom or home of God—relations among God, all humans, and all living
things.If the substance of flourishing life is not to be found in the basic material needs of life,
where should we look instead? Paul points to the unity of our agency (righteousness—life in
conformity to the law of love), our circumstances (peace—both material abundance and rich
relationships), and our emotions (joy—the signature emotion of flourishing life). These three are
not independent of one another, but rather each in its fullness includes some aspect of the
others. Love as agency is only ever fully at home in a world of love (circumstance) and is cold
unless discharging duties toward those we love has the warmth of longing and care (emotion).
True peace entails not just a dynamic order of life-enhancing circumstances, but feeling at peace
(emotion) and living peaceably (agency). Finally, joy in full bloom is not just a matter of individual
feeling; it requires opening oneself to joy in both actively construing the world or some aspect of
it as worth rejoicing over and letting oneself be “taken into” joy (agency); and it culminates in a
state of joy, a social space marked by joy into which one might enter (circumstance).17While all
three dimensions are equally requisite, they do not equally demand our allegiance; love takes
priority, as we will see shortly. Moreover, because we live in a world marked by suffering and
oppression, love often takes the form of sacrifice. There are times when we ought to choose to
sacrifice genuine circumstantial and affective goods of our own for the sake of the flourishing of
all. Under such conditions, all our agency will be qualified by the need to help those who suffer
oppression, exclusion, or misfortune and will therefore include an element of sacrifice. Similarly,



because we live in a world that is not fully flourishing, there are circumstances over which it
would be perverse to rejoice; we are to mourn with those who mourn (Rom 12:15), even as, in
light of God’s goodness and the primordial goodness of the world, we rejoice always (Phil
4:4).Fig. 1.5 The perichoretic relationship between flourishing agency, circumstances, and
emotions in the theology of the apostle Paul.Finally, all three of these are not possessions of
independently self-actualized human beings, but rather markers of a life flourishing in
relationship to the divine; each and all three together are, as Romans 14:17 insists, only fully
ours “in the Holy Spirit.”The perichoretic structure of the relations among the three dimensions of
flourishing means that we can view the whole content of the flourishing life by properly
construing one aspect. The entirety of the world as the home of God can be described as the
world of love, the world of peace, or the world of joy. Still, what creates and sustains the world
properly described in each of these ways is God’s love, which Paul suggests in describing
righteousness, peace, and joy as being “in the Holy Spirit,” who is the Spirit of divine love. The
agency of divine love, therefore, has primacy. Correspondingly, the human work of receiving that
divine love in faith by relating to God and to the world as gift and of being an active instrument of
divine love has primacy.VIIFlourishing, we have said, is a normative idea. Normative ideas are,
by and large, matters of contention. Consequently, we have no doubt that even the rather
sparse, formal claim we have made here—that a plausible account of flourishing requires the
integration of three distinguishable dimensions—will meet with resistance and critique. Our hope
is not that it will be universally accepted but that it will advance the conversation and deepen our
understanding of the most important question of our lives.ReferencesBellah, Robert N., and
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ViolenceCelia Deane-DrummondStarting Points: Religion, Theology, and Human
FlourishingSeeking and finding a clear evidential basis for human flourishing is a task more
properly assigned to the natural and human sciences.1 However, that does not necessarily
mean that theological analysis and moral theology are redundant in this exploration, or that
theological reflection cannot benefit from engagement with these sciences. The first and
perhaps most basic question, which is also an obvious philosophical and theological one, is
what does human flourishing mean? To say that religion or religions promote or deny that
flourishing depends on how it is understood and its internal appropriation within a community
and not just its assessment by outside observers. Where that community is religious it becomes
rather harder for “outsiders” to understand internal meanings and potential benefits. I am
defining religion as a structured social organization in which (a) there is a shared affective
experience, usually in relation to immaterial goods, (b) specific beliefs are accepted and agreed
upon and held to be true by the majority of its members, and (c) there is usually an organized
structure relating to that particular belief or set of beliefs. Note that in terms of origin (a) may
appear prior to (b) or (c), which is why habitually some will describe themselves as being
“spiritual” but not having any particular “religious” affiliation. Such distinctions are important when
considering the origin of religious belief, since that affective capacity did not necessarily initially
show clear signs of traces of collective religious practice in the evolutionary record. In addition,
averages across large-scale groups do not do justice to the wide variety of interpretations within
a given community and what some scholars have called “thick” descriptions of human
relationships that are missed out when analysis of flourishing is according to procedural or
contractual agreements.2 Distinctions between “inside” and “outside” become much less clear
once an ethnographic perspective tries to understand and think alongside those
communities.The point I am trying to make is that any one academic discipline is limited,
especially when it comes to arriving at firm conclusions about the meaning of human flourishing
and its particular relationship to religious beliefs, as it will be set by the particular methodologies
and background assumptions within that discipline as to what that flourishing or religious beliefs
mean and how they can be measured. For example, flourishing in religious terms could be about
giving up certain goods, an ascesis, as much as acquiring more, but that ascesis is for the sake
of what are perceived to be higher goals of perfection and ultimate satisfaction. The task of
theology in this case will be to help interpret the reasons behind such practices and enable a
richer understanding of its meaning and significance. Theology, just like any scientific discipline,
will have internal debates about what is the most reasonable and convincing argument, and that
will also vary between different traditions and even within the same tradition. While it is possible
for a theologian not to participate personally in religious belief, many definitions of theology
assume that a theologian is a religious believer and so understands how a particular community
works from within. The good life, for a theologian, is by definition that which is related in a
primary sense to God and neighbor, where understanding the meaning of what God either is or
is not like becomes integral to the theological task. Although Frederick Nietzsche declared that



God was “dead,” belief in God has not waned, but rather continued to influence contemporary
culture in what Charles Taylor has described as a postsecular age.3 While science and social
science more often than not analyze varieties of “religion” and its particular belief systems,
theology is concerned to understand and unravel human meaning as it has been carried in
traditional sources, but now appropriated and interpreted for new contexts.Moral Evolution: A
Test Case in DialogueThe research area that has most interested me in the last five years or so
that is most relevant to the theme of human flourishing is what some scholars have called moral
evolution. As a Roman Catholic theologian, I am most interested in cultural change toward
values that encourage rather than inhibit the good life, understood as the common good, so
meaning the good for all and the good for each. In the classic theological tradition these values
are known as the virtues, which are defined as habits of mind leading to positive actions for the
good that can be acquired through family or community education or, in some cases,
understood as being infused by the work of divine grace. At the same time the opposing habits
to virtues, vices, work against the good. Understanding those vices is also part of the theological
task as it helps to clarify what their tendencies are, how to overcome them, and, therefore, how
to become more virtuous. Although virtue and vice tend to be understood as individual character
traits, their action is relevant to the functioning of the community as a whole, and therefore
impinges on collective action.But where did such virtues and vices begin to be expressed in
human history? Does tracing their origin give any clues about their meaning and significance?
Deep time, evolutionary history, can, I suggest, shed light on this problem in a way that is
constructive for the theological task and illuminating for an understanding of human flourishing.
Not all theologians or philosophers would, of course, welcome such a move, since they resist
naturalistic interpretations of ethics in favor of constructive approaches that are understood to
operate through alternative frameworks such as principled reasoning, or even divine commands,
that are not simply emergent from evolutionary models. Such critiques give due warning for
theologians entering this debate not to reduce ethical theory to naturalistic accounts or assume
that evolutionary arguments provide a full explanatory framework for the emergence of either
morals or a religious sense. Paying attention to specific dispositions also impact on the task of
evolutionary anthropology as much as theology. Analysis of different virtues and vices in
evolutionary terms can move archeological discussion away from a simple consideration of
morphological differences toward reflection on the most probable mental lives of early
hominins.Compassion in the evolutionary record has a stronger evidential basis than other
virtues, though in my own research with evolutionary anthropologist Agustín Fuentes we have
explored the possibility of a shift in the human capacity for wisdom in early hominin evolution.4
Other specific virtues that are both relevant to moral theology and address the theme of human
flourishing include justice, humility, generosity, and gratitude, to name just a few.5 An exploration
of the evolutionary roots of different vices is also significant, since understanding how and in
what sense they have arisen enables a richer and deeper insight into what makes us human and
therefore how humanity may be able to overcome such tendencies and take positive steps



toward human flourishing. For theology stories of origin are relevant to stories about the future or
eschatology, so in the case of human flourishing, knowledge of evolutionary anthropological
theories is also relevant to its task.Rather than take all the different possible virtues and vices, I
will illustrate my point by referring in a little more detail to two that are mirror behavioral images of
each other in that they are both about individual and collective action for good and ill, namely,
compassion and violence. Both are interesting in that both have arguably very deep evolutionary
roots. They are also highly significant both from a religious and theological perspective. While I
cannot do full justice to either in such a short essay, my purpose is to illustrate some of the ways
in which scientific discussion about both of these attributes in alignment with theological
reflection on the topics can be fruitful for further deliberations on what it means to flourish. Trying
to understand the drive to love others opens up interesting philosophical and theological
questions about the psychology of love and its evolution. Social and natural scientists, through
research on empathy and compassion, have focused on what are arguably the prerequisite
capacities for fully developed love. Theologians, on the other hand, are more likely to parse out
distinctions in what it means to love in terms of mercy, charity, friendship, and passion.The Roots
of CompassionPity, sympathy, empathy, and compassion are often muddled in the literature,
both ancient and modern, which makes it even harder to appraise the relationships between
them. Martha Nussbaum’s definitions of empathy and compassion are particularly clear and are
useful as a baseline, so empathy is “an imaginative reconstruction of another person’s
experience without any particular evaluation of that experience.”6 Further, “compassion is a
painful emotion occasioned by the awareness of another person’s undeserved misfortune.”7 The
more specific judgment that a person is in distress, also accompanied by a desire to do
something about it, is a judgment of compassion rather than empathy. Nussbaum is not claiming
that this is all there is to compassion, but that compassion, when it overcomes negative
emotions such as disgust, envy, and shame, entails judgment. Ethnographic research that
defines empathy as including a desire to help seems similar to compassion in Nussbaum’s
definition. Often psychologists will use the term “empathy” inclusive of an active or even
cognitive component, so that it comes much closer to the definition of compassion used by
Nussbaum above.Penny Spikins and her colleagues have done some fascinating work on the
possible reconstruction of psychological emotions in the prehistory of the Homo lineage.8 The
most common attitude among anthropologists, Spikins claims, is to ignore all emotions in human
prehistory on the basis that they are far too hard to detect. What kind of archeological evidence
might point to changes in the mental lives of these early humans? Spikins believes that while
this research is fraught with difficulties, it is still possible to create a reasonable narrative about
what may have been the case. Spikins believes that it is long-term compassion that is the most
distinctly human characteristic that marks out humans from our primate cousins. She defines
compassion as motivation to act in a way that is evolutionary advantageous.9 Spikins seems to
define compassion as “caring deeply for each other.”10I will use just one illustrative example to
show the kind of evidential base used to support her claims:The most well-known early example



of long-term support for an incapacitated individual comes from KNM-ER 1808, a female Homo
ergaster dated to around 1.5 mya. . . . Examinations of the skeletal remains of this individual have
led to suggestions that she was suffering from hypervitaminosis A, a disease caused by
excessive intake of vitamin A.11These symptoms can be tracked in the human remains through
reduction in bone density and the development of coarse bone growths. The symptoms for
sufferers are known from contemporary medical studies to include “abdominal pain, nausea,
headaches, dizziness, blurred vision, lethargy, loss of muscular coordination and impaired
consciousness.”12 This pathology would have taken many months to develop, which shows that
the caretaking in this case must have been long term as the individual could not have survived
on their own without the intensive care of others. The point is that this requires long-term and
sustained care of a type that has not yet been found in primates not in the Homo lineage.The
right judgment of compassion, and in this sense, the channeling of empathy toward moral rather
than immoral ends, requires the ability to navigate complex relationships successfully. Thomas
Aquinas was well aware of this in his treatment of the moral virtues interpreted as the correct
alignment of concupiscible and irascible appetitive powers to reason.13 Empathy and
compassion are not used in the Summa Theologiae, rather, Thomas uses the terms “charity”
and misericordiae, a term that when translated into English means variously compassion, pity,
and mercy. Where misericordiae denotes being so affected that it leads to action on behalf of the
other, it can refer to compassion; when misericordiae means removal of another’s pain through
forgiveness of harm, it is best translated as mercy given by the one who forgives. Robert Miner—
in a helpful article considering the place of misericordiae in Thomistic thought and focusing on
the questions in the Summa Theologiae on charity—interprets compassion as “the affect that
Thomas regards as a necessary but not sufficient condition for mercy as a human virtue.”14 In
other words, mercy is the developed virtue, even if compassion is its precondition.The relation
between empathy and compassion is analogous to that between compassion and mercy, in that
mercy cannot exist without compassion, but compassion alone is insufficient for misercordiae as
virtue. Thomas’s placing of his question on mercy in the middle of the section on the acts and
effects of charity, which itself is placed in the central section on charity, leads Miner to conclude
that “mercy lies at the very center of Thomas’ treatment of charity.”15 It is worth dwelling on the
specific way Aquinas refers to misericordiae in relation to God’s acts, since this also gives some
indication of its overall importance. In speaking of divine omnipotence, he claims: “Then again,
as we have seen, the carrying out of divine mercy is at the root of all God’s works. We are
entitled to nothing except on the basis of what has come from God in the first place as sheer
gift.”16 It seems to me that there is no reason why misericordiae cannot have connotations of
both compassion and mercy here, given that it is at the root of God’s acts, and given that
misericordiae is also elemental to God’s love, for amor is the sole reason for God’s miseretur.17
This becomes even clearer in the passage where Thomas claims:Above all misericordiae is to
be attributed to God, nevertheless in its effect, not in the affect of feeling. By way of explanation
we note that a person is called misericors because he has a heart with misery, and is affected



with sadness for another’s plight as though it were his own. He identifies himself with the other,
and springs to the rescue; this is the effect of misericordiae.18Aquinas then explains that to feel
sad about another’s plight is not a divine attribute, but rather God is capable of driving out every
kind of defect. The movement from identification with another and then springing to action is
exactly the trajectory expected for empathy and compassion working together. In other words,
the narrower meaning of mercy understood simply as forgiveness of sins does not seem to
apply in this context. Further, as Gregory Peterson has pointed out, drawing on the empirical
work of contemporary research in psychology,19 this is suggestive of empathy as positive and
not just negative in its emotional state.20In the second book of the Summa, Thomas cites
Augustine when he identifies the close identification between mercy and compassion: “since
mercy is compassion for another’s wretchedness, mercy is properly shown to another and not to
oneself.”21 Misericordia is “heartfelt compassio for another’s miseriae, a compassio that drives
us to do what we can to help him.”22 He then goes on to discuss the play on words between the
Latin for misericordiae and miseriae. Mercy also includes one of the judgments that Nussbaum
names for compassion, namely that of non-desert. So, mercy is “strictly speaking . . .
compassion for the misery of another.”23It is through the movement of misericordiae beyond
sensing the pain of the other toward action that is regulated by right reason that shows
misericordiae is a moral virtue, rather than simply an emotion.24 There is no doubt in Aquinas’
mind that while charity is the virtue that unites humanity to God, the greatest virtue with respect
to our neighbor is that of mercy: “Of all the virtues which have to do with our neighbor, however,
misericordiae is the greatest, even as its acts surpasses all others, for to relieve the wants of
another is, as such, the function of someone higher and better.”25 While the last phrase implies
superiority for the one showing the compassion, this should not imply pride or condescension in
that giving, but rather indicates the person is closer to God. For by showing misericordiae this “is
a sacrifice more acceptable to God.”26 He goes further in saying that misericordiae “sums up
the Christian religion as to outward activities,” but at the same time, the inward affection of
charity, which unites the believer to God, is “something which outweighs both love and mercy for
our neighbors.”27The Roots of WarfareIt seems obvious from this discussion so far that at least
the intention of religious piety is to find ways to foster greater acts of compassion and mercy by
believers toward others, rather than the opposite. Aquinas analyzes warfare and other forms of
organized violence as one of the vices opposed to charity. Discussion as to which is more
fundamentally part of human nature, a tendency toward violence or that toward peacemaking,
has a long history of debate back to the tussle in political philosophy between Thomas Hobbes
and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the seventeenth century about the basic state of nature. In
evolutionary theory, the focus is on the origins of organized violence and the extent to which it
either has a relatively recent cultural history or deeper biological roots. Charles Darwin believed
that human warfare has evolutionary advantages for the successful tribe, leading to enhanced
innovation in weaponry, sagacity, and cooperation.28 His views have influenced subsequent
generations of biologists. He believed warfare also promoted other moral qualities such as



courage, faithfulness, and sympathy. Accordingly, warfare is portrayed in a positive light for both
the moral and social qualities that it promoted. Anthropologists at the turn of the century became
much more skeptical, believing that universal explanations failed to do justice to the complexity
and variability of different societies. An anthropology of the “peaceful savage” followed that was
a mirror image of Darwin’s original views.29While there are some risks in using data from
contemporary work among hunter-gatherers to project into the distant past, ethnographic
analysis can be part of a suite of related lines of evidence. Anthropologist Bruce Knauft, for
example, worked among the Gebusi community in south-central Papua New Guinea and found
that much of the conflict arose in the context of illnesses believed to have arisen from sorcery by
suspected sorcerers who are then subject to torture and communal cannibalism.30 Stalking,
mutilation, a slow and lingering death, and consumption of victims under the banner of assault
sorcery are reported among Amerindians in highlands of Guyana, Venezuela, and Brazil.31 The
motivation for killing is often related to desire for revenge or a deterrent against potential
aggressors.32 The particular way in which the victims’ bodies are treated either by cannibalism
or other practices is culturally prescribed, highly emotionally charged, and inclusive of specific
symbolic rituals.Does religion, or some forms of it, therefore express a form of cultural violence
by supporting violent practice? Those “purple” passages in the Hebrew Bible that seem to justify
brutal violence toward others under the banner of divine commands are more often than not
avoided by modern biblical commentators. Secular theorists are rather less squeamish and, as a
result, have drawn on religious texts to argue that religious belief proactively encourages warfare
and violence rather than the opposite. Evolutionary psychologists Yael Sela, Todd Shackelford,
and James Liddle, for example, argue that religious practices and norms “lower the threshold for
violence” and “explicitly promote and conveniently justify violent actions.”33 For them the basic
motivation for violence is tied into evolutionary theories of sexual selection and parental
investment. Aggressive tendencies in men are interpreted in evolutionary terms as a desire for
social status and greater reproductive success, while long parental investment means the risk of
cuckoldry is greater, and violent reactions follow. The role of religious motivation is interpreted
through these lenses, so violence arising as a result of partner infidelity is given a religious
boost, as are threats to status. Importantly, explicit religious beliefs that promote such reactions
are interpreted as carrying evolutionary beneficial advantages for those that hold such
views.How is this God of violence perceived by contemporary theological scholarship? In
general, there are two broad approaches among biblical scholarship. One approach tends to
neutralize the text by trying to understand incitation to violence as aberrant to an overall
message promoting God’s love and peace making.34 An alternative approach admits to such
passages, but then argues that the New Testament has reversed such portrayals of God as
being illusionary and based on sinful cultural biases.35 Classic texts were prepared to be more
intermediary in their arguments. Thomas Aquinas’ discussion on war is embedded in his
discussion on the ten vices that are opposed to charity, including the vices of hatred, spiritual
apathy, envy, discord, contentiousness, schism, brawling, sedition, and scandal. War is thus one



of the vices that are opposed to charity.36The first question that Aquinas addresses is whether
war is a sin. Against that view he pitches Augustine’s perspective that soldiering as such was not
banned in the New Testament, rather soldiers were commanded not to take advantage of their
position in doing “violence” and be content with their pay.37 Conditions attached to war include
having it associated in the first place with sovereign authority, protection of the commonweal
against foreign attack and in the interests of peacemaking. Secondly, the cause of the war needs
to be just, citing Augustine, who claimed that it “avenged wrongs.” And thirdly, the long-term
intention of such war is to promote the good and avoid evil.38 Repressing evil, supporting the
good, and avoiding cruelty are all conditions under which war needs to be waged. Those who
fight in wars for any other motivation apart from a “zeal for justice” are considered sinful. Clerics
and priests, however, could not be involved directly in warfaring since their role is always to be
dedicated to a higher good.39 In other instances, Aquinas discusses how courage is elicited in
the context of warfare, either in a military context or more local situations of bravery in conflict.40
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