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Abstract: Taking into account today’s progression towards a better notion of spirituality, the development of universal anthropological foundations is of vital importance. They can be found in the classical
metaphysical understanding of the human mind. From a practical point of view, spirituality expresses
itself in the way people think and behave. To better understand the anthropological foundations of
spirituality, we will begin by examining two ways of discovering reality: intuition of being and intuition of
good. Looking at these intuitions will give us a better understanding of the issues pertaining to spirituality with its self-transcending dynamism.
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In contemporary discourse, spirituality has become an omnipresent subject. There
are many ways of defining it. Some associate it with human well-being, while others
perceive it closer to the Christian Tradition. In our modern context, spirituality is
generally defined as the awareness of a connection to something greater and beyond ourselves, to Transcendence, without necessarily linking spirituality to religion1. To help us understand the complexity of grasping the meaning of spirituality,
Spilka proposes a conception which includes three categories: God oriented, closely
related to theologies at its basis; world oriented, with the focus on ecology and nature; and humanistic spirituality, also identified as people-oriented with the focus on
developing our human potential to the full.2 Whatever category we take into consideration, it is evident that spirituality influences how we think and, consequently,
how we behave.3
This modern universalization of spirituality demands a closer look in order to
find a common foundation for this broader notion. In this article, we propose to
take a preliminary look at two ways of bringing us closer to the true definition of
spirituality, by exploring both the intuition of being and that of good connected to
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conscience, as potential foundations for contemporary spirituality. Pointing to these
intuitions will hopefully shed some light on issues pertaining to the various ways
people experience spirituality nowadays. Of course, an exhaustive description of anthropological foundations of spirituality goes beyond such a short text; it should be
taken as pointing to new direction for further research rather than an ultimate presentation of the subject.
When we take a universal approach to spirituality, as a natural dimension of the
working of our minds, we come to a very insightful discovery: if spirituality means
any human functioning that involves experience, understanding, judgment, and decision, then unless we are in an unconscious states such as in a coma, all other human
actions, not only in a religious context, are related to spirituality. We each have a spirit, but often don’t make full use of our spirituality be it for good or ill.
If the spiritual is an inherent dimension of the human mind, every human activity is spiritual. This is simply to say that activity that proceeds from the human
mind, which is psyche and spirit, must by definition be spiritual. The human spirit
shows itself in the generation of a world mediated by meaning and motivated by
value. But every human being lives with some set of meanings and values, ideas and
ideals, visions and virtues. In part these spiritual components are constitutive of
human experience. Indeed, devoid of meanings and values, the distinctive qualities
of humanity, an experience could not rightly be called human. Therefore, all human
experience is spiritual. All human experience depends on the functioning of the
human spirit.4

1. Spirituality as Self-Transcendence

When we speak about spirituality, we have in mind something dynamic, we revert to
a certain way humans relate to an external reality, to their becoming or something they
find at the very core of their being. This becoming can also understood as self-transcendence or an active surpassing of our self. Karl Rahner proposes an active version
of self-transcendence, which he defines as dynamism present in the fundamental constitution of the human being. This dynamism enables us to shape our own identity and
improve our own lives. In theological terms, this process is activated by the power of
the absolute fullness of being which should be understood as a process where the ﬁnite
being is empowered to actively self-transcend itself. However, the power of self-transcendence does not originate in the human being. Its roots are Divine.5

4
5

382

Helminiak, “Confounding the Divine,” 172.
Rahner, “Christology.”

V ERB U M V ITA E 3 7 / 2 ( 2 0 2 0 )

381-390

On Some Anthropological Foundations of Spirituality

Daniel Helminiak defines spirituality directly as self-transcendence or the meaning-creating dimension of the human being, which he relates to the human mind.6
The understanding of spirituality as our capacity to transcend ourselves was developed earlier by Victor Frankl7 as well as by its other proponent Sandra Schneiders,
who underlines that self-transcendence directs the person towards the ultimate
value, which for many is God.8
Spirituality is naturally linked with the mind and its functioning. We will illustrate this link below. According to the above-mentioned authors, within the
human mind there is a self-transcending power, which may be called the foundation of spirituality. It has been discussed over the years in philosophy and we can
see our capacity of self-transcendence as the spiritual dimension of the human
psyche or mind. Bernard Lonergan calls it, intentional consciousness,9 or, simply,
the human spirit.
According to Lonergan, the human spirit is structured around four interacting
dimensions: conscious experience, understanding, judgment, and decision.10 These
dimensions of our spiritual functioning are always interactive: knowledge conditions
our decision, which subsequently affects the availability of data for experience, and
data in turn condition our understanding and knowledge, and so on. All of them are
part of our spirituality.

2. Intuition of Being

One of the most important human experiences is getting to know our own existence.
This experience is not the very first one in our lives. Normally, we begin with experiencing the external world. For small children to understand that, when they look in
a mirror, they are seeing themselves, requires some preparation and maturity. It takes
time to identify what makes up our own existence, our own being. But once we have
achieved that, it remains with us for life.
After discovering our very existence, which sometimes invokes the famous Descartes’ dictum cogito erg sum, “I think therefore I am,” we discover that this existence
is only contingent or accidental. For the most part, it is a dramatic discovery. I did
not give myself my being and, except in the event of committing suicide, I don’t have
much control over the end of my life. Moreover, the intuition of being often includes
a bold conviction that our existence will not end with the death of our body.
6
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From a philosophical point of view, according to Jacques Maritain, in the human
mind we can find existential judgements, meaning statements regarding the existence of things external to us, which are characterized by a certain certitude or conviction of the extra-mental reality of the subject as well as judgments regarding our
own existence. To make such a judgment means grasping the being, the existence,
the extra-mental esse of that subject intuitively.11 This is l’intuition de l’être, the intuition of being.12 Its object, the act of being, drives the actualization of whatever is
real in accordance to its potentiality. An intuition of this act of being leads us to the
intelligibility of being, (ratio entis). We may experience an intuition of being in various ways. Sometimes, this intuition can appear in the course of thinking; in other
instances, through a sense of self in sensory or intellectual acts, or again when we
experience awe and wonder. Maritain also explains that a child or a poet can have an
intuition of being. Already Thomas Aquinas stated that even a child has some grasp
of the ultimate end of every moral act, i.e. some grasp of union with God.13
We can experience traces of the intuition of being in our everyday free and cognitive acts, simply through the workings of our mind. The significance of common and
yet extraordinary acts lies in their nature. They call into play our human freedom. So,
indeed, do all human acts. Our free and cognitive acts expand the data from which
we can form a concept of being that transcends the physical world.
Our freedom and intelligence are intertwined. Absent an intellective grasp of
possible states of affairs, we could not act freely or responsibly. We could not shape
our lives. Absent free choice, we could not think for ourselves; we could only register
our sensations. For us, free and intelligent action is an avenue to transcendence. Our
quest for transcendence depends on both a cognitive and volitional capacity to go
beyond the present moment.14
Our volitional and cognitive acts are mind-dependent; their existence depends
on intellect and will as faculties of the mind (soul). The intuition of being leads us
to both the ratio entis and the ratio boni. The intuition of being is closely related
to the intuition of personhood or personal existence and, subsequently, to personal
dignity.15 Intuition of existence or intuition of being is thus closely related to being
a human person or existing as a human person, and most probably is well grounded
in the structure of our mind. To be a human person means first of all to be. What
follows is spiritualitas sequitur esse. The very first foundation of human spirituality
is the very act of one’s existence. Secondly, it is an intuitive knowledge of one’s own
existence through first discovering the existence of other things in the world.
11
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In his Commentary on the De Trinitate, (q. 5, a. 3), Thomas Aquinas calls to mind
two operations of the intellect from Aristotle’s De anima. The first operation is looking to (respicit) the very nature of a thing. The second operation is looking to (respicit) the very esse of the thing, its existence. Although Thomas uses the same Latin verb
(respicit) to refer to the first operation of intellect in grasping the essence or nature of
an object, and its second operation, which is grasping the esse, as the act of existence
of this thing, they are two distinctive operations of the intellect.
Jacques Maritain observes that the existence of material things is unveiled to us
at first through our senses and appears as a concretely determined existing essence.
In reality, through our senses we do not have a direct access to pure existence; we get
to know something composed of an essence and existence. Nevertheless, the senses
attain existence in act without knowing that it is existence and deliver it to the intellect. Only the intellect can recognize existence and give it a name, which originates in
existence but does not include existence as such. That name is “being.”
Maritain lists a number of different paths that may lead to the intuition of being.
Among the paths leading to this intuition on the part of the intellect, he mentions the
innate gift of a special intelligence or unexpected natural grace prompted by the sight
of a flower, or perhaps our perception of ourselves, or of something suddenly becoming evident to us; we may also move towards it by an inner experience of duration,16
to name but a few different paths. No matter what path we take, the most important
result lies in the releasing of our authentic intellectual intuition, the sense of being
(l’être), the sense of value that lays in the very act of existing (l’acte d’exister),17 which
is the foundation of human spirituality.
Maritain observes that the concept of being springs into our mind at the first
awakening of thought, at the first intelligible coming to grips with the experience of
our senses while at the same time transcending sense perception. When we point our
finger at an object and our eyes see it and our sense power perceives in its blind fashion that “this exists,” at the same moment the intellect judges that “this being exists”
and expresses it as a certain intellectual concept.18 In our intellect, in the very heart of
the spiritual intimacy of its own operation, we are capable of grasping intuitively (“to
see”) the being (l’être), the existence (l’exister) of things as well as the extra-mental
existence of that subject. According to Maritain, this is the intuition of being.19
For spirituality to develop well, we need not only come to the discovery of existence, but, a fortiori, we must remain actively aware of it, to be present “here and
now”, and to return to this awareness as soon as we lose it. In every act of getting to
know reality, subjectivity and objectivity are deeply interconnected. This connection
16
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becomes visible in an intuitive mode of perception that is a way of perceiving that
penetrates beyond the surface of reality and reaches its essence. At the same time,
this experience awakens the subjective depths of the spiritual being that we are and
brings us to a kind of primordial contact with the world.20
Maritain calls this process “connatural” and describes it as the nature of the correlative relationship between our spiritual core and the reality around us. It is the
intuitive sense of a connection between our own consciousness through an intentional emotion and the mysterious participation in the form or quality of existence
of Absolute Reality.21
Thanks to the human being’s unique intelligence and intuition, it is possible to
perceive something of the transcendental aspects of all beings. In the case of the intuition of beauty, it is a unique form of reality. As rational and spiritual beings we are
attracted to Beauty and ultimately also to Truth and Goodness.22

3. Intuition of Good and Conscience

According to Frankl, spirituality operates in the human being through two inexplicable phenomena: awareness and responsibility. The voice of conscience is a particular revelation of spirituality which emerges as a clear process of moral evaluation.
Regarding the good, Aquinas asserts that all humans are equipped with some special
faculty or habit called synderesis that allows us to understand basic ethical principles
spontaneously (Summa Theologiae 1.79.12.). Similarly to the first principles of being
and knowing, ethical principles are neither derived from any previous ones nor are
they from any anterior determination. They are simply known by nature. It is clear
that some particular actions violate moral order, for example killing innocent children for pleasure, although, as we know, some persons are capable of doing so. For
Aristotle and Aquinas, first principles are self-evident, which means that they become clear as soon as the meaning of the term is known such as “the whole is greater
than its part.” They are present in the natural light of reason, and make all knowledge
possible. They are grasped by direct understanding or intuition and by seeing the
absurdity of negating them.23
Aristotle presents his understanding of the good in the first book of the Nicomachean Ethics in which he states that the good has both a transgeneric and analogical
character and defines it in a following way: “the good is that which all desire.”24 Also
20
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Aquinas connects being with the proper character of the good as that which is desirable. A thing is desirable because it is perfect, and is perfect because it is in act, so
that the goodness of a thing depends on the actuality of its being.25
When Aquinas speaks of truth and good as divine characteristics, he is aware that
ultimately, they are mysteries beyond the full grasp of reason. For Aquinas ‘being’ is
an analogical term and it characterizes first of all the nature of God. God’s essence is
the same as God’s existence. God is the final subject of knowledge (Beatific Vision).
Also, God is the ultimate goal of the human will. In order to achieve this goal, our
will has to be shaped by proper habits or virtues to eventually attain the uncreated
good that Aquinas calls the First Cause, i.e. God.26
When we enter into a dialogue with conscience, it reveals to us the existence of an
external point of reference conceived as a “higher instance.” Conscience is a pre-logical
reality, and may be conceived as a pre-moral intuition of values.27 Moreover, Carl Gustav Jung underlines that conscience is the deepest part of a human being (das wahre
Selbst), which constitutes the essence of the process of individuation.28 Spontaneously,
we discover that our conscience, for the most part, functions intuitively; to anticipate
something that is yet to come, conscience necessarily has to be based on intuitive
processes. Such being the case, we can even say that conscience surpasses rationality.29
It is said that we are servants of our own conscience. If that is the case, Frankl
affirms that the voice of conscience must be something other than our own voice.
Conscience must be transcendent to the human being. Only then can we grasp the
meaning of obedience to the voice of our conscience. Reducing conscience to some
neurobiological structures deprives us of the dimension of transcendence. If we want
to enter into a dialogue, we need two sides to the dialogue; otherwise, we are dealing with a monologue. Conscience shows us the transcendent nature of the human
mind, and the psychological aspect of conscience is only one of its characteristics.30
Conscience also plays a very important role in that it reveals, existing in the
human mind, the dependence of freedom on truth, and thus enables human freedom
to be self-dependent or self-determined. Only the dependence on truth provides fulfillment to the human person. With these features, conscience becomes the internal
authority of the human being which in Christianity is also referred to as “the voice
of God”.31
Conscience is essentially the subjective experience of a norm, as belief in the veracity of certain goodness contained in this norm, which should be put into practice.
25
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Only those norms that pertain to action (for example: “Good is to be done and evil
to be avoided”) apply directly to the person, while other norms simply define knowledge and do not directly touch the person. The basis of the working of conscience
dwells in the human mind, where we find the ability of surrendering human will to
truth, which is clearly revealed in the activity of conscience. On this fundamental
principle, we can tell that the human person has a “rational nature.” The power to
distinguish between moral good and evil is an intrinsic characteristic of the human
mind, which is the function of the discerning moral faculty.32
We always tend towards good. The will, which is part of our mind, is so structured. Intuitively we know that somewhere out there is the Utimate Good and that
only that Good is able to satisfy us entirely. Richard Price Utimate Good distinguishes
intuition from immediate consciousness or feeling and from rational argumentation.
He puts forward that intuition should be understood as an immediate awareness by
the understanding of self-evident truths or general and abstract ideas.33
The basic moral propositions are self-evident, i. e., evident in and of themselves.
They are not in need of any argument. Self-evident rules such as “one should keep
one’s promises,” and self-evident principles are objects of intuition. Today, in some
approaches to spirituality, an example of that is given in the form of the Golden Rule
present in many religions: “Do not to others what you do not wish done to yourself;
and wish for others too, what you desire and long for, for yourself.”34 Our mind has
apparently an intuitional dimension to its work, which it applies both to knowledge
and to morality. The heuristic capacity of the human mind seems to be closely related
to its intuitional dimension. Examples of that are moral beliefs about which we all
agree, spontaneous moral judgments adopted independently of any conscious reasoning, and even common-sense intuitions.35
Karol Wojtyła asserts that conscience plays a very important role because it internally binds a person to good, thus becoming a kind of collateral criterion and
verification of the fulfillment or failure of the human being.36 It is in the human
conscience that the dependency of mind on good is revealed. According to Wojtyła,
this is the very centre of human spirituality and its capacity for self-transcendence,
which cannot be grasped without linking it to the structures of the person, those of
self-governance and self-possession. Only against the background of these structures
can we appropriately interpret the dynamism of self-determination where conscience
and self-transcendence are rooted.37

32
33
34
35
36
37

388

Galarowicz, Imię własne człowieka.
Price, “A Review of the Principle Questions.”
Pargament, Spiritually Integrated Psychotherapy, 85.
McMahan, J., “Moral Intuition.”
Wojtyła, “Osoba i czyn.”
Wojtyła, The Acting Person.

V ERB U M V ITA E 3 7 / 2 ( 2 0 2 0 )

381-390

On Some Anthropological Foundations of Spirituality

4. Closing Remarks

A recent dynamic development of human interest regarding spirituality makes it important to understand the underpinning causes of this process. When the notion of
spirituality becomes all-embracing and thus vague, we need to find some fundamental points of reference for its understanding and, even more, for its assessment. Since
the contemporary world has less and less trust in regards to religion, we propose to
find sound philosophical foundations for spirituality.
In today’s discourse, spirituality is often linked with authenticity, because it requires being true to oneself, which is similar to the existentialist approach. Nonetheless, the human capacity for self-transcendence is more communitarian and reality-oriented than the existential notion, and hence more objective.
Based on the intuition of being and the intuition of good built into the human
mind, true and false spiritualities can be distinguished. The above-described dimensions of the human mind with its self-transcending dynamism may help us to better
understand the process of becoming a mature spiritual human being. Animal rationalis becomes thus animal spiritualis. The nature of the mind is profoundly spiritual
because it is potentially self-transcending.

Bibliography
Aertsen, J.A., Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals. The Case of Thomas Aquinas
(Leiden – New York – Köln: Brill 1996).
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics: Translation, Glossary, and Introductory Essay (trans. J. Sachs)
(Newburyport, MA: Focus 2002).
Bergson, H., The Creative Mind (New York: The Citadel Press 1992).
Brown, M., Restoration of Reason. The Eclipse and Recovery of Truth, Goodness, and Beauty
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic 2006).
Frankl, V.E., Der unbewußte Gott (München: Kösel 1974).
Frankl, V.E., Man’s Search for Ultimate Meaning (New York: Basic Books 2000).
Frankl, V.E., The Will to Meaning. Foundations and Applications of Logotherapy (New York:
Meridian 1988).
Galarowicz, J., Człowiek jest osobą (Podstawy antropologii filozoficznej Karola Wojtyły) (Kraków:
Wydawnictwo Naukowe PAT 1994).
Galarowicz, J., Imię własne człowieka (Klucz do myśli i nauczania Karola Wojtyły – Jana
Pawła II) (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PAT 1996).
Hanink, J.N., “In Defense of the Intuition of Being,” Distinctions of Being (ed. N. Zunic) (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press 2013) 167-179.
Helminiak, D.A., “Confounding the Divine and the Spiritual: Challenges to a Psychology of
Spirituality,” Pastoral Psychology 57 (2008) 161-182.

V ERB U M V ITA E 3 7 / 2 ( 2 0 2 0 )

381-390

389

Andrzej K. Jastrzębski

Hill, P. et al., “Conceptualizing Religion and Spirituality: Points of Commonality, Points of
Departure,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 30/1 (2000) 51-77.
James, W., The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Library of America 2010).
Lonergan, B.J.F., Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan 3; Toronto: University of Toronto Press 1992).
Lonergan, B.J.F., Method in Theology (New York: Herder & Herder 1972).
Maritain, J., Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (New York: Meridian Books 1955).
Maritain, J., Existence and the Existent (Garden City, NY – New York: Image Books 1959).
Maritain, J., “Reflections on Wounded Nature,” Untrammeled Approaches (The Collected Works
of Jacques Maritain 20; Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press 1997) 207-242.
McGinn, B., Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae: a Biography (Princeton, NJ – Woodstock,
NY: Princeton University Press 2014).
McMahan, J., “Moral Intuition,” Blackwell Guide to Ethical Theory (red. H. LaFollette) (Oxford,
UK: Blackwell 2000) 92-110.
Nowak, A.J., Osoba. Fakt i tajemnica (Rzeszów: WSI-E 2010).
Pargament, K.I., Spiritually Integrated Psychotherapy. Understanding and Addressing the Sacred
(New York – London: Guilford 2011).
Potter, B.D., “Creative Intuition After Beauty. Jacques Maritain’s Philosophy of Art in the Contemporary Context,” Logos 21/2 (2018) 81-108.
Price, R., “A Review of the Principle Questions in Morals,” The British Moralists 1650–1800
(ed. D.D. Raphael) (Oxford: Clarendon 1969) II, 131-198.
Rahner, K., “Christology within an Evolutionary View of the World,” Theological Investigations
(London: Darton, Longman & Todd 1966) V, 157-192.
Schneiders, S.M., “Spirituality in the Academy,” Theological Studies 50 (1989) 676-697.
Spilka, B., Spirituality: Problems and Directions in Operationalizing a Fuzzy Concept (Paper presented at the meeting of the American Psychological Association, Toronto, Ontario, 1993,
August).
Thomas Aquinas, The Division and Methods of the Sciences: Questions V and VI of his Commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius, 4th rev. ed. (intro., trans., and notes by A. Maurer)
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies 1986).
Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica (trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province) (New
York: Benziger Bros. 1947) [Original work published ca. 1260].
Wipper, J.F., “Maritain and Aquinas on Our Discovery of Being,” Studia Gilsoniana 3 (2014)
415-443.
Wojtyła, K., The Acting Person (trans. A. Potocki) (Analacta Husserliana 10; Dordrecht –
Boston – London: Reidel 1979).
Wojtyła, K.,“Osoba i czyn” oraz inne studia antropologiczne (Lublin: TN KUL 1994).

390

V ERB U M V ITA E 3 7 / 2 ( 2 0 2 0 )

381-390

