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Knowledge and Love of God in Ramanuja and
Aquinas
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Blackfriars, Cambridge
Introduction
A major characteristic of Catholic Christian
intellectual encounter with Hinduism in the 20 th
century is the meeting of Thomism and the
Vedanta. Thomism is the tradition .of Christian
thought which is based on the work of the
scholastic and Dominican friar, Thomas Aquinas
(1225-74 CE) and which was the norm for
Catholic theological formation for most of the
20th century. A central concern in this encounter
was to explore ways in which Vedanta could be
used to express the Thomist Christian account in
Hindu terms.
For the most part a preference is shown for
Sankara (c.788-820 CE) and Advaita Vedanta
rather than the theistic Vedanta of Ramanuja
(c.10 17 -1137 CE), the great teacher of Sri
Vaisnavism, and for Visistadvaita. This is
reflected in the work of Brahmabandhab
Upadhyay (1861-1907) and the 'Calcutta
School' of Jesuit indologists, which included
Pierre Johanns (1885-1955) and Richard de
Smet (1916-1998). This inclination towards
Advaita is also manifest in the spiritual and
monastic encounter in the Catholic Christian
ashrams, perhaps best known through the
popular and influential works of Swami
Abhishiktananda (Henri Ie Saux) (1910-1973),
the head of Saccidananda Ashram. Both these
intellectual and spiritual engagements with
Advaita are also reflected in the life and work of
de Smet's student and joint head of the Christa
Prema Seva Ashram, Sara Grant (1922-2000),
whose Teape lectures brought this encounter to
the attention of contemporary Thomists outside
of India. 1

There were a number of historical and
conceptual reasons that inclined Catholic
Indologists and the leaders of the Christian
ashrams to favour Advaita rather than
Ramanuja. During this .period Advaita was
routinely depicted as the high point of Hindu
thought, while theistic Vedantic traditions were
held to be inferior, both by European indologists
and neo-Hindus, such as Swami Vivekananda
(1863-1902) and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan
(1888-1975). Moreover, Ramanuja's theistic
cosmology, in which the world is depicted as the
body or mode of Brahman, was interpreted by
Catholic Indologists as pantheistic and therefore
as fundamentally incompatible with Thomism.
Both of these judgements would now be
challenged, yet they exerted considerable
influence on Catholic perspectives well into the
second half of the 20 th century. 2
This tendency is unfortunate, for
Ramanuja's theistic Vedimta and Thomist
Christianity would seem immediately to have
much in common, however different their
traditions may often be. Not least they share a
common orientation when it comes to the
supreme goals of human life. For Ramanuja and
for Aquinas the supreme' goal of human life, is
the full and blissful knowledge and love of God.
It is this goal that informs how they understand
the spiritual path that human beings should
pursue in the here and now.
Some recognition of this is to be found in
the early work of Pierre Johanns, in the
collection of articles on Vedanta he produced in
Johanns is quite
the 1920s and 30s. 3
appreciative of Ramanuja's account of bhakti,
which he calls the "crown of his system,"
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teaching that "the love of God is both the end
and the means of our self-realisation.,,4
Moreover, Johanns does recognise common
ground with Aquinas in that "Ramanuja, like St
Thomas, emphasises the intellectual or rather the
spiritual character of divine love," and "asserts
that right knowledge entails happiness and that
the knowledge of God constitutes the highest
possible bliss.,,5
Johanns,
however,
emphases
that
Ramanuja's system differs from that of Aquinas
in that the finite self is the body and mode of
God and the final human goal is the rediscovery
of the nature the finite self always had, whereas
for Aquinas it is the elevation of the human
intellect and will to a supernatural dignity
through divine grace.
For Johanns, this
undermines the value of Ramanuja's account
and represents "the wrong metaphysical
conception that overcasts like a shadow this
sunshiny path ofbhakti.,,6
While open to Ramanuja's account,
Johanns' approach is limited both by the
evaluations he makes and by the presuppositions
at work in his approach. Even apart from the
inaccuracy of his charge that Ramanuja's
cosmology is pantheistic, his concern is purely
to draw on the Vedanta for materials to express
the Thomist account. What is valued is where
the account corresponds to that of Aquinas,
while differences are deemed problematic rather
than interesting.
There is no sense that
Ramanuja's thought in its integrity might prove
a subject of interest and creative reflection for
Christian theologians studying it.
. Seventy years later a somewhat different
approach is manifest in the work of the. Jesuit
Francis X. Clooney.
Clooney is a major
representative of those who have promoted the
discipline of comparative theology, in which
practitioners from religious traditions seek to
engage creatively with other traditions as a
means to enrich their own theological reflection
and spirituality. In his study of the Tiruvaymoli
of the Alvar, Satakopan, Clooney describes his
approach as "Indological, comparative and
theological". 7 His method is to read the Hindu
account in its integrity and context, then both
explore its relation to the Christian theologian'S
own tradition and ask what difference it makes,
what it demands of the Christian theologian after
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undertaking this study. 8 F or Clooney reading
Hindu and Christian accounts side by side
creates a "new, larger narrative that
encompasses both traditions," as the context in
which theology is done, characterised as a
"reading religiously across boundaries.,,9
There is then a shift here from the search
for correspondences towards an openness to
complementarily and for dialogical learning.
Clooney's work provides a model for the
following comparison of how Ramanuja and
Aquinas present knowledge and love of God.
Apart from exploring common ground between
the accounts it will also consider how a Thomist
might engage constructively with Ramanuja's
distinctive account of the world as the body of
God. For it is his cosmology that grounds what
Ramanuja has to say about the pursuit of
knowledge and love of God and it is reflection
on that which might creatively stimulate the
theological imagination of a Thomist Christian.

1. Ramanuja.
For Ramanuja the blissful goal of human
life i~ the knowledge or realisation of the true
reality of the finite self and of God, Supreme
Self. 10 Fundamental to this reality is that the
self is the body of God and God the Self of the
body, . the central cosmological paradigm of
Ramanuja's thought. Ramanuja defines this
self-body relationship in terms of three
constitutive sub-relationships: that of the
controller and controlled (niyantr-niyamya); that
of the supporter and supported (adhara-adheya);
and that of the principal and accessory (sesinsesa).l1 It is in his account of the third
constitutive relationship of principal and
accessory that Ramanuja articulates how
knowledge and love of God are manifested and
interrelated.

1.1. All things as the accessory (sesa) of
God.
Ramanuja defines the concept of the
accessory (sesa) more precisely in a number of
passages when in discussion with the ritualist
Mimamsaka opponent. 12 It is in fact within the
ritual context that the notion of the accessory has
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its earlier meaning, where certain elements are
purely accessory or subordinate to more
important elements of ritual actions or to the
purpose for which the ritual is undertaken. 13
Ramanuja compares this with the relation
between a born slave and its master. In the Sri
Bhasya the discussion of the relation of slave
and master to each other leads into the idea of
the mutuality of the relationship, with the master
as well as the slave acting for the good of the
other.
An accessory by its very nature exists for
the sake of and for glorifying the principal. 14
For Ramanuja all the entities of the world, as
accessories of God" thus point to God and exist '
for God. Moreover, for Ramanuja, conscious
entities, the finite selves, can and should also
know that they are by nature accessories of God
and consciously desire and delight in the
realisation of thiS. 15 Moreover, the finite self
desires and delights in the direct knowledge or
vision of God, the Principal.
'
The final goal and bliss of the finite self are
thus in the knowledge or realisation of both its
nature as accessory and in the knowledge of
God. All the features of its goal represent,
moreover, the recovery of what the finite self
was already before entering into the samsaric
state, samsara being the process of rebirth that
the finite self undergoes as a result of wrongly
thinking itself to be by nature a composite of self
and body and being attached to the actions and
results of them which it performs in each body.
The essential nature of the finite s~lf is really
only obscured and contracted through karma. 16

1.2. Bhakti.
Within Ramanuja's Vedantic account the
path by which the finite self comes to its goal is
through bhakti, which is usually translated as
devotion and often as love. Through bhakti
shown to God the finite self hopes for release
from samsara. In such a relationship there is the
expectation that God will respond to such
devotion and will give his divine help or grace to
the devotee. Ramanuja, for his part, develops an
understanding of bhakti, which is a process of
increasing knowledge as well as oflove.
For Ramanuja there are various levels of
bhakti. The first, or lower bhakti, arises when
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the finite self comes to know through the
revealed texts and under the guidance of a
teacher about its own true nature and its proper
relationship with God.
It engages in the
performance of the duties proper to it, but
without attachment to the results they bring, and
offers them in devotion to God, to please God
and win his favour. For Ramanuja this level of
bhakti should be practised throughout life, but is
nonetheless a preparation for the second level 'of
bhakti, the higher bhakti, in which the finite self
meditates on the revealed texts that teach the
true nature of God and of the finite self.
Ramanuja identifies this higher bhakti with
the kind of knowledge of God that the Vedantic
texts enjoin as the means to release. It is further
specified as worshipful meditation (upasana).17
Ramanuja depicts it as a steady calling to mind
of God (druvanusmrti), which, through repeated
acts of meditation, becomes continuous, like a
flow of oil, and takes the form of an increasingly
direct perceptual representation of God
(saksatkara), the same as seeing God
(darsanasamanakara). Through such worshipful
or devout meditation on the revealed texts, there
forms a mental image of God that becomes more
and more clear and uninterrupted.
This activity is driven on by the intense
love the finite self comes to have for this
knowledge. 18 Ramanuja re-enforces the close
connection between knowledge and love in his
concept ofbhakti, when he states that bhakti is a
particular kind of love (priti) and love o a
particular kind of knowledge Cinana).19
Ramanuja also stresses that God must choose the
devotee and bestow his grace on the devotee, if
the finite self is to make progress and gain
release, and here it is the love the finite self
shows that evokes this divine response, giving
maturity to the meditational activity of the finite
self, the steady calling to mind of God, as it
develops into direct perceptual representation or
vision of God. 20 God reciprocates the love of the
finite self with his own desire for the self to
attain him. 21
Finally, in the state of liberation, the finite
self comes to hav~ full knowledge and direct
vision of God, as well as of its own proper
nature as finite self and as accessory. The
released finite self becomes like God and shares
in the bliss of God, which results from the selfs
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knowledge of God. 22 Though the recovery of an
identity it already has by nature rather than the
elevation of its nature, the finite self is
nonetheless dependent on God at all times for
the status it enjoys in release. 23

2. Thomas Aquinas
For Aquinas, likewise, the sole and final
happiness of a rational being is the loving
contemplation of God, what is called the beatific
vision, the knowledge of God as he is and the
love or delight which accompanies this.24 Just
as we located Ramanuja's account of the goal of
human beings within the wider context of his
cosmology, so Aquinas' account c~n be set
within his creational account, especially in its
emphasis that all things have God as their final
cause.
Whereas the central cosmological paradigm
for Ramanuja is that each and every entity is the
body of God, for Aquinas it is that of the created
dependence of all things on the self-subsistent
being of God.
Aquinas expresses this using
Greek causal categories: all things are said to
participate in the uncreated being of God and
God to be the efficient and final cause of all
things. 25 Within the idea that God is the final
cause, he can say that all things are ordered to
God in a way that parallels the idea of the
principal and accessory relationship III
Ramanuja.

2.1. God as the final cause that all things
love
For Aquinas, this ordering is also expressed
in the idea that all things love all God.
Aquinas defines love (amor) as a basic
inclination or tendency that all things have
towards what is suited to their nature, towards
what perfects them, towards what is their
good. 26 Different types of things love God in
different ways according to the kind of nature
they have. All things love God because God is
the creator, the source of all things and of the
good of all things. All things love what is good
for themselves, but in so doing they also
implicitly love God, because each created good
reflects the goodness of God the creator and
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because the goodness of each thing, as a part of
the universe, contributes to the good of the
whole. 27
For their part, human beings have intellect
and will and they have a kind of love that is the
inclination of the will, the rational appetite, for
the good that is apprehended through the
intellect.
Aquinas calls this type of love
intellectual love. 28 Like all other creatures,
human beings love God in loving .their own
good, but in so doing they also love God
explicitly, if they recognise him to be the source
of all goodness. 29 Moreover, human beings also
love God directly in that they desire to know the
one who is the source of all things and it is in
this that there is the perfection of their
intellects. 30
Such love, moreover, can be said to have
two moments: there is an inclination or desire
for the good that is not yet gained, and there is
rest or delight in the good when obtained. 31
Aquinas distinguishes, moreover, between two
forms of love: love. of desire (amor
concupiscentiae) and love of friendship (arnor
arnicitiae).32 Love of desire is when a human
being desires or delights in his or her own good,
in the things that make the human being flourish
and become perfect; love of friendship is when
he or she desires and delights in the good of
others, in their flourishing and perfection.
Human beings are thus different from other
things in that that they love God directly and
have their final goal and happiness in the
knowledge and love of God as ,he is. 33
However, though this vision fulfils the natural
yearning of a human being, it lies beyond the
natural powers a human being has. The human
intellect needs to be elevated to a higher
capacity through divine grace, in order to be able
to share in God's knowledge of himself and his
love of himself. 34

2.2. Faith and Charity
Whereas Ramanuja defines progress
towards human goals in terms of levels of
bhakti, the fundamental paradigm for Aquinas is
the life of the virtues. These are divided into
those natural virtues that human beings should
be able to pursue through their own natural
capacities and the theological virtues of faith,

4

Ganeri: Knowledge and Love of God in Ramanuja and Aquinas

Knowledge and Love of God 7
hope and the love that is charity, whereby the
human being is elevated to a higher capacity to
share in the life of God. For Aquinas the path in
this life towards the beatific vision is through
participation in the saving effects of the life and
death of Christ, communicated through the Holy
Spirit. The divine grace given in this way both
heals human nature from the damage caused in
the Fall in order to be able to attain what its
nature is capable of and elevates it to higher
capaCItIes.
It is in Aquinas' account of the
theological virtues of faith and charity that we
can find a parallel for Ramanuja's level of
higher bhakii and can compare their accounts of
how human beings come to knowledge and love
of God.
.
For its part, faith is the adherence or assent
of the human intellect and will to God· and to
what God has revealed. 35 Faith is said to be
midway between knowledge and mere opinion:
on the one hand it brings certainty about the
truth of what there is faith in, and this makes it
seem like knowledge; on the other hand there is
a lack of any proof or demonstration for its truth,
which makes it seem more like opinion. As
such faith is a stage towards the full knowledge
of God that is the beatific vision. In Aquinas'
understanding, such faith is dependent on grace,
both because the things in which there is faith
are revealed by God and because God moves
human beings to have this faith in God and in
this revelation. 36
Faith is, however, inseparable from charity.
Faith is said to work through charity, to be
informed by it and to be dead without it. 37 For
Aquinas, charity is a form of intellectual love,
. directed towards the goodness of God, towards
the God we have faith in. Such charity is the
love of God that human beings have for God,
which results from God pouring his own love (as ,
the Holy Spirit is called) into them. 38
Aquinas describes charity as love of
friendship. Not only does love of friendship
wish the good of the friend rather than one's
own good; it is also characterised as a mutual
loving of one friend for another, manifested in a
fellowship (societas) that friends have with each
other. Charity -is both these things: in charity
there is love God himself for his own sake, and
there is a fellowship with God that comes about
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because God shares with human beings his own
beatitude. 39
In the beatific vision the other theological
virtues of faith and hope disappear, because they
give way to perfect knowledge in the attainment
of what is hoped for. Yet charity, which is
already the direct love of God, remains and. is
perfected, the desire for God giving way to
40
delight in: the vision of God as he is.

Conclusion: a New, Larger Narrative.
We can now return to the question posed by
Clooney of what the creation of an expanded
narrative through the encounter of Hindu and
Christian accounts demands of those who
undertakeit. Given the earlier bias in Catholic
encounter with Vedanta in favour of Advaita, it
is an important contribution to interreligious
understanding and appreciation simply to bring
out just how much common ground there is
between Ramanuja and Aquinas, though also
acknowledging that they remain distinctive
accounts worked out in very different traditions.
For both Ramanuja and Aquinas the goal of
human life is the knowledge and love of God.
This is the fullness or fulfilment of human
. nature itself, for the desire to know and love
God arises from the very nature of a conscious
or rational being. Moreover, Ramanuja and
Aquinas emphasise the necessity of divine grace.
given out of love for progress towards and
attainment of the final goaL
In Ramanuja's
account of the gift, through grace, of an
increasingly clear representation of God we can
find common ground with Aquinas' idea of the
gift of faith, while in the vision and bliss of the
self in release we find common ground with
Aquinas' idea of the beatific vision. For both,
however, there is a tension between the progress
that can and should be made in knowledge and
love of God in the present life and the complete
vision and delight as something that cannot be
realised in this life.
Moreover, once we move away from the
earlier approach represented by Johanns, which
found difference to be .problematic, we can
begin to explore how a Thomist Christian
theologian might find his or her reflection
erihanced through the encounter. This is not
simply to be understood as identifying any
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deficit in the account that is corrected by the
other, but rather, as we noted at the beginning, a
matter of how the theological imagination is
inspired and enriched through the ideas and
images to be found in Ramanuja's account, of
how Thomist finds his or her thinking affected
from reading Ramanuja.
This is where Ramahuja's concept of the
principal and accessory within his embodiment
cosmology comes to play a creative role. The
concept of accessory grounds his account of
knowledge and love of-God. Rather than see it
as simply manifesting the difference between
Ramanuja's account and that of Aquinas, a
Thomist might instead find in it a powerful
symbol of the continuity of the created and
redeemed levels of human existence. It might be
seen as an invitation for a richer mediation on
the Christian doctrine that each Christian is a
member of the body of Christ, as something that
completes the created existence ofhuman beings
and, as an extension of this, it might encourage
the exploration of the experience of beingcreated as itself like being the body of God.
This exploration might also come to be
shaped by the account of what it means to be an
accessory as further developed in Ramanuja's
account. A Thomist might be impressed by the
way Ramanuja articulates the desire and delight
a human being feels in the realisation of being
the accessory and be led on to reflect on the
delight of being a created being ordered to God,
of being by nature inclined to know and love
God,a delight that finds its fullness in the direct
knowledge and love of God in himself. Thisencounter might encourage a Thomist to reexplore the Christian experience and journey
into knowledge and love of God in terms of the
delight of Christian service to God.
This encounter between Ramanuja and
Aquinas is, moreover, an incentive for a wider
encounter between the Sri Vaisnava tradition
and Catholic Christianity, Thomist or otherwise,
of the sort undertaken by Clooney. In the wider
Sri Vaisnava tradition the concept of the
principal-accessory
relationship
and . its
understanding as one of devout service on the
part of the accessory, as well as its mutuality, are
of major importance in the tradition's
theological reflection on and spirituality of the
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devotional relationship between the finite self
and God. 41
As this encounter moves further, there is
the wider articulation of these ideas in the Sri
'Vaishnava tradition, the way the devotional
relation as servant is enriched by other
devotional relations, such as that of friend and
lover. There is the boldness of the language
used whereby the intensity, mutuality and
tenderness of the relationship between God and
devotee are expressed. As Clooney suggests,
there is an incentive here for the Christian reader
to explore and even develop his 'tradition's own
use of bold and tender language, as in the Song
of Songs and its commentaries. 42 All the while
this encounter encourages an ever-richer
theology and spirituality, an ever-richer
experience of the know ledge and love of God.
Notes
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