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Abstract: In this paper, I argue (contra a commonly accepted Kantian view) that 
Christ's second love command prescribes not only that one's volitions and actions be 
Christlike but also that one's affections be Christlike. More specifically, I argue that 
the command implies that people have aretaic obligations to have a merciful heart—
one that, in the words of St. Isaac of Syria, is “on fire” and gripped by “strong and 
vehement mercy” such that it “offers up tearful prayer continually.” 

Introduction
In what is perhaps one of the most familiar passages of the Gospel, Christ explains what
ought to be the central focus of human life. In response to a question from a Pharisee 
regarding the greatest commandment of the Law, He replies that the entirety of “the 
Law and the Prophets” hangs on two commandments. The first and greatest command 
is to love the Lord God with all one's heart, with all one's soul, and with all one's mind. 
The second love command is to love one's neighbor as oneself (Matt 22:26-40; Mark 
12:28-31; Luke 10:25-27; cf. Gal 5:14). 

Given the recurring presentation of these commandments in the Gospels, in the 
writings of Paul, and in the Christian tradition, identifying what ought to be the central 
focus of human life as taught by Christ seems like a rather easy task. Understanding and 
explaining Christ's teaching, however, is another matter. What exactly does the second 
love command entail? On Kant's account, love of others “considered as an 
inclination”—that is, as a motivating affection—is possible “but cannot be commanded, 
for it is not in the power of any man to love anyone at command; therefore, it is only 
practical love that is meant in that pith of all laws.”1 Thus, on a prima facie Kantian 
interpretation, the scope of Christ's second love command entails a certain kind of 
operation of a person's cognitive and volitional faculties but not a certain kind of 
operation of the person's affective faculties.2 What's more, this type of reading of 

1 Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, I.i.3 (1997: 71). See also Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 
II.i.1 (1994: 113ff), as well as the first section of the Groundwork, in which Kant claims 
that acting on compassionate motives lacks moral worth (1994: 11). 
2 It is worth noting that in the Metaphysics of Morals II.i.1, Kant claims that people do 
have a “conditional duty” to sympathize with others—that is, to share the feelings of 
others by an exercise of practical reason (1994: 121). Thus, there may be some sense in 



Christ's commandment to love others is not merely an odd outlier among philosophers. 
It is the version of the commandment that is being taught be some contemporary 
ministers. To take but one example, the popular Protestant blog Grace to You features a 
teaching according to which love “is not a feeling but a determined act of will, which 
always results in determined acts of self–giving” (MacArthur 2015, emphasis mine). 
Thus, some understand the second love command as a commandment focusing solely 
on volition and action.

Not only do some understand the second love command in this broadly Kantian 
vein, even among philosophers who work on the ethics of love and seem open to the 
idea that the second love command does entail affective obligations, there is little if 
anything (that I have yet found) that offers an answer to the question concerning what 
affective states the command prescribes.3 Thus, among Christian philosophers, there 
seem to be two views. One is the view that the second love command does not and, 
indeed, cannot require affective obligations. The other allows that the second love 
command might require such obligations but does not explain what they are.

This state of affairs strikes me as rather problematic. In response, I will argue, 
contra the broadly Kantian view, that the second love command prescribes not merely 
that people manifest Christlike volitions and actions but also that they manifest in 
Christlike affections. In fact, I am going to argue for an even stronger thesis: namely, that
Christians are, as a rule, obligated to have a merciful heart, one with the kind of depth 
described by St. Isaac of Syria (c. 613 – 700 A.D.). In his 81st ascetical homily, St. Isaac 
asks rhetorically, “What is a merciful heart?” He answers as follows:

[A merciful heart] is a heart on fire for the whole of creation, for humanity, for the 
birds, for the animals, for demons, and for all that exists. By the recollection of 
them the eyes of a merciful person pour forth tears in abundance. By the strong 
and vehement mercy that grips such a person's heart, and by such great 
compassion, the heart is humbled and one cannot bear to hear or to see any injury 
or slight sorrow in any in creation. For this reason, such a person offers up tearful 
prayer continually even for irrational beasts, for the enemies of the truth, and for 
those who harm her or him, that they be protected and receive mercy. And in like
manner such a person prays for the family of reptiles because of the great 
compassion that burns without measure in a heart that is in the likeness of God. 

which Kant believes affections have some proper place in human action. How best to 
interpret Kant, however, is not essential to my argument. For my purposes, it is 
sufficient to note that there is (what I refer to here as) a “prima facie Kantian” reading of 
the second love command that (1) excludes, or at least marginalizes, the motivational 
role of human affections and that (2) many Christians accept.
3 Cp.  Howard-Snyder 2005: 17.
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(Alfeyev 2000: 43, emphasis mine)4 
In other words, I am going to argue that the second love command prescribes not only 
that people's actions are Christlike but that their psyches, or souls, are Christlike.5 In 
essence, I will be arguing that the second love command ought not be seen narrowly 
through the act-centered lenses of contemporary deontology but more broadly through 
the character-centered lenses of a traditional form of Christian virtue ethics. 

I will develop my argument for this thesis in three parts, as follows. In Section 1, 
I will offer two preliminary clarifications. The first concerns the nature of a particular 
kind of obligations: namely, aretaic obligations. The second concerns a way that we can 
properly ascribe affections to God—specifically, to God Incarnate. In Section 2, I will 
draw upon these clarifications and argue that aretaic obligations are grounded in the 
nature of God Incarnate. In Section 3, I will argue that people have aretaic obligations to
have a heart of mercy, like God Incarnate—one that feels with and for one's neighbors 
and, thereby, motivates them to act on their neighbors' behalf. I will conclude by 
summarizing my argument and suggesting its implications for future research. 

Note to the Referees: For the purpose of the conference, I will stop at this point, 
offer a cursory comment on the argument I develop in Section 1 and Section 2.1, 
and begin reading again at Section 2.2. 

1. Two Preliminary Clarifications 
Two things are particularly striking about the strong thesis that I aim to defend. First, as
I noted in the introduction, it suggests that the second love command is not merely a 
command to act on behalf of one's neighbors but also, more fundamentally, a command 
to feel with and, more importantly, to feel for one's neighbors. Second, it suggests that 
these feelings have a certain depth, such that it implies an obligation to have a heart that
“burns” with “great compassion … in the likeness to God.” To many, these claims must 
seem not merely striking but puzzling. People have obligations to have certain kinds of 
feelings? One can rightly speak of God as having affective states, or 'feelings'? In light of 
this potential puzzlement, let me offer two preliminary clarifications before delving into

4 See also, e.g., Archimandrite Sophrony's comments on the teaching of St. Siloun the 
Athonite (Sophrony 1991:162-3).

5 Notice that my thesis focuses on the depth not the breadth, or scope, of St. Isaac's 
conception of a merciful heart. Thus, the focus of my argument will be on the 
implications of the second love command for cultivating certain kinds of affective 
states for other human beings. Whether we can or ought to have certain kinds of 
affective states about higher or lower beings—e.g., angelic powers or animals – is not
something that I will address in this essay. 
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the deeper details of my argument. 

1.1 Do People Have Obligations to Have Certain Kinds of Affective States, or 'Feelings'?
In the wake of the Enlightenment, it is common for people to see the words 'duty', 
'command', 'obligation' and related terms through Kantian lenses and, thus, to think 
that an agent can only have a moral obligation with respect to some act or state of soul 
only if the agent has direct voluntary control over that act or state of soul. People's 
common sense phenomenology, however, suggests that agents do not have direct 
voluntary control over their feelings. Consequently, it is common for people to think 
that agents cannot have moral obligations to have certain kinds of feelings. This line of 
reasoning is understandable given our common deontological priming, but its 
prominence is a more recent phenomenon, as I will show presently.

Philosophers from Plato and Aristotle in Greece to Seneca in Rome, as well as 
their medieval followers, conceived of ethics not in Kantian deontological categories but
in Greco-Roman aretaic categories.6 The general contours of their line of thought are 
widely familiar, but let me review them briefly to bring a few of the most salient 
features into focus. The principal conceptual foci were the end, or telos, of human life 
(i.e., happiness) and the excellent states of the soul by which people attain their end (i.e., 
virtues).7 The soul was thought to be composed of parts—rational and irrational. Each of 
these parts was thought to have its own distinctive virtues—intellectual and moral.8 
Although moral virtue itself was thought to be a state of the soul, both actions and 
feelings were thought to be properly related to moral virtue. For instance, Aristotle says,

… virtue of character …  is about feelings and actions, and these admit of excess, 
deficiency, and an intermediate condition. We can be afraid, for instance, or be 
confident, or have appetites, or get angry, or feel pity, or in general feel pleasure 
or pain, both too much and too little, and in both ways not well. But having these 
feelings at the right times, about the right things, toward the right people, for the right 
end, and in the right way is the intermediate and best condition, and this is proper to 
virtue. Similarly, actions also admit of excess, deficiency, and an intermediate 
condition. 

Now virtue is about feelings and actions, in which excess and deficiency 
are in error and incur blame, whereas the intermediate condition is correct and 

6 The point I am developing here follows Gary Watson's (1996) suggestion that we can
praise or blame more agents from an “aretaic perspective,” assessing the extent to 
which they have succeeded or failed with respect to standards of virtue, or 
excellence (arete). See also Adams (1985). 

7 See, e.g., NE II.vi.15 [1107a]. 
8 See, e.g., NE I.13-II.i [1102a – 1103a] 
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wins praise, which are both proper to virtue.9

Thus, within the Greco-Roman virtue framework that has had the most lasting 
influence on Western culture, having certain affective states is thought to be a necessary
condition for being a virtuous agent. In this sense, the Greco-Roman virtue framework 
implies that people have ethical obligations, or duties, not only to be virtuous but also, 
consequently, to perform the actions and to have the affective states of a virtuous 
agent.10

Moreover, this kind of conception of the relation between virtue and affective 
states is not limited to the Academic and Peripatetic schools of philosophy. In a related 
vein, the early Stoics conceived of apatheia as a two-fold virtue that resulted in agents 
who would not experience some affective states—namely, pathe, like anger, delight at 
the misery of others, fear, and sorrow—but would experience others—namely, eupathe, 
like wishing, joy, and watchfulness.11 

More importantly, for present purposes, comparable themes are present in the 
writings of early Christian writers. For instance, St. James commands disciples of Christ 
to control their anger (Jas 1:19 JB) and to eradicate bitterness, enviousness, and ambition
from their hearts (Jas 3:14-15, 4:1-3 JB). The reason for this is that “genuine religion” 
includes both performing compassionate actions, like visiting “the fatherless and 
widows in their affliction,” and keeping oneself “unspotted from the world” (Jas 1:27 
JB), in which the self-indulgent passions and desires reign (cp. Jas 3:14-15 JB). Similarly, 
St. Paul commands those who follow Christ to “crucify all self-indulgent passions and 
desires” (Gal 5:25 JB, emphasis mine), to rid themselves of bitterness, anger, and malice 
(Eph 4:31), and to bear one others burdens (Gal 6:2). In a more positive vein, he exhorts 
them to “put on … tender feelings of compassions” (Col 4: 12-13 Green's Interlinear Bible, 
emphasis mine). This positive theme regarding the affections is echoed in the traditional
Christian exhortations not merely to perform works of mercy but to be merciful—that is,
to be people who are disposed to have “a certain feeling of compassion in our hearts” 

9 NE II.vi.10-12 [1106b], emphasis mine
10 Someone might be tempted to claim that the conception of ethical obligations and 

duties that I have described here are not 'real moral' obligations or 'real moral' 
duties. I think this is misguided, but I am not going to fight over words. If necessary,
I am willing to concede the terms for the sake of argument. So, if one prefers, I am 
willing to grant that my interest is in aretaic obligations and duties rather than 'real 
(i.e., deontological) moral' obligations and duties. For my purposes, this is enough 
since the view I am trying to explicate is a traditional Christian view, which focuses 
on aretaic obligations and duties. 

11 See, e.g., Annas 1992: 114–5; Cottingham 1998: 55–7; Pereboom 1994: 594–8; 
AUTHOR YEAR 1. 
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whereby we feel for others and are motivated to act on behalf of their well-being.12 
In short, although some contemporary moral theorists might be inclined to 

respond negatively, both ancient Greco-Roman philosophers and early Christians, as 
well as their medieval followers, responded affirmatively. On these traditional aretaic 
accounts, people have obligations to cultivate virtues like wisdom, courage, 
temperance, and justice. And, since feelings and actions are proper to virtues, people 
have obligations both to have certain affective states and to perform certain actions.

I will say more below about the nature of aretaic obligations to have certain 
kinds of affective states. For the purpose of the first of these two initial clarifications, it 
is sufficient to have shown that traditional Christianity,13 like tradition Greco-Roman 
philosophy, recognizes such obligations. Having offered the first clarification, let us 
now turn to the second. 

1.2 Can One Rightly Speak of God as Having Affective States, or 'Feelings'?
Against those who worshiped the Homeric deities, Plato and like-minded ancient 
Greco-Roman philosophers asserted that because God is incorporeal and immutable, 
He can neither suffer nor have affective states, especially painful affective states like 
anger or jealousy. Elements of this line of reasoning obviously remain in traditional 
Christian theology. I have no intention of disputing that fact. I do, however, aim to 
show that those elements have to be interpreted not simply in light of philosophical 
analysis but also, more importantly, in light of the traditional distinctively Christian 
conception of God—most importantly, in light of the doctrines of the Trinity and the 
Incarnation. In light of these teachings, one can rightly speak of God having affective 
states, or 'feelings', as I will argue presently.

Among monotheistic religions, the most distinctive aspect of Christianity is the 
doctrine of the Trinity, according to which God is one with respect to essence (ousia) but
three with respect to persons (hypostases). This Triniatarian conception of God requires 
more nuanced assessments of Divine predication. For instance, when assessing what 
one can predicate of the God, the doctrine of the Trinity requires the identification of 
the subject of which a property, or set of properties, is being predicated. That is, for any 
given case of Divine predication, one must identify whether one is predicating the 
property, or set of properties, of the Divine essence (ousia) or of a Divine Person 
(hypostasis), and if of a Divine Person, then of which.

Consider, for instance, the claim that God suffered on the cross. Can suffered on 
the cross be predicated of God? Three groups of people clearly denied that it could, for 

12 Augustine, City of God IX.5 (1958: 178); see also Aquinas, ST II-II, Q. 30, a. 1.
13 Here and elsewhere, I use the phrase “traditional Christianity” (and related phrases) 

to refer to the “mother tradition” of Orthodox Christianity, Roman Catholicism, and 
Protestantism—i.e., the first-millennium “Church of the Seven Councils.” 
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different reasons. One group, the Gnostically-inclined Docetists, said that the answer is 
'no' because although Jesus Christ is God, He is not a human being. Thus, they claimed, 
despite appearances to the contrary, God did not suffer on the cross. A second group, 
the Arians, said that the answer is no because Jesus Christ is not of the same substance 
(ousia) as God the Father and, hence, is not really God. Thus, they claimed, it is not right
to say that God suffered on the cross. A third group, the Nestorians, tried to find an 
alternative that would satisfy these kind of Gnostic and Arian concerns by arguing that 
in the body crucified on Calvary, there were two persons (hypostases): Jesus, the Son of 
Mary, and the second Person of the Trinity, the Son of God.14 Thus, they claimed, 
although it would be right to say that a human person, Jesus, suffered on the cross, it 
would not be right to say that God, the Second Person of the Trinity, suffered on the 
cross.

None of these answers, however, is consistent with traditional Christianity. 
Contra Docetism, traditional Christianity affirms that Jesus Christ is truly a human 
being.  Contra Arianism, traditional Christianity affirms that Jesus Christ is truly God. 
Contra Nestorianism, traditional Christianity Jesus Christ is one person. In the fuller 
development of its anti-Nestorian view, traditional Christianity also argues (1) contra 
Monophysitism, that Jesus Christ has two natures (phuseis), (2) contra Monoenergism, 
that He has two kinds of energies (energeiai), or faculties,15 corresponding to his two 
natures, and (3) contra Monothelitism, that Jesus Christ has two wills (thelemata), 
corresponding to his two natures and two kinds of energies.16

In short, on the traditional Christian account, one person suffered on Calvary: 
Jesus Christ. Insofar as He is fully God, that one person has a divine nature, divine 
energies, and a divine will. Moreover, insofar as He is fully human that one person has 

14 It might be helpful to make two observations on this point. The first is that the 
historical debates about whether Christians ought to refer to Mary as (1) the 
Theotokos, or Mother of God, or as (2) the Christotokos, or Mother of Christ, is 
inherently and deeply Christological. The second is that the Church's liturgical and 
doctrinal commitments to honor Mary as the Theotokos express an explicitly anti-
Nestorian Christology.

15 St. John Damascene distinguishes a number of different uses of the term 'energy'. For
present purposes, it will suffice to highlight three. He says that the term is used to 
refer to (1) a faculty, or power, such as the will (thelesis), by which a being moves 
itself, (2) the activities of these faculties, or powers, like specific acts of will such as 
wish (boulesis) or use (chresis), and (3) natural passions, like hunger and thirst. Thus, 
the term is used to refer to faculties, to activities, and to passions that are in 
accordance with the natural function of these faculties—see, e.g., Damascene (1898), 
De Fide Orthodoxa II.23. I am focusing on the first of these uses since that is the one 
relevant to understanding the term 'Monoenergism'.

16 Cp. AUTHOR YEAR 1; see also AUTHOR AND CO-AUTHOR YEAR 2.
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a human nature, human energies, and a human will. Therefore, since it is persons—
rather than natures, energies, or wills—that suffer, it is right to say that God suffered on
the cross. What might have seemed unthinkable prior to the Incarnation has become 
thinkable thereafter. More importantly, for present purposes, what might have become 
unspeakable prior to the Incarnation has become speakable thereafter.

With these classical Christian clarifications in mind, let us return to the question 
at hand: can one rightly speak of God as have affective states, or 'feelings'? Just as we 
can properly predicate suffering of God, in the person of Christ, we can also predicate 
feelings of God, in the person of Christ. To deny this would be to deny traditional 
Christian Christology. Thus, the answer to the question is: yes, God—more specifically, 
God Incarnate—does have affective states, or feelings.

1.3 Summary
For the sake of clarity, let me pause briefly to summarize the main points of this section.
In this section, I have offered clarifications to two puzzling implications of my thesis. 
First, I noted that people do in fact have obligations—more specifically, aretaic 
obligations—to have certain kinds of feelings. Second, I noted that God—more 
specifically, God Incarnate—does have such feelings. I will turn now to putting these 
two clarifications to use in developing and defending my thesis.

2. The Incarnation and Aretaic Obligations
To elucidate the significance of these clarifications for my thesis, I would like to focus 
on two distinctively Christian questions concerning aretaic obligations. First, how does 
the doctrine of the Incarnation ground aretaic obligations to have certain kinds of 
affective states? Second, how does this grounding relationship help to explain the 
affective aspects of the second love command? I will address each, in turn. 

2.1 The Ground of Aretaic Obligations: Virtue as Likeness to God Incarnate 
One key to understanding the significance of the Incarnation for the nature and scope of
aretaic obligations is to understand the traditional Greco-Roman doctrine that virtue is 
likeness to God. As a touchstone and point of departure, let's consider the doctrine as 
presented in Plato's works.17 In Laws VI [716c-d], Plato claims—contra Parmenides—
that it is God, not man, that is the measure of all things.18 Thus, it follows that God is the
“measure of” virtue such that a person who strives to be virtuous strives to be as much 
like God as he is able, as Plato claims in Republic X [613a-b] and suggests in Phaedrus 

17 My brief summary of virtue as likeness to God in the ancients in this paragraph is 
indebted to Russell (2004), which offers a helpful presentation of the theme. 

18 Plato 1997e: 1402-3.
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[248a].19 Insofar as living virtuously is an end of life, human beings ought to “escape to 
heaven” by becoming like God, as he claims in Theaetetus [176a].20 Thus, on Plato's 
account, human beings ought, insofar as they are able, to strive to acquire virtues and in
so doing to become like God, as he suggests in Phaedo [80a-84b].21 

How does understanding this traditional Greco-Roman teaching that virtue is 
likeness to God help us to understand the significance of the Incarnation for the nature 
and scope of aretaic obligations? I will explain this in more detail shortly, but by way of 
overview, here is the gist of the idea. Traditional Christianity rejects various theological,
cosmological, and psychological elements of Greco-Roman philosophy—e.g., the 
polytheism of the ancient poets, the naturalistic theology of the Stoics, the Aristotelian 
conception of the universe as eternally existing, and the notion that the soul is 
imprisoned in the body, etc. It does not, however, reject this Greco-Roman ethical 
doctrine. Rather, it rejects the Greco-Roman interpretation of this doctrine. In essence, 
traditional Christianity is willing to grant that philosophers of Greece and Rome were 
correct in characterizing virtue as likeness to God; what it denies is that they were right 
to characterize God as they did. On the traditional Christian account, virtue is in fact 
likeness not simply to God but to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – and, more 
specifically, to the second Person of the Trinity. Thus, rather than conceiving of virtue 
as likeness to Plato's Good, or to Aristotle's Thought-Thinking-Itself, or to the Stoic's 
Zeus, traditional Christians conceive of virtue as likeness to Christ, Who is God 
Incarnate.

Having provided some sense of the essence of the traditional Christian 
understanding of the claim that virtue is likeness to God, let me begin to explain the 
view in more detail. As I noted above, virtues are excellent qualities of a kind of being. 
More specifically, virtues are those qualities by which individual members of a kind 
attain the telos of their kind. How does one determine the telos of a kind? On Aristotle's 
account, “the function [telos] of a kind of thing is the same in kind as the function of an 
excellent individual of that kind.”22 Thus, on Aristotle's account, one identifies the telos 
of a kind of thing by observing an excellent member of that kind. In other words, one 
identifies the telos of a kind of thing by picking out an exemplar of that kind.23 

The idea that one identifies virtues by identifying an exemplar is not unique to 
Aristotle. For example, Plato posits “the Just Man” as the exemplar of humanity, the 

19 Plato 1997d 1216-7; cf. Plato 1997c: 526.
20 Plato 1997b: 195.
21 Plato 1997a: 70-3.
22 See, e.g., NE I.vii.13-17 [1098a].
23 Absent the Incarnation, this seems to present a significant problem for virtue ethics

—cp. Zagzebski 2004.
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Stoics posit “the Sage,” and each explains the virtues in light of their exemplar.24 Thus, 
classical conceptions of virtue ethics are fundamentally (in Chisholm's terms) 
'particularlist' rather than 'methodist', insofar as they define moral exemplars by 
ostension rather than by identifying and applying a list of criteria.25 In other words, 
classical conceptions of virtue begin by identifying a moral exemplar, or set of 
exemplars, and subsequently try to identify the criteria for being virtuous by analyzing 
the character of the exemplar, set of exemplars. This classical approach differs to a 
method common among modern ethical theories that begin with a criterion, or set of 
criteria, for identifying right action, then develop an account of virtue, then try to 
determine if there exist any persons who exemplify the virtues.

So that we don't get sidetracked, let me be clear. My purpose in raising this point
is not evaluative but descriptive. That is, it is not essential to my argument to assess 
whether the classical approach to virtue ethics relies on a satisfactory epistemic or 
methodological strategy. Rather, what is essential to my argument is to highlight the 
fact that Greco-Roman virtue theories endorsed this epistemic move and traditional 
Christianity did likewise.

How is this descriptive clarification helpful for understanding the traditional 
Christian conception of virtue and, consequently, of aretaic obligations? It is helpful in 
the following way. On the traditional Christian account, Christ is not only fully God but
also fully human. Insofar as He is 'fully human', He is neither some kind of super-
human demigod nor merely one particular good human being among others. Rather, 
He is sinless and, hence, the “Just One” [ton dikaion] (cp. Acts 3:14; 7:52). That is, Jesus 
Christ is the excellent member of the human kind par excellence. Thus, it is Christ that is 
“the measure” both of happiness and of the virtues.26 Hence, virtue is in fact likeness to 
God—i.e., to God Incarnate. Therefore, it is God Incarnate that exemplifies our aretaic 
obligations. Thus, to understand the affective aspects of the second love command, one 
needs to consider the virtues that Christ exemplifies. 

2.2 Implications for the Second Love Command: The Virtuous Affections of God Incarnate 
The traditional Christian affirmation of Christ's humanity—especially the rejections of 
Monoenergism and of Monotheletism—entails that He has not only divine energies, or 
faculties, but also human energies, or faculties. In short, it entails not merely that Christ 
is human but that He is fully human. On the traditional Christian account, this means 
that Christ has a tripartite human psyche, consisting of a rational faculty, and two 

24 What's more, this idea is not limited to Greco-Roman philosophy. For example, 
Confucians posit their own conceptions of 'the Sage' and 'the Gentleman'. 

25 See, e.g., Chisholm 1973.
26 Cp. Plato Laws VI [716c-d], Republic X [613a-b], Phaedrus [248a], Theaetetus [176a], 

Phaedo [80a-84b], and Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics [NE I.7.xiv], as noted above. 
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irrational faculties. Thus, it entails that with respect to his humanity, Christ has (1) a 
noetic faculty (2) an incensive faculty and (3) an appetitive faculty. On the traditional 
Christian account, each of these faculties can function excellently or poorly—i.e., 
virtuously or viciously. Since, on the traditional Christian account, Christ is entirely 
praiseworthy, it follows that even His irrational faculties—i.e., the incensive and 
appetitive energies—function excellently. Therefore, on the traditional Christian 
account, Christ both manifests and exemplifies not only intellectual virtues, like 
wisdom, but also moral virtues, like courage and temperance. 

Moreover, as Aristotle rightly notes, moral virtues27 are “about feelings” such 
that the person who possesses these character traits has the right kinds of feelings “at 
the right times, about the right things, toward the right people, for the right end, and in 
the right way,” as is “proper to virtue.” Thus, on the traditional Christian account, 
Christ has not only virtuous thoughts and volitions but also virtuous affections and 
desires. Since virtue is likeness to God Incarnate, it follows that human beings have 
aretaic obligations to have not only virtuous thoughts and volitions but also virtuous 
affections and desires. Thus, insofar as people are called to manifest Christ-like love, 
they are called not only to think of and to act on behalf of their neighbor as Christ does, 
but also to feel with, to feel for, and to desire the good for their neighbor as Christ does. 

In essence, the obligations implied by the second love command are not limited 
to a particular subset of energies, or faculties, such that, e.g., a person merely has a duty
to conform his or her will to God's laws. Rather, the obligations implied by the second 
love command are for the whole person, such that he or she has a duty to unite all of his
or her energies with God, living thereby in continual synergy with Christ—literally, 
energizing with God Incarnate. In other words, the second love command implies that 
people have oblations to be like St. Paul who describes himself as “striving according to 
His [i.e., Christ's] working, who works in me mightily” (Col 1:29 NKJV; cp. Gal 2:20).

2.3 Summary 
In sum, aretaic obligations are grounded in the nature of God Incarnate, and God 
Incarnate manifested not merely cognitive and volitional but also affective and 
desiderative excellence. Since people are obligated to conform their beings to Christ, as 
a regulative ideal, the question we should ask is not whether the second love command 
prescribes that people manifest Christlike affections, but how the second love command 
prescribes that people manifest such affections. In essence, the question we should ask 
is: What is it to have a merciful heart like that of God Incarnate? It is to that question 
that I will turn next. 

27 Since they are not essential to my argument, I will set aside the intellectual virtues 
for the time being.
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3. The Merciful Heart of God Incarnate 
What is it to have a merciful heart like that of God Incarnate? In the introduction, I 
suggested that it is not simply a compassionate heart but a compassionate heart of a 
certain kind: namely, one that is “on fire” and gripped by “strong and vehement 
mercy” such that it “offers up tearful prayer continually.” In this section, I will offer 
evidence from sacred scripture to support this thesis.

3.1 Scriptural Evidence 
When the Gospel writers say that Christ “had compassion on” others, they are not 
simply noting that He acted benevolently on behalf of others, but also that the irrational
powers of his soul were moved. For instance, they present Christ as a man who is 
moved with compassion [splagchnizomai] for those who are hungry (Matt 15:32; Mark 
8:2), in debt (Matt 18:27), harassed and dejected (Matt 9:36), sick (Matt 14:14), disabled 
(Matt 20:34), infirmed (Mark 1:41), spiritually adrift (Mark 6:36), and grieving (Luke 
7:13).

In two cases in particular, the Gospel writers explicitly highlight the fact that 
Christ was moved to tears. The first reveals the depth of Christ's compassion for those 
who are grieving. The contextual details of this case are instructive. The story is from St.
John's Gospel. Jesus is on his way to the family of His friend Lazarus, who has been 
dead for four days. Before He reaches the town, Lazarus's sister Martha meets him. In 
an effort to console her, He reassures her that Lazarus will rise on the last day, and she 
confesses that He is the Christ. She then goes and calls her sister Mary, who rises 
quickly to meet Him. When Mary arrives, she falls at His feet crying. Then, St. John 
says, when Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who came with her weeping, He 
groaned, was trouble, and wept (John 11:17-35).  What is particularly interesting is that 
the story reveals just how deep Christ's compassion was for those who were grieving: it 
moved him to tears.

The second is similar. St. Luke tells us that as Christ approached Jerusalem, 
where the citizens of the city would plead to have Him killed, He “wept over it, saying, 
'If you had known, even you, especially in this your day, the things that make for your 
peace!' (Luke 19:41-42 NKJV). What is particularly intriguing about this story is that it 
reveals the depth of Christ's compassion not merely for sinners but for enemies who 
wish to do Him harm: it moves him to weep bitterly for their pride and hard-
hardheartedness (cf. Jer 13:17). 

Taken together, these two stories illustrate the profound depth and scope of 
Christ's compassionate love. It stirs Him deeply, to the point of tears, both for victims 
and for sinners, including His enemies.

One might be tempted to think these passages about the depth of Christ's 
compassion reveal a merely complementary feature to the second love command, but 
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this is a temptation that one should resist. Consider the way that the Gospel of St. Luke 
elucidates the command. As I mentioned above, in the third Gospel, immediately after 
stating the love commands, Christ introduces the parable of the Good Samaritan to 
explain who one's neighbor is (Luke 10:29-37) and concludes by exhorting his listeners 
to “go and do likewise.” Notice, however, that the Gospel presents the Christ-like figure
in the parable (i.e., the Samaritan) as one who is moved with compassion (Luke 10:33). 
In a related and similar vein, the Gospel presents the Christ-like figure in the Parable of 
the Prodigal Son (i.e., the Father) as one who is moved with compassion  (Luke 15:20). 
Thus, the only two times that The Gospel of St. Luke uses the term 'compassion' 
[splagchnizomai] in reference to someone other than Christ, it is to illustrate the kind of 
love one ought to have for others: both for victims and for sinners. 

What's more, the New Testament presents this deeply and compassionately 
motivated love not as something reserved for Christ, but as something embodied by His
disciples. To take but one example, consider St. Paul. He continually counseled the 
Christians of Ephesus “with tears” for three years (Acts 20:31). He wrote to the 
Christians in Corinth “with many tears” that they might come to realize more clearly 
his abundant love for them (2 Cor 2:4). He wept for the “enemies of the cross of Christ: 
whose end is destruction, whose god is their belly, and whose glory is in their shame—
who set their mind on earthly things” (Phil 3: 18-20).

What these examples, both of Christ and of His disciples, suggest is that being 
motivated by a merciful heart is not a merely complementary add-on to the Christian 
way of life. Rather, it is an essential aspect of that life, in general, and of a properly 
formed Christian character, in particular. Thus, in light of the New Testament 
presentation of Christ-like love, it would be rather myopic to try to account for duties 
imposed by the second love command merely in terms of an agent's actions, the target 
of the agent's actions (i.e., other people), and the effects of the agent's actions. Rather, an
adequate account of one's duties to love others must also include a description of a 
virtuous agent's motives and ends. More specifically, for present purposes, since Christ 
was motivated by a deep compassion with others, an adequate account of the second 
love command must include a description of the aretaic obligation to be dispositionally 
motivated by deep compassion. 

3.2 Evidence for a Merciful Heart? 
Let's pause briefly to take stock of the point to which we have come so far. I opened this
section by asking the question, what is it to have a merciful heart like that of God 
Incarnate? I went on to offer evidence that, according to sacred scripture, it is to have a 
heart that is moved by a deep sense of compassion to act on behalf of others. This, I take
it, is what St. Isaac of Syria means when he describes a merciful heart as one that is “on 
fire” and gripped by “strong and vehement mercy” such that it “offers up tearful prayer
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continually.”
I imagine, however, that some might worry that the scriptural evidence I have 

offered does not support my thesis. The concern might be expressed as follows: “The 
examples that you cite from the Gospels are merely occasions of Christ being moved to 
tears, and the examples that you site from the epistles are, at best, recurrent occasions of 
St. Paul being moved to tears. Neither of these presents cases of people being moved so 
deeply that they weep continually, which is good since that would be impractical if not 
impossible.” 

This is an understandable worry, but it is, in my estimation, one based on a 
misinterpretation of St. Isaac's claim and, consequently, of my thesis. As I read it, St. 
Isaac is using two phrases metaphorically, if not hyperbolically, in a way that is 
common in ancient, near eastern, patristic literature. First, he is using the term “offers 
up tears” not literally, to indicate that salt water is rolling down a person's cheeks, but 
metaphorically, to indicate that a person is moved deeply in the kind of way that one is 
moved when he or she cries, even if no tears happen to form in his or her eyes.28 Second,
he is using the phrase “continually” not to indicate a person's ongoing occurrent 
affections (e.g., sadness, longing) but to indicate the kind of affective-motivational 
dispositions a person both has and frequently manifests. Thus, as I read it, St. Isaac is 
using the term “continually” in a manner similar to the way that St. Paul uses the 
phrase “without ceasing” when he encourages his spiritual children to “pray without 
ceasing” (1 Thes 5:17). Thus, as I read St. Isaac's text, he is merely using poetic rhetoric 
to portray the Christ-like love that is presented in the New Testament—particularly, in 
the Gospels and in the letters of St. Paul. 

3.3 Summary 
In summary, in the poetic wording of St. Isaac, to be a person with a merciful heart like 
Christ is to be a person with a heart that is “on fire” and gripped by “strong and 
vehement mercy” such that it “offers up tearful prayer continually” on behalf of others. 
Or, in more philosophical prose, to be a person with a merciful heart like Christ is to be 
a person who possesses the kinds of affective-motivational dispositions that cause him 
or her (1) to feel with and, more importantly, for his or her neighbors, (2) to desire the 
good of his or her neighbors, and (3) to act on behalf of his or her neighbor. 

4. A Provisional Conclusion
There is much more that I both need and would like to say about the aretaic obligations 
embedded in the second love command. For the purpose of this conference and in the 

28 Cp. St. John Climacus's claim in The Ladder of Divine Ascent regarding sorrow, 
sighing, and heaviness of heart performing the function of tears of repentance—
Climacus (1979: 195).
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interest of time, I will close simply by noting three. First, the conception of love that I 
have described above is that of which the neptic fathers speak repeatedly (see, e.g., 
Palmer, Sherrard, and Ware 1979, 1981, 1984). Second, it is, or is a close kin of, what 
many contemporary psychologists call 'sympathy' and what Dan Batson calls 'empathic 
concern' (see, e.g.,. Batson 2009, 2011). Third, to the extent that an ostensibly 'Christian' 
sect tends to neglect, or worse yet to denigrate, these obligations, it tends to promote 
both a misunderstanding of human nature and, consequently, an ecclesiastical culture 
that fails to lead people into the depths of Christian salvation.
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