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SUMMARY  

 

The Christian concept of the human soul usually means life for the body, rationality, 

the spiritual within, and a carriage through death into eternity. Yet questions about 

the soul that have traditionally been asked in philosophy and theology are being 

raised in other contexts. As belief in the soul is questioned by researchers, and 

appears to be gradually vanishing in the face of scientific materialism and 

metaphysical scepticism, the attention naturally shifts to the physical brain. It holds 

many wonders, how this central organ of the human body can be the indispensable 

and vital centre of life, consciousness, reason, cognition, emotion, memory, 

language, free will, personal identity, faith and spirituality, and much more. 

 

This thesis argues that a contemporary Catholic understanding of the human soul 

needs to be aware of and responsive to developments in the study of brain and mind 

by modern philosophy and science. Indeed, the sciences and its accompanying 

philosophy of physicalism are necessary to study and explain the human brain, body 

and mind. However, they encounter certain limits in the scope and depth of 

explanations, especially in matters of the spirit and what is beyond space and time. 

 

The thesis commences with Catholic thought, and an outline of the traditional 

Catholic understanding of the human soul. The two principal sources are firstly, 

some significant teachings from the magisterium of the Catholic Church and other 

Church bodies. Secondly, Tommaso d’Aquino or Thomas Aquinas (1224/25-1274), 

perhaps the most cited teacher in the Catholic tradition. His systematic and assiduous 

inquiries incorporate the ideas of the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle. 

Nevertheless, the language and concepts used have become difficult for many who 

are immersed a scientific and technological milieu. This also introduces the 

possibility of dialogue between traditional teachings and current knowledge and 

research in the natural sciences.  

 

The thesis then critically investigates several relevant areas of today’s sciences which 

can contribute new insights on the soul: neuroscience; research into religious, 

spiritual, or mystical experiences; degeneration of the brain and how it affects 
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people’s lives and souls; the human descent from other animals in evolution; and 

then some important ideas from a wider, existential perspective. 

 

To close, the thesis returns to the traditional Catholic ideas on the human soul and 

works towards an updated Catholic understanding of the soul illuminated by the 

sciences and related philosophy. The subjects analysed are: Christian dualism, 

Christian materialism, contemporary Thomism, and the soul as taught by the 

Catholic magisterium.  

 

The thesis proposes that any development or renewal of the Catholic Church’s 

teachings will only be possible through dialogue with the sciences and neuroscience 

in particular, together with philosophy. The thesis concludes by offering a number of 

modest considerations for a future Catholic understanding of the human soul.  
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