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“What is the Soul?” 

As Catholics, in day to day conversation, we often talk about our souls when discussing things of a spiritual nature. For example, we may say: “I go to church, so 
I can nourish my soul.” or “Let’s evangelize so we can help save some souls!” or even “Only humans have souls.” What does any of this really mean? And is it true that only 
humans have souls? We should first begin with what a soul actually is. Keep in mind that the term soul is only used in reference to composite beings. By 
composite beings, I mean those that exist in material bodies. This necessarily excludes the angels (pure spirit) and God himself (pure actuality). So, when we 
speak of a soul of material bodies, we mean the “life principle” of the body. For this reason, it has traditionally been understood that anything living has a soul. 
This includes plants, animals, and human beings because they are all alive. The nature of a plant soul, animal soul, and human soul are very different, however. 
For example, a plant soul (vegetative soul), is the principle that organizes all of the matter in a plant so that it produces life in a specific plant way – it has 
powers such as nutrition and reproduction. An animal soul (sensitive soul) produces life in an animal way with the same powers as a plant soul, but with 
added powers such as locomotion and sensation. Finally, the soul of a human person has all the powers of a vegetative and sensitive soul, but with the 
added power of reason. That is, human beings can look at the world in a different way than a dog or a cat can. Humans can look at things objectively and 
universally so that we can know things as they truly are by abstracting universal natures from particular things. Because of this, we can know what is truly right 
and wrong, and ultimately to know something about God. The presence of this rational soul is really what it means when scripture says we are made in the 
image of God. This rational soul, which consists of intellect and will, makes it so that we can first know something about God and his will for us (with our 
intellect) and then choose to actually do it (from the will).  
 
But if plants and animals have souls, why don’t they go to heaven? Well, just because something is alive, does not mean it was created to be in union with 
God. Human beings have a special nature, created in God’s image, so that we can know him and choose him from an authentic love. The nature of the human 
soul enables us to respond to God’s love and accept his grace so that we can have a true relationship with him on earth and most intimately, in heaven. God 
created man for Himself. Our very purpose in life is to choose God by reflecting his love for us. By living out this covenant with God, we are given eternal 
life. This brings up another point. What is it specifically that makes plants and animals incapable of entering heaven? We can know this by the functions of 
the soul. Plants and animals operate in a way that is fully dependent on its matter. What this means is that they only do activities that involve the body. Human 
beings, on the other hand, have an intellect. The intellect can abstract from particular things to know universal things. Humans can generate abstract concepts 
which are independent of matter. An example that comes to mind is our ability to invent something (lightbulb, telephone, etc.) that has never existed before. 
This is because we can take specific things we have learned through our senses and use this knowledge to form concepts that can be used to make something 
entirely different. This ability is also why we are known as the only moral creatures. You cannot be a moral person without the ability to know what is good 
and bad. A dog or cat can only know what is good or bad for them instinctually, while a human can know what is truly good or bad in an intellectual way. For 
instance, only a human can reject what is the immediate pleasurable thing to do, in favor of the greater good. This immaterial power is the indication that the 
rational (human) soul, can exist apart from the body since it can act in a way that transcends the material. It is because of this that the human soul is often 
referred to as a spiritual soul.  
 
Morally speaking, when we say the soul is being nourished or that it can be saved, we are not speaking only in reference to the soul as separate from the body. 
The soul and the body both make up a true human being. A human is not truly complete without one or the other (ponder this and how it relates to the 
doctrine of the Resurrection of the Body). The term “soul” is often used because that is what references our spiritual nature. So, when we are in a right 
relationship with God, we are aligning our soul to God. Of course, doing this includes the body and that is why we have the sacraments which uses matter to 
reveal spiritual realities to human beings. The more we live according to our true nature, the more we can say that the soul is being nourished. For this reason, 
in Catholic moral theology, it is said that a person is living out a virtuous life cooperating with God’s grace inasmuch as they are living rationally.  
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