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ONTEMPORARY AMERICAN CULTURE OFFERS conflicting vi-
sions of a healthy, fulfilled human life. With those visions 
come different strategies for helping people who are discour-
aged or depressed. When a home-bound elderly man feels 

that his life no longer has meaning, is his struggle for hope best ad-
dressed with therapy, prayer, or medication? When a young parent 
feels overwhelmed by the demands of work and family life, is the 
problem spiritual, psychological, or both? Should individuals, com-
munities, and educators use strategic interventions to try to prevent 
hopelessness before it happens? What is the best approach to fostering 
hope?   

People seeking answers to such questions often turn to religion and 
psychology. In Christian theology, the answers offered draw on a long 
tradition of reflection on the meaning of human existence. Hope has 
been described in many ways, including as a passion, a virtue, and 
transformative action (pra[iV). In recent decades, hope has also re-
ceived a lot of attention in the social sciences. While all branches of 
psychology and psychiatry can be said to have an interest in hope in-
asmuch as they work to overcome hopelessness, positive psychology 
has had the most explicit discussion of hope.1 In that discussion, var-
ying emphasis is placed on intellectual, emotional, and volitional com-
ponents.  

In this paper, ideas about hope in Christian theology and positive 
psychology are placed in conversation. The dialogue is interesting but 
not easy. Theology talks more about the nature of hope, while psy-
chology offers more on how to foster it. Theology has both individual 
and communal theories of hope; psychology has looked mainly at in-
dividuals. Theology assumes the existence of God and the presence of 
grace in the world; positive psychology sticks to empirical evidence. 
Theology is used to discussing normative principles, while psychol-
ogy generally refuses to. To add another layer of complexity, there are 

                                                           
1 Positive psychology is an area of research that focuses on fostering positive emotions 
and character strengths. This research on human wellbeing is seen as a complement 
to psychology’s traditional work of studying and treating pathologies. 
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significant differences in vocabulary and basic concepts across and 
within the disciplines. Engaging in this dialogue is like sitting down 
for dinner with two companions who have talked briefly on occasion 
but have never had a sustained conversation. Fortunately, these com-
panions are confident that hope can lead to good things and that un-
derstanding hope is worth the effort.  

The most promising connections between Christian theology and 
positive psychology on the topic of hope are found in what is said 
about virtues, the cognitive and imaginative awareness of hopes, and 
practices that foster hope. The most significant differences lie in their 
evaluation of hope that is not focused on goals, the place of hope 
within an overall understanding of the human person, and the relation 
of the natural to the supernatural. 

 
WHAT IS HOPE?: THEOLOGICAL RESPONSES 

Two key ideas in the theological discussion of hope are passion 
and virtue. These concepts can be traced back to medieval Christian 
anthropology, which in turn drew upon older biblical and philosophi-
cal traditions. These terms were common in early twentieth century 
Catholic theology and are still used today, especially by theologians 
who draw on the work of Thomas Aquinas. Both ideas involve a basic 
understanding of hope as a movement of attraction for something de-
sirable that is possible, but difficult, to attain. If the outcome is per-
ceived to be impossible then it will not be the object of hope. Nor will 
outcomes that are assured, easily within our power to achieve, or un-
desirable. This movement of attraction, which is also called a desire, 
can be present in a person in more than one way. When it occurs at the 
sensible level, as an involuntary response to something perceived by 
the senses, it is traditionally called a passion. It also occurs at a higher 
level where it is a movement of the will guided by the intellect. This 
form of hope is sometimes called a natural virtue.2 A virtue is a stable 
disposition to act for the good. A person who has the virtue of honesty, 
for example, has a well-developed, consistent quality of being honest. 
A person with the virtue of hope consistently looks for good future 
outcomes with a desire strong enough to overcome difficulty. 

Hope can also be received as a supernatural gift from God. The 
foundational text for belief in this form of hope is Paul’s first letter to 
the Corinthians: “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; 
and the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13). Theological 
                                                           
2 There is debate about whether natural hope qualifies as a virtue. A virtue, by defini-
tion, tends towards the good. The fact that people sometimes hope for things that are 
not good for them stands as evidence in the minds of some scholars that hope cannot 
be a virtue. See Bernard Schumacher, A PhiloVoph\ of Hope: JoVef Pieper and Whe 
ConWemporar\ DebaWe on Hope, trans. D.C. Schindler (New York: Fordham Univer-
sity Press, 2003), 111-20 and 254-55. This paper takes the position that natural hope 
can be a virtue. 
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reflection through the centuries led to faith, hope and love being un-
derstood as infused “theological” virtues: supernatural gifts that ele-
vate our nature beyond its normal capacities. Like natural virtues, 
these are stable dispositions towards the good. The difference is that 
theological virtues have God as their object and are infused by grace. 
No choice or effort can bring about this kind of hope. It is purely a gift 
and the appropriate response is gratitude. These three ways of thinking 
about hope—as a passion, an acquired virtue, and a supernaturally in-
fused virtue—have been very influential and are still part of the theo-
logical conversation today. 

If hope is a desire, it is easy to see how it is connected to specific 
outcomes. When I hope for good weather on the weekend, my hope is 
intrinsically connected to the upcoming weather conditions. The 
weekend weather determines whether the hope is fulfilled or not, and 
when those days have passed the hope is gone. The coming and going 
of hopes like this is part of the natural rhythm of life. When a hope is 
not fulfilled, people often respond by shifting the focus of their hope 
to a different possible outcome. Sometimes, however, such refocusing 
is not possible. The circumstances have changed so that the object of 
hope is completely lost and nothing can replace it.  

Some individuals who experience the failure of an important hope 
respond with despair. Others respond with a profound resilience: a 
continuing stance of hopefulness in spite of the circumstances. The 
French philosopher Gabriel Marcel gives the example of a father wait-
ing for the return of his son from a trip. The young man is long over-
due, and no communication has come to explain the delay. As time 
stretches on and the father waits, he can continue to hope or fall into 
despair. If he despaired, Marcel says, it would be like saying, “‘I have 
been disappointed so many times there is every reason to expect that I 
shall be again to-day’…. ‘I shall never again be anything but the 
wounded, mutilated creature I am to-day.’”3 Despair sees correctly 
that nothing can heal the wound of a lost child and responds by falling 
apart. Hope also sees realistically, but it refuses to capitulate and fall 
apart. In either case, the father does not simply shift his hope to a dif-
ferent object or fill the void with other hopes. There is no substitute 
for reunion with his son.  

There are times when people experience the failure of not just one 
but all of their important hopes. Consider an elderly man in poor health 
who has outlived family and friends. Without meaningful companion-
ship or the physical ability to enjoy activities, he may spend each day 
simply waiting for time to pass. For some people in this situation, be-
lief in an afterlife provides focus for ongoing hope. For others, who 
believe life ends with death, there may seem to be nothing significant 
                                                           
3 Gabriel Marcel, Homo ViaWor: InWrodXcWion Wo a MeWaph\Vic of Hope, trans. Emma 
Craufurd (Chicago: Regnery, 1951), 42.  
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left to hope for.4 Interestingly, people in situations like this sometimes 
manifest a strong, persistent hopefulness that has no specific object. 
Joseph Godfrey, drawing on Marcel, describes such hope as “un-
aimed” hope:  

 
One can distinguish between hoping with a specific aimed-for state of 
affairs, and hoping without such an aimed-for state of affairs. Hoping 
without a specific aim consists of a refusal to yield to the temptation 
of despair, expressed as ‘All is lost. I am lost.’ Hoping thus consists 
in surmounting specific disappointments and not going to pieces even 
when one seems unable to imagine something worthwhile and possi-
ble. Such hoping exhibits patience, humility, and flexibility, in con-
trast with aimed hoping’s ardor and specific focus.5   

 
Unaimed hope is a positive attitude towards reality and the future that 
is independent of circumstances. It can also be described as openness 
or trust in existence. This basic, fundamental hope is most easily seen 
in situations where all ordinary hopes have faded, but it is also present 
in everyday life. In the midst of life, with the coming and going of 
many aimed hopes, we can occasionally catch a glimpse of a deeper 
hope that underlies them. Marcel asserts that such moments reveal the 
true nature of hope because in them we see hope separated from desire. 
The calculative thinking that accompanies desire narrows our focus to 
outcomes we believe are important for our happiness. The more we 
focus on those outcomes, the easier it is to despair if they do not hap-
pen. Ironically, the failure of aimed hopes allows for the recognition 
that true well-being does not depend on having those things.6 

For Marcel, hope is more about being than having. It is intrinsically 
relational, and it emerges from community. The experience of being 
loved fosters openness, not only to the ones who share that love, but 
also to the possibilities of existence. A person who has known love 
can trust the possibilities of the future without knowing precisely what 
they are. This hope is not a passive waiting. It is a creative and trans-
formative availability. Marcel considered himself a philosopher, not a 
theologian, but he spoke of the transcendent and acknowledged that 
his ideas are compatible with Christian theology. His work is often 
cited by theologians who want to highlight the relational or communal 
aspects of hope. He is included in this discussion because so many 
Christian thinkers have incorporated his ideas into their theologies of 
hope. 

                                                           
4 I am indebted to Annette Geoffrion Brownlee for this example. See Annette Geof-
frion Brownlee, “The Dark Night of Hope,” The JoXrnal of Religion and Aging 1, no. 
2 (1984): 9-25. 
5 Joseph J. Godfrey, S.J., “Hope,” in Enc\clopedia of EWhicV, 2nd ed., ed. L.C. Becker 
and C.B. Becker (New York: Routledge, 2001), 791. 
6 Marcel, Homo ViaWor, 45-47. 



102 Barbara Sain 
 

The twentieth century saw a surge of interest in hope in Western 
philosophy and theology. A seminal figure for this development was 
the German Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch, who understood hope 
as an anticipatory consciousness of the future.7 According to Bloch, 
the natural human drive for transcendence is oriented towards the fu-
ture rather than towards the supernatural or any higher plane of exist-
ence. Hope is the imagination's ability to anticipate the future. As crea-
tures who hope, we use our freedom to shape the concrete circum-
stances of history and actively bring about the future that we envision. 
Bloch was a formative influence on Jürgen Moltmann, who has been 
at the forefront of renewed interest of hope in Christian theology. 
Moltmann and other Christian theologians engaged in this renewal un-
derstand hope as a form of transformative action, or pra[iV. Hope 
highlights the difference between the harsh realities of the present and 
the possibilities of the future, particularly in light of the Gospel proc-
lamation of God’s kingdom. This critical awareness becomes a driving 
force for change. Therefore, when hope is present, so is resistance to 
injustice. Grace inspires, and is experienced in, the work for justice. 
These theologians, whom I refer to as the “school of hope,” typically 
have a broad historical vision and a strong sense of hope as a social 
reality.8 

There are other thinkers who emphasize the connection between 
hope and the future on a smaller scale. A good example is Andrew 
Lester, an American Christian pastoral counselor. In his book, Hope 
in PaVWoral Care and CoXnVeling, Lester describes people’s expecta-
tions about the future as their “future stories.” According to Lester, 
therapists are accustomed to asking about their clients’ past and pre-
sent experiences, but much less attention is paid to the future element 
of their self-awareness. In fact, some people are surprised to be asked 
about their “future story” because they are only minimally aware of 
the expectations they have. Lester argues that future stories are essen-
tial for understanding hope and hopelessness because people’s sense 
of themselves is inseparable from the narratives of their lives. “These 
stories collect both the remembered past and the imagined future, 
which are then integrated into the person’s present identity.”9 One’s 

                                                           
7 See, Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope, 3 vols (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1986); 
German original, DaV Prin]ip HoffnXng (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1959).  
8 The phrase “school of hope” was originally used for the leading figures in the re-
newed discussion of hope after World War II, such as Jürgen Moltmann, Johann Bap-
tist Metz, and Walter Capps. Their work has influenced a widespread and diverse 
array of Christian thinkers who understand hope as pra[iV and give it a central role in 
their theology. I will use “school of hope” in a broad sense for the original thinkers 
and those who build on their work. 
9 Andrew Lester, Hope in PaVWoral Care and CoXnVeling (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1995), 5. 
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experience of the present is shaped not only by formative events of the 
past but also by what one expects will come in the future. 

To help his clients regain hope, Lester encourages them to think 
about their expectations and imagine other ways that events might un-
fold. In the book, he gives the example of a man whose father and 
grandfather died from stroke and heart attack around the age of forty. 
When this man reached forty, he developed depression, anxiety, and 
physical symptoms that were difficult to diagnose. At first, he did not 
connect his problems with the deaths of his father and grandfather, but 
later it became clear that he expected his life to end soon and was 
grieving what he would miss, such as important events in the lives of 
his children. When he was reminded of factors in his health history 
that reduced his risk of heart attack, the “future story” in his mind 
changed. He began to be more confident that he would live beyond his 
forties, and he regained hope. Lester’s understanding of hope high-
lights the temporal quality of human experience and the role of the 
imagination in generating and sustaining hope. “If the goal is valued 
and the story contains a plot that makes reaching the goal a possibility, 
then the future story contributes to hope. If the plot predicts that reach-
ing the valued goal is not possible, then a person is vulnerable to des-
pair.”10 

Another author who emphasizes the importance of imagination for 
hope is William F. Lynch. In ImageV of Hope: ImaginaWion aV Healer 
of Whe HopeleVV, Lynch describes hope as “the fundamental knowledge 
and feeling that there is a way out of difficulty, that things can work 
out, that we as human persons can somehow handle and manage inter-
nal and external reality…. Hope is, in its most general terms, a VenVe 
of Whe poVVible.”11 Imagination provides a foundation and direction for 
hope by presenting possibilities. Lynch is careful to note that this work 
of the imagination is not just fantasizing or the projection of egotistical 
desires. Fantasy can be an escape for people who do not know how to 
deal with reality. In order to be effective fostering hope, imagination 
must be realistic.  

The creative work of the imagination cannot be done in isolation. 
According to Lynch, both imagination and hope are inherently rela-
tional. If hope is understood simply as an individual trait, 

 
The implication would be that it is a deep inward resource (completely 
inward in every sense of that word), which has the strength to save us 
once we succeed in tapping it. But, the implication would continue, 
somewhere, on a later level and at a later time, it gets into trouble and 
needs temporary assistance in order that it may again go on its merry 

                                                           
10 Lester, Hope in PaVWoral Care, 37. 
11 William F. Lynch, ImageV of Hope: ImaginaWion aV Whe Healer of Whe HopeleVV 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 32. 
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way unassisted by the undignified thing called help….Like most hu-
man statements this one contains some truth, but in its substance it 
contains a broadly prevalent clinical, philosophical and theological 
lie…. The truth is that hope is related to help in such a way that you 
cannot talk about one without talking of the other. Hope is truly on the 
inside of us, but hope is an interior sense that there is help on the out-
side of us.12 

 
Lynch was thinking particularly of the mentally ill, whose difficulty 
managing regular life isolates them from the world of the healthy. At 
times this sense of otherness makes the sick feel less than human, but 
a relationship of trust can break through their isolation. The person 
who has felt hopeless, alone against the world, 

 
Now wishes ZiWh and not againVW, and is felt to be wished ZiWh by 
another. To be wished ZiWh by a true friend, or by a few, who are in 
touch with the depths of real feeling and wishing in the soul, and who 
help a man to discover and contact his own soul, is a possession with-
out price. Now there is real hope, no matter what happens in the world 
outside such relationships.13 

 
Help from others, in the form of love or as shared imagining of possi-
bilities, is essential for rejuvenating hope in an individual. 
   These schools of thought and individual thinkers highlight different 
aspects of hope that are familiar from human experience. One question 
that emerges when comparing them is whether hope always has an 
object. Most of the approaches assume that it does. This is easily seen 
when hope is defined as a desire for a specific object or outcome. It is 
also important in the interaction of hope and imagination, as described 
by Lester and Lynch. However, there is more to the human experience 
of hope than aimed hopes, and they can even obscure the deeper roots 
of hope. Marcel’s work highlights fundamental hope and provides an 
important complement to the idea of hope as a desire. 

Another issue is whether hope is primarily individual or commu-
nal. The first approach that was described, which builds on the thought 
of Thomas Aquinas and thinks of hope as a passion or a virtue, defines 
hope almost exclusively as an individual quality. Jürgen Moltmann 
and theologians who describe hope as a social, historical, and political 
reality do so, in part, as a corrective to the individualistic focus of the 
first approach. Marcel captures elements of both in his understanding 
of hope. He talks about hope mainly as an individual quality, but it is 
a quality that emerges from the experience of love. Human beings find 
their fulfillment in relationships with others. An isolated, solitary ego 

                                                           
12 Lynch, ImageV of Hope, 39-40. 
13 Lynch, ImageV of Hope, 170-171. 
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experiences despair rather than hope. Like Marcel, Lynch offers a de-
scription of hope that focuses on the individual in the context of rela-
tionships: hope is sustained within an individual through trusting rela-
tionships and shared imagination.   

A third issue that comes into focus when comparing theological 
descriptions of hope is whether hope is active or passive. The ideas of 
hope drawn from Aquinas include both active and passive elements. 
On the most basic level, the passion of hope is a spontaneous, invol-
untary response of the sensible appetite to a desired object. The theo-
logical virtue of hope, as a supernatural gift, also comes to the indi-
vidual from the outside. It is received rather than generated. However, 
neither form of hope is simply passive. Once initiated, they continue 
as active movements, guided by the intellect and chosen by the will. 
Hope understood as pra[iV, or transformative action, is inherently ac-
tive. It is the driving force for social change that arises from awareness 
of injustice. In theological contexts, this idea of hope also has a recep-
tive element. Recognition of future possibilities comes from the reve-
lation and proclamation of God’s coming kingdom. Hope is sustained 
by the awareness of God’s presence in the world as a God of compas-
sion and justice. Marcel’s understanding of hope is an interesting mix 
of active and passive. He asserts that the true nature of hope is seen 
when all aimed hopes have failed and there is nothing a person can do 
to realize them. Hope then can be present as a refusal to capitulate and 
fall apart. Although it might seem passive because it is not engaged in 
any specific activity, this hope is better described as receptive. It is a 
stubborn refusal to give up on the positive possibilities of existence. 
Lester and Lynch also offer insights into hope that combine the active 
and the passive. They describe the powerful impact of consciously re-
flecting on and adjusting one’s expectations about the future. In the 
background of these deliberate interventions, however, stands the 
powerful and often unnoticed effect imagination has on our everyday 
experience. In all of these theological understandings of hope (and im-
plicitly in Marcel’s), grace is present as a gift received from God that 
fosters our active engagement in the world.  

Each of these descriptions of hope is set within a broader anthro-
pology. The theological voices come to the table with explicit ideas of 
how human beings are constituted and what is needed to live a ful-
filling human life. Hope plays a role within each vision, bringing hu-
manity closer to fulfillment and to God. As one would expect, the the-
ological descriptions of hope assume the presence of God in the world 
and the importance of grace for human happiness. They offer different 
levels of detail about how the natural interacts with the supernatural. 
Thomist accounts of hope are the most developed, making a clear dis-
tinction between hope as a natural passion or virtue and as a theologi-
cal virtue. Each of the others combines prayer, grace, and revelation 
with the natural elements of their understanding of hope. Marcel is less 
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explicit about the supernatural, but his ideas about hope are easily in-
tegrated with Christian theology. 

 
WHAT IS HOPE? RESPONSES FROM POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 

Positive psychology stands out among the social sciences for its 
interest in hope. This area of research focuses on human being well-
being and sees itself as a complement to psychology’s traditional in-
terest in pathologies.14 While hope, as the opposite of hopelessness, 
has long been a goal of psychological treatment, in positive psychol-
ogy hope is studied for its own sake. Hope is understood as a normal 
part of life, and the dynamics of hope are investigated in everyday 
situations. 

The most prominent theory of hope in positive psychology comes 
from the work of Charles Richard Snyder. In his 1994 book, The PV\-
cholog\ of Hope: YoX Can GeW There from Here, Snyder says that 
hope is best understood as goal-oriented thinking.15 Hopeful people 
are able to set clear goals, identify pathways to reach the goals, and 
generate the mental energy, or agency, needed to achieve them. When 
obstacles hinder their progress, hopeful people maintain motivation 
and come up with alternative strategies for reaching the goal. In the 
decades following The PV\cholog\ of Hope, Snyder and his colleagues 
developed an extensive research program based on this theory of hope. 
The results of that work include three measurement scales, hundreds 
of articles, a textbook, and a number of edited volumes, such as The 
O[ford Handbook of PoViWiYe PV\cholog\.16 Snyder’s hope theory has 
been so influential that many psychology books draw exclusively on 
it for their descriptions of hope. 

The work of Martin Seligman is also important for understanding 
hope in positive psychology because his research and advocacy spear-
headed the field’s development.17 Early in his career, Seligman stud-
ied how failure and frustration contribute to a phenomenon he called 

                                                           
14 Meg A. Warren, Scott I. Donaldson, and Stewart I. Donaldson, “Evaluating Scien-
tific Progress in Positive Psychology,” in ScienWific ProgreVV in PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, 
ed. Meg A. Warren and Stewart I. Donaldson (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2017), 1-9. 
15 C. R. Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope: YoX Can GeW There from Here (New York: 
The Free Press, 1994). 
16 See William C. Compton and Edward Hoffmann, PoViWiYe PV\cholog\: The Science 
of HappineVV and FloXriVhing, 2nd ed. (Belmont: Wadsworth, Cengage Learning, 
2013); The O[ford Handbook of PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, ed. Shane J. Lopez and C. R. 
Snyder, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); and PoViWiYe PV\cholog-
ical AVVeVVmenW: A Handbook of ModelV and MeaVXreV, ed. S. J. Lopez and C. R. 
Snyder (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2003). 
17 See M. E. P. Seligman, Learned OpWimiVm, 2nd ed. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1998); M. E. P. Seligman, AXWhenWic HappineVV: UVing Whe NeZ PoViWiYe PV\cholog\ 
Wo Reali]e YoXr PoWenWial for LaVWing FXlfillmenW (New York: The Free Press, 2002); 
and M. E. P. Seligman, FloXriVh: A ViVionar\ NeZ UnderVWanding of HappineVV and 
Well-Being (New York: The Free Press, 2011). 
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“learned helplessness.” When people have repeated experiences of in-
effective agency, they become more passive. They perceive them-
selves as being helpless, interpret events pessimistically, and become 
less likely to act. Seligman later studied how other factors, such as 
success influencing situations, can support the opposite mindset of 
positive perceptions, interpretations, and actions. This “learned opti-
mism” is the focus of his 1991 book Learned OpWimiVm: HoZ Wo 
Change YoXr Mind and YoXr Life. Seligman tends to use the term op-
timism rather than hope, but the popularity of his work has increased 
interest in both.  

In the following decades, Seligman’s interest in positive human 
traits continued. As President of the American Psychological Associ-
ation in 1998 he called for a greater focus on positive psychology, 
urging his colleagues to “articulate a vision of the good life that is 
empirically sound and, at the same time, understandable and attrac-
tive…. [to] show the world what actions lead to well-being, to positive 
individuals, to flourishing communities, and to a just society.”18 In 
2000, Seligman and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi edited an issue of Amer-
ican PV\chologiVW dedicated to positive psychology, and in 2004 he 
and Christopher Peterson published CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV: 
A Handbook and ClaVVificaWion.19 Both publications are considered 
milestones in the field of positive psychology. The handbook draws 
on philosophies, religions, and influential figures from around the 
world to present twenty-four positive personal qualities (character 
strengths) organized into six categories (classes of virtue). Hope is in-
cluded as a character strength in the category of transcendence. 

CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV was intended to be a first effort at 
classification that would be revised as research developed.20 It has 
generated debate and illustrates some of the strengths and weaknesses 
of positive psychology. While the larger debate is beyond the scope of 
this essay, one point is helpful for understanding what is said about 
hope. The information in the book is presented as loose groupings ra-
ther than clearly defined characteristics and categories. The project 
drew on religions and philosophies from around the world to present 
a rich array of positive human qualities. These qualities are rooted in 

                                                           
18 Martin P. Seligman, “The President’s Address,” American PV\chologiVW 54, no. 8 
(1999): 561. 
19 CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV: A Handbook and ClaVVificaWion, ed. Christopher 
Peterson and Martin E. P. Seligman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
20 Nansook Park, Michael Barton, and Jace Pillay, “Strengths of Character and Vir-
tues: What We Know and What We Still Want to Learn,” in ScienWific AdYanceV in 
PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, ed. Meg A. Warren and Stewart I. Donaldson (Santa Barbara: 
Praeger, 2017), 90. See also Nancy E. Snow, “Positive Psychology, the Classification 
of Character Strengths and Virtues, and Issues of Measurement,” The JoXrnal of PoV-
iWiYe PV\cholog\ 14, no.1 (2019): 20-31. 
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different anthropologies, cosmologies, languages, and cultural tradi-
tions. Recognizing the difficulty of organizing such diverse ideas into 
precisely defined groups, the authors opted for loose categories of re-
lated concepts: twenty-four character strengths, grouped into six cate-
gories of virtue.  

The chapter on hope is titled “Hope (Optimism, Future-Minded-
ness, Future Orientation).”21 The presence of four different terms in 
the title reflects the inclusive organizational method. The opening sec-
tion offers this “consensual definition”: 

 
Hope, optimism, future-mindedness, and future orientation represent 
a cognitive, emotional, and motivational stance towards the future. 
Thinking about the future, expecting that desired events and outcomes 
will occur, acting in ways believed to make them more likely, and 
feeling confident that these will ensue given appropriate efforts sus-
tain good cheer in the here and now and galvanize goal-directed ac-
tion.22 

 
This description includes cognitive components (thinking, expecting, 
and believing), active components (goal-directed actions), and feel-
ings (good cheer and confidence). The chapter goes on to survey the 
theories behind each of the four ideas in the title, the latest research 
and methods for measurement, the effectiveness of interventions, and 
areas for further study. While the overview is quite helpful for seeing 
how researchers are approaching this set of concepts, a reader looking 
for a clear description of what hope is and how it works will not find 
it. More clarity on the nature and mechanisms of hope is left for future 
research. 

 
COMMON GROUND AND SEPARATE INSIGHTS 

What common ground is there among these theological and psy-
chological approaches to hope, and what insights might one discipline 
gain from the other? Positive psychology offers a broad category of 
hope and optimism which includes many definitions and researchers. 
Among them, Snyder’s theory of hope is the most developed and 
widely applied, so it offers the best prospect for a careful comparison 
with theological ideas. The following analysis looks mainly at 
Snyder’s theory of hope, referring occasionally to other voices. Atten-
tion is then given to some fundamental issues reflected in CharacWer 
SWrengWhV and VirWXeV. 

The theory of hope developed by Snyder divides hope into three 
clear components: goals, pathways thinking, and agency thinking. 
                                                           
21“Hope (Optimism, Future-Mindedness, Future Orientation),” in CharacWer 
SWrengWhV and VirWXeV: A Handbook and ClaVVificaWion, ed. Christopher Peterson and 
Martin E. P. Seligman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 569-582. 
22 Peterson and Seligman, CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV, 570. 
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Snyder explains in The PV\cholog\ of Hope that he intentionally “an-
chor[ed] hope to a concrete goal”23 in order to focus on realistic hopes. 
Vague and unrealistic hopes can be disappointing and even dangerous, 
so he constructed a model of hope that avoids them. To Snyder, the 
connection with goals is essential for hope. A person who lacks clear 
goals will also lack hope. In addition to identifying goals, he says, 
hope “involves the perception that one’s goals can be met.”24  

For Snyder, “pathways thinking,” or “waypower,” is the process of 
identifying ways to reach goals. Even the most clearly defined goals 
will not be achieved without an effective strategy. People who are suc-
cessful reaching their goals are skilled not only at developing strate-
gies but also at reworking their plans if they encounter obstacles. 
Snyder describes pathways thinking as “a sense of being able to gen-
erate ways to our goals” and “a belief that one can find multiple 
ways.”25 This involves interpretation and imagination. Sometimes 
“waypower” must find creative new pathways when the easiest or 
most common options fail. Agency thinking, or “willpower,” is the 
ability to achieve goals. Just as defining goals without a strategy for 
reaching them is ineffective, having a strategy without the ability to 
implement it will not lead to the desired result. The descriptions 
Snyder gives for “waypower” include a “sense of mental energy,” “a 
reservoir of determination,” and “willful thinking.”26  

According to Snyder, having a high level of hope leads to achiev-
ing goals, and that success supports ongoing hope. Hopeful people are 
optimistic and competitive. They see themselves as being in control 
and capable of solving problems. They tend to have high self-esteem 
and positive affectivity. In contrast, people with low hope respond to 
obstacles by losing momentum. Eventually they lose the sense that 
reaching goals is even possible for them. 

The goal-oriented character of hope in Snyder’s theory is similar 
in many ways to aimed hopes in theological discussions. Most theories 
of hope assume the presence of aimed hopes as part of normal life. An 
exception is Marcel, who sounds a note of caution worth listening to. 
His description of fundamental hope, a persistent disposition of hope-
fulness independent of circumstances, shows that there is more to hope 
than aimed hopes. It connects with the popular notion that hope in-
volves waiting, uncertainty, and lack of control. Importantly for a 
comparison with Snyder, Marcel emphasizes how hope can be present 
when there is nothing to do or accomplish. In Snyder’s view, the pos-
itive energy of hope comes from goal-directed thinking. He and other 

                                                           
23 Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope, 3. 
24 Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope, 3. 
25 Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope, 8-10. 
26 Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope, 6-8. 
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researchers applying his theory of hope have little to say about situa-
tions when there is nothing to “do,” when circumstances severely limit 
possibilities for setting and accomplishing important goals. 

There is overlap between the pathways thinking in Snyder’s theory 
and what Lester and Lynch say about the imagination’s role in hope. 
All three stress how a person’s ability to envision good possibilities in 
the future is essential for sustaining hope. Lester describes how one 
person can help another develop alternative, encouraging future sto-
ries when previously he or she expected only difficulty and failure. 
This is much like the ability of a high-hope person in Snyder’s theory 
to come up with multiple pathways towards a goal and adapt to unex-
pected obstacles. Lynch emphasizes the importance of realistic hopes, 
which is a point of agreement with Snyder. However, they have dif-
ferent views on what grounds hope and makes it realistic. For Lynch, 
the grounding comes from relationships. With compassion, trust and 
shared imagination, people help each other to hold realistic hopes. For 
Snyder, the realism of hopes is based on cognitive clarity.   

Snyder’s theory of hope focuses on individuals. He does note the 
importance of childhood influences for the development of goal-ori-
ented thinking, but their role is to foster the skills of goal-oriented 
thinking, somewhat like a coach. He does not elaborate on how other 
aspects of relationships, such as love and trust, might affect hope. 
Other studies of hope and optimism in positive psychology have also 
focused primarily on individuals. As a result, the research reveals 
more about individual hope than it does about communal hope, or even 
the relational character of individual hope. An increasing number of 
voices are calling for a broader focus, in psychology as a whole and 
positive psychology specifically.27 In his foreword to The RoXWledge 
InWernaWional Handbook of CriWical PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, Isaac Pril-
leltensky states, 

 
From an epistemic point of view, our understanding of well-being is 
hampered when we ignore cultural and environmental circumstances 
surrounding the experience and expression of well-being. From a 
moral point of view, we risk descent into person-centered explana-
tions of health and wellness, which often turn into victim-blaming ac-
cusations…. From a political standpoint, individualistic accounts of 
behavior wittingly or unwittingly support the social status quo, which 

                                                           
27 See James M. Nelson and Brent D. Slife, “A New Positive Psychology: A Critique 
of the Movement Based on Early Christian Thought,” The JoXrnal of PoViWiYe PV\-
cholog\ 12, no. 5 (2017): 459-467; Michael Billig, The Hidden RooWV of CriWical PV\-
cholog\: UnderVWanding Whe ImpacW of Locke, ShafWeVbXr\ and Reid (Los Angeles: 
Sage Publications, 2008); and The RoXWledge InWernaWional Handbook of CriWical PoV-
iWiYe PV\cholog\, ed. Nicholas J. L. Brown, Tim Lomas and Francisco Jose Eiroa-
Orosa (New York: Routledge, 2018). 
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benefits the few and harms the many. According to this logic, it is 
people who need to change, not the system.28 

 
To the extent that hope is a relational and communal phenomenon, it 
cannot be accurately understood by research that defines it as an indi-
vidual quality.  

Marcel and Lynch might be helpful conversation partners for psy-
chologists interested in the relational component of individual hope. 
Lynch draws on his pastoral experience to explain how trust, love, and 
imagination can help transform hopelessness into hope. Marcel is less 
concrete, but his insights are being applied by a variety of theologians, 
including some who engage with psychology. The theological discus-
sion, in turn, can benefit from the insights of psychological research 
as it expands to study relational elements of hope in more detail. Hope 
researchers in psychology who want to address social issues and com-
bat injustice will find theological partners in the school of hope, which 
emphasizes how hope can transform social structures.  

The final point to be made about Snyder’s description of hope be-
fore returning to CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV concerns vocabu-
lary. While Snyder’s model identifies the three components of hope 
very clearly, he uses many different terms to describe them. For ex-
ample, in The PV\cholog\ of Hope the second and third components 
of hope are described as ways of thinking (pathways thinking, agency 
thinking) and as powers (“waypower,” willpower). Thinking is tradi-
tionally associated with the intellect, and willpower with the will. Here 
those categories are used interchangeably or even combined, as when 
willpower is described as “willful thinking.”29 Snyder also makes fre-
quent use of the terms “sense” and “perception.” For example, will-
power is a “sense of mental energy,” and it “taps our sense of potential 
action.”30 “Waypower” includes both “mental plans” and “the percep-
tion that one can engage in planful thought.” It is a “sense of being 
able to generate ways to our goals,” and a belief that one can do that.31 
It is difficult for the reader to tell if sense refers to thoughts, feelings, 
or both. A similar flexibility in vocabulary is often seen when other 
researchers apply Snyder’s theory of hope.  

This observation is meant to be constructive, not simply critical. 
Clarity of terms and categories is vital for interdisciplinary dialogue, 
where differences of method and content already present challenges to 
understanding. Attention to vocabulary is even more important for 
                                                           
28 Isaac Prilleltensky, “Foreword: Interiorizing and Interrogating Well-being,” in The 
RoXWledge InWernaWional Handbook of CriWical PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, ed. Nicholas J. L. 
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30 Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope, 7. 
31 Snyder, The PV\cholog\ of Hope, 8. 



112 Barbara Sain 
 
contemporary theology and psychology because both are affected by 
shifts in anthropological categories that have occurred in recent cen-
turies. More will be said about this below. First however, it will be 
helpful to return to Seligman and Peterson’s CharacWer SWrengWhV and 
VirWXeV. Three issues raised by the 2004 handbook are important for 
this discussion of hope: the role of virtue, the anthropological signifi-
cance of the categories, and the relation of the natural to the supernat-
ural. 

The concept of character strength in positive psychology bears 
some resemblance to traditional Western ideas of virtue, which trace 
back to Aristotle and have enjoyed a revival among scholars in recent 
decades. This similarity is recognized by positive psychologists and 
clearly reflected in Peterson and Seligman’s 2004 handbook.32 It of-
fers a promising connection with the theological idea of hope as a nat-
ural or supernatural virtue.  

The strongest point of connection is the basic idea of virtue as a 
stable personal quality that contributes to happiness or wellbeing. 
Classical Western philosophers, Christian thinkers, and modern secu-
lar intellectuals have all highlighted the importance of such stable 
characteristics in human life and offered lists of virtues. In The Enc\-
clopedia of PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, for example, Blaine Fowers notes the 
parallels between virtue theory and psychological concepts. In a vir-
tuous person, the cognitive understanding of the good combines with 
attraction and motivation to form a reliable disposition to act for the 
good.33 Another point of connection comes from the fact that virtues 
can be practiced and developed. Traditional lists of virtues are often 
accompanied by practices recommended to foster them. Positive psy-
chology has studied the various character strengths and developed in-
terventions to strengthen them. Comparing the practical advice from 
each tradition could be of benefit to both. 

Some aspects of virtue theory do not fit as well with positive psy-
chology. In the traditional understanding, the virtues are ordered in 
specific ways to human fulfillment.34 Even though humanity displays 
a tremendous array of interests, abilities, and beliefs, there are some 

                                                           
32 Peterson and Seligman, CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV, 3-89. See also Blaine J. 
Fowers, in “Virtue Ethics,” in The Enc\clopedia of PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, ed. Shane J. 
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J. Fowers, “Virtues,” in The Enc\clopedia of PoViWiYe PV\cholog\, 1016-1023; and 
Kristján Kristjánsson, “Positive Psychology, Happiness, and Virtue: The Trouble-
some Conceptual Issues,” ReYieZ of General PV\cholog\ 14, no. 4 (2010): 296–310. 
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in Positive Psychology: Reflections in Light of Psychology’s Replicability Crisis,” in 
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things that all people need in order to flourish. People cannot find hap-
piness in just any kind of life. 

 
[A]ccording to Aristotle, it is empirically true that the flourishing of 
human beings consists of the realization of intellectual and moral vir-
tues and in the fulfillment of their other specifically human physical 
and mental capabilities. The virtues are at once conducive to and con-
stitutive of eudaimonia; each true virtue represents a stable character 
state (hexis) that is intrinsically related to flourishing as a human be-
ing.35   

 
The main voices for virtue in positive psychology, such as Seligman 
and Peterson, have been reluctant to identify specific virtues as neces-
sary for flourishing. Even a more cautious, descriptive statement that 
a character strength or virtue is valued by all people exceeds what they 
are willing to claim. Their reluctance is consistent with the scientific 
methodology of psychology, which views statements about morality 
as beyond its domain. However, positive psychology intends to pro-
vide empirically sound information about human wellbeing. It is hard 
to do that without saying that some characteristics are better than oth-
ers. Kristján Kristjánsson suggests that the problem stems from a con-
flation of evaluative and prescriptive statements.  

 
The key lies in the ambiguity of the term “normative,” which can ei-
ther mean “evaluative” or “prescriptive” …. The inclusion of empiri-
cally grounded moral evaluations in psychological theories does not 
thereby undermine their objectivity, therefore. On the contrary, by 
correctly describing the world of factual values it strengthens their ob-
jectivity. It is only prescriptions—imperatives to act—that undermine 
objectivity and violate the “is-ought” distinction.36  
 

He argues that psychologists should not hesitate to make evaluative 
statements supported by their research. 

The reluctance to prioritize some character strengths or some path-
ways to happiness over others also reflects a broader feature of posi-
tive psychology: the lack of a basic anthropology. On the one hand, 
studying human wellbeing is at the heart of positive psychology’s pro-
ject, and strong claims are made for the benefit of various character 
strengths. On the other hand, they shy away from claiming universal 
benefit, or necessity, for any particular quality. Willingness to make 
evaluative statements, based on their research findings, would allow 
positive psychologists to deepen their engagement with virtue theory. 
It would also facilitate dialogue with other schools of thought that 
have more detailed anthropological frameworks. Kristjánsson notes, 
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correctly, that positive psychology has come a long way in a short 
time. It is not surprising that there are questions still to be answered.37 
Similarly, Seligman and Peterson offered the classification in Charac-
Wer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV as a first step, not a final one. A more de-
tailed anthropological framework would provide excellent common 
ground for further dialogue with theology. 

The idea of hope as a supernatural gift from God, or even as a hu-
man characteristic supported by God’s grace, is not discussed in posi-
tive psychology. This is consistent with its emphasis on scientific 
method. CharacWer SWrengWhV and VirWXeV does have transcendence as 
one of its six virtue categories and gives spirituality as the paradig-
matic example. However, transcendence and spirituality are described 
very broadly. Significantly for a comparison with Christian theology, 
neither is understood to necessarily include belief in a god. The rela-
tion of the natural to the supernatural is the most difficult issue for 
psychology and theology to bridge. Theology believes not only that 
God exists but that God is present and active in the world in ways 
discernible to human beings. Unity with God is widely considered to 
be the primary object of Christian hope, and God is believed to guide 
other hopes through love and revelation. To the extent that positive 
psychology is committed to the scientific method, it has few tools to 
study transcendent phenomena. The emerging research on spirituality 
in positive psychology tends to focus on the effects faith or spiritual 
practices have on the believer. Humanistic psychology, a subdisci-
pline that preceded positive psychology by several decades, has had 
more success integrating religious experience with psychological the-
ory. However, the relationship between humanistic psychology and 
positive psychology has been contentious, in part because many posi-
tive psychologists consider humanistic psychology unscientific. This 
difference between theology and positive psychology presents a sig-
nificant challenge for collaboration, but the inclusion of transcendence 
as one of the six virtue categories is promising. Further conversation 
in that area may open new doors. 

 
SHIFTING TERMS AND CATEGORIES 

The task of comparing descriptions of hope is complicated by sig-
nificant shifts that have occurred in the vocabulary and categories of 
Western anthropology.38 In medieval Christian theology, the terms 
                                                           
37 Kristjánsson, “Positive Psychology,” 308. 
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“passion” and “virtue” were embedded in a complex anthropology. 
They were defined with great precision in relation to other anthropo-
logical terms, such as “appetite,” “affection,” “intellect,” “will,” 
“soul,” and “body.” As the centuries passed, new anthropological 
ideas were introduced. Sometimes new terms were adopted to describe 
aspects of the human person. More often, old terms were applied in 
new ways.   

In the Middle Ages, the term “passion” referred to an involuntary 
movement of the lowest part of the soul, the sensitive appetite. In a 
well-ordered person the passions are regulated by reason. By the nine-
teenth century “passion” came to mean a deeply rooted inclination, 
first associated with the soul and later with the body, that is difficult 
for reason to change or overcome. In the twentieth century, “passion” 
lost its reference to a specific aspect of the person and came to signify 
intensity or motivation more generally. The term “affect” or “affec-
tion” had been used in medieval thought for a movement of the will, 
superior to the sensible disturbances of the passions. After 1800, “af-
fect” “increasingly became the term for superficial emotions located 
primarily in the body: fast, reactive, and quickly dissipated.”39 By the 
twentieth century “affect” had largely fallen out of popular usage, con-
tinuing as a specialized term in some academic disciplines for the most 
basic level of experience, before emotion.40 

Intellect and will had long been regarded as the two primary facul-
ties of the soul. In the late 1700s some German thinkers, including 
Immanuel Kant, began to speak of a third faculty in the soul: feeling 
(Gef�hl). The term “feeling,” which had previously been used for the 
perception of physical sensation, shifted to mean an internal aware-
ness, or mental experience. “This separation of the third faculty from 
the existing faculties of intellect (or understanding) and will was one 
of the crucial factors in laying the groundwork for various theories of 
passions and emotions that saw them as both irrational and involun-
tary….”41 Rather than regulating the passions and guiding them to-
wards the good, the intellect came to be seen as opposed to passions. 

While the traditional categories of soul and body persisted into the 
modern era, new explanations were given for how they relate to each 
other. In medieval anthropology, the soul and body were seen as dis-
tinguishable but intrinsically related. The higher faculties of the soul, 
intellect and will, governed the lower appetites and the body. That 
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shifted to descriptions in which the body more actively shapes the soul 
or the activities traditionally associated with the soul are assigned to 
higher or lower parts of the body. Eventually the category of soul was 
eclipsed by mind and brain in most secular and scientific discussions. 
The term “soul” continued with a strong religious connotation.  

The term “emotion” has only been widely used since the nineteenth 
century. As it gained popularity in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, “emotion” was used broadly for activity in the nervous system, 
bodily feelings produced by outside stimuli, physical changes in the 
brain, mental states, and facial expressions. The term has taken over 
meanings previously held by “passion” and “affect,” and it is usually 
used without explanation of how it relates to intellect, will, or feeling. 
Some people think emotions can be integrated with reason; others see 
them as inherently irrational. Similarly, some think emotions should 
be managed by the will; others view them as spontaneous and uncon-
trollable. The relationship between emotion and feeling is even more 
unclear, because the English word “feeling” also has a very broad ap-
plication. Today “emotion” is the term of choice, in both technical and 
colloquial contexts, when previously several terms with different 
meanings would have been used. “We no longer talk of feeling, pas-
sion, fervour, affect, sensibility, sentiment, appetite, changes of tem-
per, and its inclination, but for the most part simply of emotion.”42  

Awareness of these vocabulary shifts is important for understand-
ing hope in both theology and psychology. In theology the presence 
of different anthropological frameworks has led to significantly dif-
ferent ideas of what hope is and how it works in human life. The asym-
metry of terms and categories makes it difficult to compare theologies 
of hope and gather the best insights from each. The meaning of the 
term “emotion” is particularly important for positive psychology be-
cause positive emotions have been at the heart of its research. Is the 
term “emotion” being used more precisely by psychological research-
ers, or does it reflect the breadth of popular usage? According to Kris-
tjánsson,  

 
[T]he label “positive emotion” has a number of different meanings, 
both in ordinary language and academic parlance. In addition to the 
two common meanings … of (a) appropriateness and (b) pleasantness, 
“positive emotion” is sometimes used as a shortening for (c) “posi-
tively evaluating emotion”, namely an emotion that evaluates a given 
state of affairs in a positive light, and even for (d) “an emotion condu-
cive to health....43 
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He says the second meaning, pleasantness, is the one most commonly 
used by researchers.  

Interestingly, there are efforts to introduce more precision into con-
temporary discussions of hope.44 Some of the suggested distinctions 
replicate categories from earlier time periods. Recall the traditional 
description of hope as a movement of attraction towards an object per-
ceived as good that is possible, but difficult, to attain. In a 2018 article, 
“Distinguishing Hope from Optimism and Related Affective States,” 
Patricia Bruininks and Bertram Malle describe four rules of hope for-
mulated by J. R. Avrill and his colleagues. Two of the rules, that hope 
is appropriate if the outcome can realistically be attained and that hope 
should focus on what is appraised as good, match traditional criteria 
for the object of hope: that it is perceived as good and possible to at-
tain. A third criterion, that the object or outcome is difficult to reach, 
is supported by research Bruininks and Malle cite later in the article. 
While some researchers are seeking clarity by introducing distinc-
tions, others are moving in the opposite direction. Knowing that few 
contemporary readers know the medieval meaning of the word “pas-
sion,” many theologians using Aquinas’s ideas of hope now replace 
“passion” with “emotion.” The strategy makes their writing more in-
telligible for today’s readers but sacrifices the precision of the original 
term. The need for a more sophisticated vocabulary is highlighted by 
psychological researchers Nansook Park, Michael Barton, and Jace 
Pillay:  

 
[T]he first step in cultivating character strengths is to legitimize a 
strengths vocabulary in whatever settings people happen to be. Here 
the VIA Project can be extremely helpful by providing the words with 
which we can describe our own strengths and those of others, 
strengths that already exist, and strengths that we want to build. With 
a strengths vocabulary in place, one needs to start using these words 
often enough so they become a natural part of everyday language.45  

 
Park, Barton, and Pillay are correct to say that describing human 
strengths requires a complex vocabulary. Ironically, their call for a 
more adequate vocabulary is evidence that the nuanced anthropologi-
cal categories of previous generations are no longer familiar. Some-
times. it is valuable to cast a net broadly: to use a single word or cate-
gory that captures many meanings. However, in the current discussion 
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of emotions the opposite is true. More attention to vocabulary and dis-
tinctions, perhaps even the retrieval of older anthropological catego-
ries, could be tremendously helpful for describing hope within and 
across disciplines. 

 
CONCLUSION 

What is this thing, hope, that is described in so many ways? To a 
certain extent the lack of agreement about hope highlights weaknesses 
of the various theories and the fact that psychological research on hope 
is in its early stages. However, it also reflects the richness of hope in 
human experience and the difficulty of capturing it in a succinct defi-
nition. 

One question that has come out clearly in this comparison is 
whether hope always has a clear object. Snyder thinks that it does, and 
many researchers have followed his lead in equating hope with goal-
oriented thinking. Marcel disagrees, and he also is not alone. Hope is 
associated with patient resilience that can be present without focused 
goals. This side of hope is captured better by Marcel than by Snyder 
and other psychologists who emphasize confidence and effective strat-
egies. 

Hope is individual, relational and communal. It is a quality found 
in individuals that flourishes with good relationships and falters with-
out them. It can also be a characteristic of a group, setting the tone for 
their common vision and shaping each member. The various theories 
examined in this paper offer a mix of ideas about the nature of hope 
and how it is generated. The idea of hope as an individual characteris-
tic is the best represented, especially in psychology, but the relational 
and communal aspects are also important. If hope is a truly relational 
character trait, or if it is supported in a significant way by relation-
ships, then theories that do not account for relationality will not accu-
rately describe hope. Part of the challenge for both disciplines is to 
articulate the relational and social character of hope more clearly. 

In order for the insights about hope offered in theology and psy-
chology to be seen clearly and shared, it is necessary to have a more 
precise vocabulary, which will in turn lead to discussion of intellect, 
will, emotion, desires, and other aspects of the human person. Greater 
clarity, or at least sustained discussion, on those topics may shed new 
light on ideas of hope. Most importantly, such discussions can make 
theology and psychology, separately and together, more able to assist 
people who seek hope.   

 


