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For St. Thomas we can put aside worries on this score because we 
know that the soul is immortal. This is a consideration that opens up 
the possibility of true beatitude, not indeed in the present life but in 
the future. St. Thomas then states what is for him an all-important 
principle in this matter: in the future state the soul will know in the 
same way in which separate substances (e.g., angels) know.22 The ques­
tion now becomes: what is the way in which separate substances know 
and in which souls are to share after death? For answer St. Thomas re­
fers us back to what he has already said on this subject in the second 
book of the Contra Gentiles. 

In ch. 81 of this book we learn that the soul after death will know 
per seipsam as separate substances do, and not by a turning to phan­
tasms.23 In ch. 98 of the same book we are told that separate substances 
know God naturally (naturali cognitione) through the likeness to Him 
as their cause which their substance bears.24 This of course is an in­
direct and imperfect knowledge of God, for He is seen only as He is 
reflected in these spiritual beings as a cause is reflected in its effects. 
A separate substance has, it is true, a perfect knowledge, but it is only 
of [things that are of] its own species.25 Now, returning to the argu­
ment at the end of ch. 48 of Book III, we find St. Thomas drawing this 
parallel conclusion: as man will know in the future life in the same way 
that separate substances know, so will his ultimate beatitude there be 
the same as theirs.26 This means that man will know God in that state 
as separate substances know Him, and he will enjoy the same beati­
tude from this knowledge that they enjoy. 

In spite of the reference to the beatific vision that concludes ch. 
48 it does not follow that St. Thomas is thinking of man's destiny in 

22 "Erit igitur ultima felicitas hominis in cognitione Dei quam habet humana mens 
post hanc vitam per modum quo ipsum cognoscunt substantiae separatae." 

23 "Esse vero animae separatae est ipsi soli absque corpore; unde nee ejus operatio, 
quae est intelligere, explebitur per respectum ad aliqua objecta in corporeis organis exis-
tentia, quae sunt phantasmata; sed intelliget per seipsam, per modum substantiarum quae 
sunt totaliter secundum esse a corporibus separatae...." 

24 "Sic ig i tur. . . quaelibet substantiarum separatarum cognoscit Deum naturali 
cognitione secundum modum suae substantiae, per quam similes sunt Deo sicut causae." 

25 "Quaelibet autem substantiarum separatarum per suam naturam cognoscit perfecta 
cognitione suam speciem tantum." 

2 6 " . . . in quo statu anima intelliget per modum quo intelligunt substantiae separatae, 
sicut ostensum est. Erit igitur ultima felicitas hominis in cognitione Dei quam habet 
humana mens post hanc vitam per modum quo ipsum cognoscunt substantiae separatae." 
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the future life solely in terms of supernatural knowledge and super­
natural beatitude. We must follow the argument as it evolves in ch. 
49 and the following chapters if we are to grasp his full thought on the 
matter. At the beginning of ch. 49 he proceeds to investigate more 
closely the knowledge that not only separate substances but also souls 
after death have of God on the natural level. The precise question he is 
engaged with throughout this chapter is whether the knowledge of God 
these spiritual creatures have in the next world through their essences 
{per suas essentias) is sufficient for their ultimate happiness.27 The 
answer is clearly in the negative, but St. Thomas devotes ch. 49 to 
showing how a knowledge of this kind does not attain the essence of 
God and ch. 50 to showing how it leaves a great deal more to be desired 
by the intellect. 

When separate substances and souls after death know God through 
their substance or essence, they know Him only as a cause is seen in 
its effects. This is not by any means the same as seeing God as He 
really is, since no effect of God can adequate God. Besides, the nature 
of these separate substances is neither specifically nor generically the 
same as the nature of God, so that it is impossible for them to know 
the divine substance through their own nature and substance. The 
most these spiritual creatures can know of God through their substances 
is that He exists and that He is the cause of all and above all. We too 
can acquire a knowledge of God of this kind while we are on earth, but 
it will never equal the natural knowledge separate substances have of 
Him in clarity, in eminence, or in certainty (ch. 49). 

In ch. 50 St. Thomas points out that the purely natural knowledge 
of God possessed by separate substances does not satisfy their natural 
craving for knowledge. Precisely because their intellects are closer to 
divine knowledge than ours they have a more intense natural desire 
to know Him in His essence than we have. Since true beatitude con­
sists in the knowledge of God, we can conclude that the truly ultimate 
happiness of a separate substance (and of a soul after death) does not 
and cannot consist in this purely natural knowledge of God which 
leaves so much more to be known. 

27 "Oportet autem inquirere utrum haec ipsa cognitio, qua substantiae separatae et 
animae post mortem cognoscunt Deum per suas essentias, sufficiat ad ipsarum ultimam 
felicitatem." 
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St. Thomas begins ch. 51 with one of his clearest statements on the 
natural desire for God. Since a natural desire cannot be in vain, which 
it would be if it were impossible for intellectual creatures ever to see 
God, we must conclude that He can be seen both by separate sub­
stances and by our souls. All created intellects naturally desire to see 
an object once they know that it exists. St. Thomas makes clear in ch. 
50 and elsewhere in this third Book of the Contra Gentiles that a knowl­
edge that God exists is the point of departure for this intellectual de­
sire to see His essence.28 He also makes clear that this natural desire 
does not mean a natural tendency towards the essence of God as the 
connatural beatitude or end of an intellectual creature. On more than 
one occasion he emphasizes the fact that the beatific vision is an end/ 
that is given to us through the bounty of God and not by our nature, 
so that we may not speak of a natural inclination or tendency towards 
it.29 If in the case of the angels the only natural ordination they have is 
to natural perfection and not to glory, which comes only from super­
natural merit,30 a fortiori a human soul is not by its nature destined to 
the vision of God as its true ultimate end and beatitude. For St. Thomas 

28 Cf. ch. 25 of Book III, Amplius, naturaliter inest omnibus; Praeterea, cujuslibet efectus; 
ch. 50, Omne enim quod; Item, ex cognitione; Adhuc, sicut se habet; Amplius, nihil finitum; 
Praeterea, sicut naturale; Item, quanto aliquid; Ex quibus concluditur; ch. 51, Cum autem 
impossibile; ch. 57, Item, supra. 

29 Cf. In III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, sol. 3: "Finis autem ad quem divina largitas homi-
nem ordinavit vel praedestinavit, scilicet fruitio sui ipsius, est omnino supra facultatem 
naturae creatae elevatus. . . . Unde per naturalia tantum homo non habet sufficienter 
inclinationem ad ilium finem; et ideo oportet quod superaddatur homini aliquid per quod 
habeat inclinationem in finem ilium, sicut per naturalia habet inclinationem in finem sibi 
connaturalem...." See also ibid., ad 1, ad 2, ad 3. A natural appetite for the beatific vision 
is formally denied in De veritate, q. XXVII, a. 2: "Homo autem secundum naturam suam 
proportionatus est ad quemdam finem, cujus habet naturalem appetitum; et secundum 
naturales vires operari potest ad consecutionem illius finis, qui finis est aliqua contemplatio 
divinorum qualis est homini possibilis secundum facultatem naturae, in qua philosophi 
ultimam hominis felicitatem posuerunt. Sed est aliquis finis ad quem homo a Deo praepara-
tur, naturae humanae proportionem excedens; scilicet vita aeterna, quae consistit in visione 
Dei per essentiam, quae excedit proportionem cujuslibet naturae creatae, soli Deo con-
naturalis existens: unde oportet quod homini detur aliquid, non solum per quod operetur 
in finem, vel per quod inclinetur ejus appetitus in finem ilium; sed per quod ipsa natura 
hominis elevetur ad quamdam dignitatem, secundum quam talis finis sit ei competens: et 
ad hoc datur gratia. . . ." See also De veritate, q. XXV, a. 2; Summa theologica, I, q. 62, a. 2; 
ibid., I-II, q. 62, a. 1 and ad 3; q. 63, a. 3; q. 114, a. 2. 

30 Summa theologica, I, q. 62, a. 5: "Sicut autem ex sua natura angelus habet ordinem 
ad perfectionem naturalem, ita ex merito habet ordinem ad gloriam." 
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this end is supernatural not merely because the means needed to reach 
it are supernatural but also, and prior to all other considerations, be­
cause the end itself and the inclination in us towards it are supernatural 
in the sense that they are given to us as a pure gift of God and not as 
a requirement of our nature.31 

In ch. 52 St. Thomas gives us another important principle: to see 
God through the divine essence is proper to the divine nature. This 
is the reason why no intellectual creature can see the essence of God un­
less God first enables it to do so. Towards the end of the chapter St. 
Thomas speaks very plainly: "To see the substance of God transcends 
the limits of every created nature, for it is proper to a created intel­
lectual nature to know according to the mode of its substance [e.g. 
through species] and the divine substance cannot be known in this 
way."32 

So far St. Thomas has emphasized the supernatural character of 
the beatific vision in reference to every intellectual creature. It is 
natural only to God. We have not, however, found him stating ex­
pressly that a spiritual creature could exist apart from its supernatural 
framework and destiny. What we are seeking comes in the next chapter. 
Ch. 53 is taken up entirely with the need of the lumen gloriae in the 
beatific vision. If a created intellectual nature is to see God, it must 
be elevated and strengthened by a disposition of a higher order than 
the natural. It makes no difference whether the vision of God is to be 
enjoyed from the beginning of such a creature's existence or later; 
this elevation is always required. Then St. Thomas adds these signifi­
cant words: "If such a vision exceeds the faculty of a created nature, 
a created intellect can be conceived to exist in its specific nature without 
the vision of the substance of God; so that, whether from the beginning 
or later it begins to see God, something must be added to its nature."33 

In order to understand the reference to a vision of God enjoyed from 
81 For texts see notes 2 and 29 above. 
82 "Videre autem Dei substantiam transcendit limites omnis naturae creatae; nam 

cuilibet naturae intellectuali creatae proprium est ut intelligat secundum modum suae 
substantiae; substantia autem divina non potest sic intelligi...." 

88 "Nam, si talis visio facultatem naturae creatae excedit, ut probatum est, potest 
intelligi aliquis inteUectus creatus in specie suae naturae consistere absque hoc quod Dei 
substantiam Meat; unde, sive a principio sive postmodum Deum videre incipiat, oportet 
ejus naturae aliquid superaddi." 
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the beginning of an intellectual creature's existence or only later, we 
must turn to Summa theologica, I, q. 62, a. 1. Here St. Thomas teaches 
that the angels, unlike man, were created in a state of natural beati­
tude. They do not have to acquire their natural beatitude discursively, 
as man does. Ultimate beatitude, which exceeds their nature, was not 
given to the angels at the moment of their creation but after their 
trial. In the parallel passage in the Commentary on the Sentences of 
Peter Lombard St. Thomas stresses the fact that by their natural 
knowledge the angels have a vision of God, but it takes place through 
a likeness of Him that the angels acquire within themselves. Their 
natural beatitude consists in a vision of this kind. In this beatitude, 
which is naturally due to them, the angels were created.34 The other 
beatitude, which arises from a direct vision of God without the inter­
vention of any created likenesses, was given later to those who issued 
successfully from the trial. 

Father de Lubac maintains that many modern commentators mis­
understand this teaching of St. Thomas on the natural beatitude that 
is due to the angels. He observes: "Far from being, as it is for the mod­
ern commentators of whom we have spoken, a terminal state for an 
angelic nature that is not destined to see God, it [natural beatitude] 
is an initial state for an angelic nature that is destined to see God."35 

The whole point of the controversy lies in one's understanding of the 
phrase: "destined to see God." No one questions the fact that the 
angels were intended by God from the beginning to see Him as He 
is, so that their natural beatitude was only a prior stage in a super­
natural dispensation. In this sense they were always de facto destined 
to see God. Does St. Thomas also mean that the angels were destined 
to see God eventually because it was inconceivable and impossible for 
them as spiritual beings to remain in a state of purely natural beati­
tude as their ultimate destiny? If this is what St. Thomas means, then 
the angels were destined dejure to see God. 

St. Thomas in Contra Gentiles, III, 53, is dealing with the de facto 
84 In II Sent., d. 4, q. 1, a. 1: "Intellectus autem angeli naturali cognitione ipsum videt 

per similitudinem ejus acquisitam in ipso.. . unde similitidinem divini esse participat 
secundum modum suum Sed visio qua angelus videt Deum est similis visioni qua 
aliquis videt hominem per similitudinem immediate ab ipso receptam.... et in hac beatitu­
dine visionis divinae, quae naturaliter angelis debetur, angeli creati sunt." 

86 See note 12 above. 
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condition of the angels: they did not enjoy the beatific vision from the 
beginning, although they could have done so if God had so willed. In 
either case the lumen gloriae is absolutely necessary. In the midst of this 
discussion on the de facto state of the angels St. Thomas makes a signifi­
cant statement that directly bears upon the de jure requirements of the 
case. He does not say that a created intellectual nature can be conceived 
to exist for a time without seeing God, but eventually such a nature 
will see Him. He makes the unqualified statement that, because the 
vision of God exceeds the faculty of a created nature, a created intellect 
can be conceived to consist (consistere) in its specific nature without 
seeing the divine substance. As a result (unde), an addition must be 
made to such a nature if it is to see God at all, either at the beginning 
of its existence or later. 

It is necessary for us to keep in mind that St. Thomas did not have 
the preoccupations of a theologian of the post-Reformation era. We 
are accustomed now to start with the notion of nature and rise from 
that to the notion of the supernatural. He may be said to have done the 
reverse. He was in a tradition that started with the given fact, which 
for us is the supernatural order in which we find ourselves. From this he 
descended to the notion of a natural order for man, but for the most 
part he was considering man's nature and natural activities as func­
tioning within a supernatural framework. He knows in advance what 
the reward is that has been promised to us in heaven as our destiny in 
the same way that he knows in advance that only the vision of God 
will yield complete and perfect happiness. This is why he can use the 
supernatural destiny of man as a yardstick to measure the natural 
knowledge of God possessed by angels and souls after death and the 
natural happiness that follows such knowledge. Judged by this stand­
ard all natural beatitude, whether in the present life or in the next, is 
necessarily imperfect.36 

Does this mean that for St. Thomas it is impossible for a human or 
86 St. Thomas, we believe, accurately reflects the mind of Aristotle on the imperfect 

character of natural beatitude in this life: "Et haec videtur fuisse sententia Aristotelis de 
felicitate; unde, in primo Ethicotum (c. 14), ubi inquirit utrum infortunia tollant felicitatem, 
ostenso quod felicitas sit in operationibus virtutis quae maxime permanentes in hac 
vita esse videntur, concludit illos quibus talis perfectio in hac vita quidem adest esse beatos 
ut homines, quasi non simpliciter ad felicitatem pertingentes sed modo humano" (Contra 
Gentiles, III, 48). 
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an angelic nature to exist and function apart from its supernatural 
framework? Is it true that he had no notion of a state of "pure nature" 
in which a created intellectual being would not be destined to see God 
as its ultimate end? If this was the mind of St. Thomas it is very diffi­
cult to see how he could have made the unqualified statement that it 
is possible to conceive of a created intellect existing in its specific 
nature without the vision of God, as he does in Contra Gentiles, III, 
53. It is also difficult to see how he could have taught that if man were 
constituted in a purely natural condition (in solis naturalibus constitu­
tes) he would have lacked the vision of God when he died, and this 
would not have been a penalty because the vision of God was not due 
to him in that condition even if he committed no personal sin.37 Finally, 
this view would impute to St. Thomas a doctrine that seems simply 
incredible. As we have seen, he taught that a state of natural beatitude 
was not only possible in the case of the angels but actually enjoyed for 
a certain period in their existence before they entered upon their super­
natural beatitude. In Father de Lubac's view natural beatitude would 
be possible for man only in this life; it would be impossible for the soul 
after death.38 Why should separated souls have this advantage over 
separate substances? If a state of natural beatitude was possible and 
even actually realized in the case of the angels, why is it not also possi­
ble for souls after death? If a state of this kind lasted for a certain pe­
riod for the angels, why could it not have been a permanent state both 
for them and for the human soul in the after-life? 

** De malo, q. V, a. 1, ad 15: "homo in solis naturalibus constitutus careret quidem 
visione divina, si sic decederet; sed tamen non competeret ei debitum non habendi." See 
also De malo, q. IV, a. 1, ad 14; In II Sent., d. 31, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3: "Poterat Deus a principio 
quando hominem condidit etiam alium hominem ex limo terrae formare quem in conditione 
naturae suae relinqueret, ut scilicet mortalis et passibilis esset... in quo nihil humanae 
naturae derogaretur, quia hoc ex principiis naturae consequitur." Finally, see In IV Sent., 
d. 49, q. 2, a. 6, ad 8. 

38 See note 10 above for texts. To these we may add from Surnaturel: "On le voit, . . . 
Dominique Soto ne rompt encore avec la position essentielle de saint Augustin et de saint 
Thomas—comme de saint Bonaventure et de Duns Scot—qui n'avaient jamais envisage" 
comme possible pour Phomme ou pour quelque esprit que ce fut, un fin a la fois transcen-
dante et naturelle, consistant dans une autre connaissance de Dieu que la vision be"atifique" 
(p. 109); ". . . il ne peut y avoir pour Phomme qu'une fin: la fin surnaturelle, telle que 
PEvangile la propose et que la thGologie la d6finit par la 'vision b6atifiquem (p. 493). 
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II 

The possibility of a state of imperfect, natural beatitude for the 
soul after death underlies St. Thomas' teaching on the lot of infants 
who pass into the next life in a state of original sin alone. In his earlier 
treatment of this subject, in In II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, he thought 
that in the next life these infants will know that they are deprived of 
the beatific vision but they will not suffer any interior affliction from 
this knowledge because they will also know that they bear no propor­
tion to this supernatural end. In assigning the reasons why they will 
not suffer from the realization of what they have lost St. Thomas gives 
us valuable insights into what he considers the natural state of souls 
after death will be. The infants in question "will have perfect knowledge 
of the things that fall under natural knowledge";39 "eternal life was not 
due to them from the principles of their nature since it is something 
that exceeds all the powers of nature";40 "the infants who have died 
unbaptized are separated from God so far as union with Him through 
glory is concerned; but they are joined to Him through their sharing 
in natural good and they will even be able to enjoy Him by their nat­
ural knowledge and love."41 

Later, in De malo, q. V, a. 3, St. Thomas modified his opinion to 
the extent that he now denies that the infants know that they are 
deprived of the beatific vision. He realized by this time that a knowl­
edge of this kind could not help causing intense spiritual anguish. He 
tells us that it is natural for the soul after death to have more knowl­
edge than it has now, and not less.42 The souls of these infants do not 
lack the natural knowledge that is due to their nature according to its 
state of separation from the body, but they do lack supernatural 

89 " . . . cognitionem perfectam habebunt eorum quae naturali cognitioni subjacent " 
40 "Pueri autem numquam fuerunt proportionati ad hoc quod vitam aeternam haberent, 

quia nee eis debebatur ex principiis naturae, cum omnem facultatem naturae excedat, nee 
actus proprios habere potuerunt quibus tan turn bonum consequerentur " 

41 "Quamvis pueri non baptizati sint separati a Deo quantum ad illam conjunctionem 
quae est per gloriam, non tamen ab eo penitus sunt separati, immo sibi conjunguntur per 
participationem naturalium bonorum; et ita etiam de ipso gaudere poterunt naturali 
cognitione et dilectione" (ad 5). 

42 "Est autem naturale animae separatae ut non minus sed magis in cognitione vigeat 
quam animae quae sunt hie " 
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knowledge which is implanted in us here by faith.43 It belongs to their 
natural knowledge to know that the soul was created for happiness 
and that happiness consists in the attainment of the perfect good; but 
that the perfect good for which man was made is in fact the glory 
possessed by the saints lies above natural cognition.44 For this reason 
the infants in question do not grieve that they are deprived of the 
beatific vision; on the contrary, what they have by nature they possess 
without pain.45 They know what happiness in general is, although 
they do not know that in particular it consists in the vision of God.46 

It is true that they are perpetually separated from God by the loss of 
glory about which they are in a state of ignorance; but they are not 
separated from Him so far as their sharing in the natural goods which 
they do know is concerned.47 

The state of souls that enter the next life in original sin alone is a 
penal state; it is not the state of "pure nature." Yet in the teaching of 
St. Thomas their nature is there intact and they are in possession of a 
happiness that comes to them from their natural knowledge of God and 
of creatures. Materially speaking, they are in the same condition in 
which they would have been if there had been no elevation to the 
supernatural order and no fall. In Summa theologica, I-II, q. 85, a. 1, 
St. Thomas is careful to point out that the principles and properties 
of nature are neither destroyed nor diminished by sin, even though 
original justice is entirely lost by original sin and actual sin entails a 
diminution of the natural inclination to virtue. 

In article 6 of the same question, where he is discussing the defects 
that are due to human nature on the purely natural level, St. Thomas 

4 3 " . . . animae puerorum naturali quidem cognitione non carent, qualis debetur animae 
separatae secundum suam naturam, sed carent supernaturali cognitione, quae hie in nobis 
per fidem plantatur...." 

44 "Pertinet autem ad naturalem cognitionem quod anima sciat se propter beatitudinem 
creatam, et quod beatitudo consistit in adeptione perfecti boni; sed quod illud bonum per-
fectum, ad quod homo factus est, sit ilia gloria quam sancti possident est supra cognitionem 
naturalem." 

46 "Et ideo se privari tali bono animae puerorum non cognoscunt, et propter hoc non 
dolent; sed hoc quod per naturam habent absque dolore possident." 

4 6 " . . . cognoscunt quidem beatitudinem in generali secundum communem rationem, 
non autem in speciali; et ideo de ejus amissione non dolent" (ad 1). 

47 "Pueri in originali decedentes sunt quidem separati a Deo perpetuo quantum ad 
amissionem gloriae quam ignorant, non tamen quantum ad participationem naturalium 
bonorum quae cognoscunt" (ad 4). 
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tells us that the rational soul, because it is incorruptible, is in propor­
tion to its end, which is perpetual beatitude. It is only from the cor­
ruptible body that death and other natural defects are derived.48 That 
the happiness or beatitude which is here .expressly asserted to be the 
end of the rational soul is purely natural happiness is clear not only 
from the context but also from the many explicit denials in the writings 
of St. Thomas that any creature, even though it is of the intellectual 
order, is in proportion to the beatitude that consists in the vision of 
God.49 If this is true, then evidently St. Thomas is saying that it is 
possible for the human soul to exist perpetually, and not merely in the 
present life, in a state of natural beatitude as its connatural end. 

This conviction also emerges from the answer to the third objection 
in Summa theologica, I-II, q. 109, a. 5. To the objection that human 
life has as its ultimate end eternal life, which should as a consequence 
be naturally attainable on the principle that every natural being 
should be able to reach its end, St. Thomas gives this reply: "What 
the objection has to say is valid in the case of an end that is connatural 
to man. Human nature, however, since it is nobler, can be raised to a 
higher end, at least by the aid of grace; an end which lower natures 
can in no way reach."50 The fact that human nature can be raised to 
a higher end, which is eternal life, evidently presupposes that it can 
exist with a lower, connatural end. St. Thomas is not thinking here 
only of the present life but of the end of man in the future state, for 
he is dealing with the question of meriting eternal life as our reward in 
heaven. For St. Thomas "eternal life is an end that exceeds the propor­
tion of human nature."51 This is true without any qualification. He 
does not say that this end exceeds the proportion of human nature only 
in its present state and condition, but that it will be in proportion to 
human nature in the life beyond the grave. Yet is not this precisely 
what Father de Lubac would have us understand him to have taught? 

4 8".. . forma hominis, quae est anima rationalis, secundum suam incorruptibilitatem 
proportionata est suo fini, qui est beatitudo perpetua." 

49 For texts see notes 1 and 2 above. 
60 "Objectio ilia procedit de fine homini connaturali. Natura autem humana, ex hoc 

ipso quod nobilior est, potest ad altiorem finem perduci, saltern auxilio gratiae, ad quem 
inferiores naturae nullo modo pertingere possunt" (ad 3). 

61 "Vita autem aeterna est finis excedens proportionem naturae humanae" (ibid., in 
corp.). 
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Natural beatitude for St. Thomas Aquinas is not perfect beatitude; 
it is very imperfect in comparison with supernatural beatitude. At the 
same time it does not seem possible to avoid the conclusion that, at 
least for St. Thomas, this imperfect beatitude would have been the 
ultimate end of angels and of souls after death if they had not been 
created in a supernatural dispensation. 

I l l 

There is no need to deny that St. Thomas gives us a very sketchy 
picture of the natural beatitude of the soul in the future life, even 
when we compare it with what he has to say about Aristotelian felicity 
in this world. The fact that he was mainly concerned with the actual 
state of man rather than with an unfulfilled hypothesis goes far to 
explain his reticence on this subject. Yet it would not be altogether 
correct to imagine that he has nothing to say about some of the charac­
teristics of a purely natural beatitude beyond the grave. 

In Contra Gentiles, III, 25, St. Thomas lays down the rule that a 
knowledge of God is the end of every intellectual substance. However 
little may be the knowledge the intellect can acquire of God, this will 
serve for its ultimate end far better than a perfect knowledge of inferior 
things.52 In ch. 50 of the same book St. Thomas points out the imperfect 
character of the natural knowledge of God which separate substances 
possess. What is true in this matter for separate substances is also 
true for souls after death, as we are told at the end of ch. 48 and at the 
beginning of ch. 49. This natural knowledge of God in the future life 
will not yield perfect happiness, but it is the best that can be acquired 
in a state in which the soul is not in immediate intelligible contact 
with the essence of God. No matter how much it knows, there is always 
a natural desire to know more.63 

Here we meet the principal characteristic of a purely natural state 
of the soul in the future life. St. Thomas, it is true, is mainly pre­
occupied with complete and perfect beatitude in the vision of God as 
the ultimate end of a spiritual creature on the supernatural plane. It 

52 "Intellectus igitur, quantunicumque modicum possit de divina cognitione percipere, 
illud erit sibi pro ultimo fine magis quam perfecta cognitio inferiorum intelligibilium." 

65 Ibid., 50: "Intellectus autem substantiarum separatarum propinquiores sunt divinae 
cognitioni quam noster intellectus. Intensius igitur desiderant Dei cognitionem quam nos." 
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is no less true that he regarded the knowledge a separate substance 
can get of God through its own substance as the final natural end of a 
being of this kind, which includes souls after death.54 The happiness 
that comes from a knowledge of this kind is necessarily imperfect 
when it is compared with the beatitude that results from the vision of 
God. Yet the imperfect beatitude that lies in a natural knowledge of 
God would be the ultimate destiny of a soul or an angel in a purely 
natural order. 

An argument can also be made for a further determination of the 
purely natural end of man in the future life from what we find in 
Contra Gentiles, III, 59. Here St. Thomas asserts that the beatific 
vision will completely satisfy the natural desire for knowledge in an 
intellectual substance. The intellect has a natural desire to know the 
genera and species of all things, their powers, and the whole order of 
the universe. This desire will be completely satisfied in the vision of 
God.56 What follows is pertinent to our study. 

St. Thomas goes on to say that the intellect by its nature is made 
for a knowledge of all things that exist in nature, and it even under­
stands some things that are not natural entities, such as negations and 
privations.56 Because the intellect is in a way all things, whatever 
pertains to the perfection of nature pertains also to the perfection of its 
knowledge. It belongs, however, to the perfection of an intellectual 
substance that it know the natures of all species, their virtualities, and 
their proper accidents. All this will be known by the created intellect 
in its final beatitude,57 and this is all that St. Thomas is concerned with 
in ch. 59. 

MIbid., 49: "Substantiae autem separatae cognoscunt Deum per suas substantias 
sicut causa cognoscitur per effectum Nulla autem earum est effectus adaequans virtu-
tem Dei. . . . Non est igitur possibile quod, per hunc modum cognitionis, ipsam divinam 
essentiam videant.... Non est igitur possibile quod substantia separata intelligat divinam 
substantiam per propriam naturam." 

66 "Est autem appetitus naturalis intellectus ut cognoscat omnium rerum genera et 
species et virtutes et totum ordinem universi.... Quilibet igitur divinam substantiam 
videntium cognoscit omnia supradicta." 

6 6".. . intellectus enim natus est omnia quae sunt in rerum natura intelligere, et 
quaedam intelligit quae non habent esse naturale, sicut negationes et privationes." 

67 "Quamvis videntium Deum unus alio perfectius eum videat,... quilibet tamen ita 
perfecte eum videt quod impletur tota capacitas naturalis; quin immo ipsa visio omnem 
capacitatem naturalem excedit Capacitas autem naturalis cujuslibet intellectus se 
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If for St. Thomas a knowledge of the genera and species and powers 
of all things, their proper accidents, and the whole order of the universe 
comes within the range of the natural powers of the intellect, it is not 
an unwarranted conclusion that in his view these objects would also 
be known by the intellect in a purely natural ultimate end. This is 
confirmed by what St. Thomas teaches in De veritate, q. II, a. 2 and 
in q. XX, a. 3. The ultimate perfection the soul can reach from the 
purely philosophical standpoint (secundum philosophos) includes a 
description of the whole order of the universe and of its causes. This, 
for the philosophers, is the ultimate end of man. We, however, place 
the ultimate end of man in the vision of God.58 

St. Thomas in these texts does not add any phrase to indicate that 
he is thinking of the natural end of man only in terms of the present 
life. For this reason we have translated secundum philosophos by from 
the philosophical standpoint. In the future life the end of man from the 
standpoint of philosophy includes a knowledge of the order of the 
universe, while from the standpoint of faith it consists in the vision of 
God. The greater end includes the lesser end,59 but this does not mean 
that the lesser end could not exist except as included in the greater 
end. For St. Thomas, as we have seen, a created intellectual nature 
can be conceived to exist without the vision of God. 

If the findings of this study correctly reflect the thought of St. 
Thomas on this question, we may sum them up in three points. (1) A 

extendit ad cognoscenda omnia genera et species et ordinem rerum.. . . Cum enim in­
tellectus sit quodammodo omnia, quaecumque ad perfectionem naturae pertinent omnia 
etiam pertinent ad perfectionem esse intelligibilis De perfectione autem naturalis esse 
sunt naturae specierum et earum proprietates et virtutes. . . . Pertinet igitur ad per­
fectionem intellectualis substantiae ut omnium specierum naturas et virtutes et propria 
accidentia cognoscat; hoc igitur in finali beatitudine consequitur per divinae essentiae 
visionem." 

58 "Unde haec est ultima perfectio ad quam anima potest pervenire, secundum philo­
sophos, ut in ea describatur totus ordo universi et causarum ejus; in quo etiam finem ulti-
mum hominis posuerunt, qui secundum nos erit in visione Dei" (ibid., q. II, a. 2); "Et 
ideo quidam philosophi attendentes naturalem perfectionem hominis dixerunt ultimam 
felicitatem hominis in hoc consistere quod in anima hominis describatur ordo totius uni­
versi" (ibid., q. XX, a. 3). 

69 Cf. Contra Gentiles, III, 59: "Quamvis videntium Deum unus alio perfectius eum 
videat, . . . quilibet tamen ita perfecte eum videt quod impletur tota capacitas naturalis; 
quin immo ipsa visio omnem capacitatem naturalem excedit ,? 
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purely natural end of man in the future life is possible. (2) This end 
would consist chiefly in a purely natural knowledge of God. (3) It 
would also include a knowledge of the whole order of the universe, 
again from the purely natural standpoint. The last two points show 
us what man's terminal state would be on the hypothesis that a 
supernatural order did not exist. 

Much, of course, depends upon what we mean by a terminal state. 
It is true that the imperfect, natural beatitude of the angels was not 
in fact their terminal state but only an initial stage in their progress 
towards the beatific vision. This vision alone is truly terminative, in an 
absolute sense, of the natural desires of a created spirit for knowledge 
and happiness. In this sense no merely natural beatitude can ever be a 
genuinely terminal state for man or angel. 

A terminal state, however, can also refer to the end-state of a spiritual 
creature without necessarily implying the complete satisfaction of all 
its desires. In this sense imperfect, natural beatitude, consisting in a 
purely natural knowledge of God and creatures which the soul after 
death would have in common with separate substances, would be a 
terminal state, even though it could never be a completely terminative 
state. It is purely an assumption that a natural ultimate end must be 
completely terminative or satisfying simply because it is ultimate.60 

St. Thomas did not share this assumption. For him, as we have seen, 
perfect beatitude is supernatural beatitude and it is perfect precisely 
because it consists in the vision of God. Any beatitude less than this 
is imperfect, even though it may be the ultimate that man can reach 
in the future life by his purely natural resources. 

«° Canon G. D. Smith makes the same point in The Clergy Review, XXIX (1948), 115: 
"Moreover it may be noted that in all modern attempts to grapple with this very difficult 
problem the assumption is made that 'final end' and 'perfect beatitude* are necessarily 
synonymous. Even though it may be possible to prove that there is no beatitude in the 
natural order which can fully satisfy the yearnings, legitimate or otherwise, of the created 
spirit, does it follow therefore that there is no end for him to attain within the limits of his 
purely natural powers? May it not be that man's natural end would be one in which he 
would not find perfect beatitude, but would achieve a state of felicity in the full and reg­
ulated exercise of his natural powers, a felicity to which the virtue of prudence would con­
fine his desires?" 




