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en, nor ear beard, nor has i t  entered 
heart o f  man, w hat God has prepared 

fo r  those who love him. ”

1 Corinthians 2:9

“A nd  if, my dear Socrates,” Diotima went on, 
. .  i t  were given to man to see the heavenly beauty face to face, 

would you ca ll his, ” she asked me, “an unenviable life, whose eyes 
had been opened to the vision, and who had gazed upon 

i t  in  true contemplation until i t  had become his own forever?”

Plato, Symposium 21 ld -e

“No desire leads so high as the desire to understand the truth. 
For all our other desires, whether o f  delight or anything else 

that is desired by man, can come to rest in  other things. 
However, the afore-mentioned desire does not come to rest 

u n til i t  reaches God, the supreme foundation and maker 
o f all things. For this reason Wisdom aptly says: “I  dwelt in high places, 

and my throne was in a p illar o f  cloud” (Sir 24:4). A n d  in  Prov 9:3 
it  is said th a t'She has sent out her maids to call 

from  the highest places in the town. ’ Let them therefore 
be ashamed who seek the beatitude o f  man, 

so highly situated, in base th ing. ”

tg & S t.  Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles III, ch. 50
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Citations
All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. The major excep 
tion to this is H enri de Lubac, The Mystery o f  the Supernatural (referred to 
simply as Mystery), which is always cited according to the translation o f 
Rosemary Sheed in the 1998 Crossroad edition. The page numbers o f the 
1967 edition are put in brackets. Likewise, I have cited de Lubac s Angus- 
tinianism  and M odem Theology, translated by Lancelot Sheppard, with the 
page numbers from the 2000 edition, followed by those o f the 1969 edi 
tion in brackets. For the translations from the Summa theobgiae» I have 
often made use o f the translation o f the Fathers o f the English Dominican 
Province1 w ith some modifications. All italics in citations are my own 
unless otherwise noted.

1 The Summa theologica o f St. Thomas Aquinas, 2nd ed. (London: Burns, Oates, & 
Washbourne, 1920-1932).





IN  O R D E R  to show that perfect beatitude can only lie in the vision of 
Gods essence, and that this vision should not be considered impossible, 
St. Thomas Aquinas used a fascinating argument that has generated a very 
lively discussion through the centuries. He contends that every intellectual 

creature naturally desires to “see God”— to know the very essence of God.
The inherent interest of this argument is plain, for nothing could be 

more significant to man than his final end. The subject is also intriguing 
because of the leap that it involves from the natural to the supernatural level, 
making the natural desire to see God a nodal point in Christian apologetics 
and in understanding the relationship between the two orders. Not surpris 
ingly, it has not failed to ignite a tremendous amount of controversy.

The principal aim of this book is to examine exactly what St. Thomas 
means when he speaks of a natural desire to see God, and how the debate 
over its interpretation bears on fundamental questions concerning the 
relation between nature and grace.

The central point in this debate concerns the precise way that “natural 
desire” should be understood here. What kind o f a natural desire are we 
dealing with? There have been two principal schools of interpretation in 
this regard. One sees this desire as naturally aroused or “elicited” by some 
knowledge of God’s existence, while the other holds that it is an innate 
and completely unconditional appetite, independent of knowledge and 
expressing the intrinsic finality o f the spiritual creature. This question, 
which may seem very technical and abstruse, is actually of fundamental 
theological importance. At stake is the distinction between the natural and 
the supernatural orders, the corresponding distinction between natural 
and supernatural beatitude, and the gratuitousness of heaven.



IV

The difficulty of the question comes from the fact that “natural 
desire” is not a univocal but an analogical term. The commonsense notion 
refers to the spontaneous movements of desire on considering things that 
are naturally known to be good. This is its primary sense. However, the 
term "natural appetite” can also be analogically extended to refer to the 
natural inclination of inanimate things, plants, and the faculties of the 
soul. For example, we can speak o f the natural appetite of rocks for the 
center of a gravitational field, of matter for form, o f plants for light and 
moisture, or of the eye for light and color. We can even speak of the natu 
ral appetite of the intellect for knowledge of the truth, of causes, and of 
essences. Thus the notion o f natural desire is taken first from our own 
inner experience, and then extended metaphysically to all creatures to refer 
to their natural tendency or inclination to their respective ends.

The natural appetite placed by God in things without knowledge has 
come to be referred to as innate appetite or natural inclination. It flows from  
the very essence o f a thing in a constant, immutable, and unconscious way, and 
inclines each thing to its proper and proportionate end. Innate appetite or 
inclination is common to all beings, each of which is inclined to its end, 
whatever it may be.

An elicited desire, on the contrary, is a particular conscious movement o f 
the will or sense appetite attracted by some object known either by the 
senses or the intellect. If it is an object pleasing to the senses, there will fol 
low a movement of the sense appetite; if the object is grasped as good by 
the intellect, there will follow a movement of the rational appetite, which 
is the will. Here we are interested only in the will. The desire is said to be 
“elicited” in that it is “drawn out,” as it were, by the desirability of the 
known object. All the conscious movements o f our sensitive appetites and 
our will are said to be elicited and not innate.

The movements of the sense appetites are natural and spontaneous, 
governed by instinct. The movements of the will, on the contrary, are gen 
erally free rather than natural, involving choice. “Natural” here means that 
which flows from the essence o f a thing, considered as the principle of its 
operations. Are there also natural movements o f the will? St. Thomas 
answers affirmatively, following St. John Damascene and many others, as 
seen below in chapter 2.

The clearest example of an elicited natural desire o f the will is our con 
scious desire for happiness. This is naturally elicited, because whenever we 
think of happiness we cannot help but desire it. Note, however, that there 
is also an innate appetite for happiness in the will, which by its very nature 
is ordered to seeking our complete and proportionate good. The difference 
is that the elicited desire is conscious and can be experienced, whereas the 
innate appetite is deduced by philosophical reflection.

THE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GOD



I n t r o d u c t i o n

We also experience conscious and elicited natural desires for life, 
health, and knowledge of causes and essences;1 to be loved and to love; 
and to avoid suffering, betrayal, and death.

An interesting example o f elicited natural desire is given by Christs 
prayer in the garden of Gethsemane, in which He prayed that the cup of 
suffering be spared Him, if such a thing could be in conformity with the 
will o f the Father. The desire to be spared from immense suffering is clearly 
a natural desire, which spontaneously arises (is elicited) when we know that 
suffering is imminent. In Christs case, this natural desire was also a condi 
tional one— i f i t  were possible according to the will o f the Father.2 3

St. Thomas, when dealing with the natural desire to know Gods essence, 
is plainly speaking of an elicited natural desire: a desire spontaneously 
aroused on the basis of prior knowledge of Gods effects in the world. How 
ever, the real question is deeper and more difficult. Does this natural elicited 
desire correspond to an underlying innate appetite for the vision of God?

It is clear, for example, that the natural elicited desire for happiness in 
general corresponds to an innate appetite or natural inclination o f the will 
itself, which by its nature is ordered to happiness. Is this also the case with 
the natural desire to see God? Is the natural elicited desire to see God a 
sign that our faculties o f will and intellect are ordered by their very nature to 
the vision o f God?.

The response to this question has divided theologians since the time of 
Bl. Duns Scotus, who was an advocate of the position that the natural desire 
to see God is an innate and unconscious desire that is independent of knowl 
edge, like that of a rock for the center of the earth.3 Others who held this 
position include Durandus of Saint Pourqain (c. 1270-1334),4 Domingo de 
Soto (1494-1560),5 FrandscodeToledo (Toletus) (1532-1596),6 St. Robert 
Bellarmine,7 Cornelius Jansenius and his followers,8 and theologians of the

1 See St. Thomas’s discussion of natural willing in STI—II, q. 10, aa. 1-2; De veritate, 
q. 22, a. 5.

2 See S riI I , q. 18, a. 5; q. 21, a. 4; III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 2.
3 Scotus, Ordinatio IV d. 49, q. 10, nn. 2-3, in A. Wolter, Duns Scotus on the Will 

and Morality (Washington, DC: Catholic Univ. of America Press, 1986), 84-87.
4 IV Sent., d. 49, q. 8:
5 IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (Salamanca, 1557); De natura et gratia, vol. 1, ch. 4 

(Venice, 1547).
6 In Summam theologiae S. Thomae enarratio, In Iam, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 2, ed. I. Paria 

(Rome, 1869), 1:19b.
7 De gratia prim i hominis, ch. 7, ed. Fhvre, vol. 5 (Paris: Vivfes, 1873), 191a.
8 Jansenius, Augustinus (Louvain, 1640), vol. 2, col. 683, 750, 780; Antoine Arnauld, 

Second icritsur I’amour natureldeDieu, in Oeuvres (Brussels, 1964-1967), 10:690.



Augustinian9 and Scotist schools. This position has been energetically taken 
up in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries by various authors, including 
Joseph M arshal,10 Jorge Laporta,11 and especially Henri Cardinal de 
Lubac, S.J.12

The vast majority of Thomists, on the other hand, have maintained the 
position that the natural desire to see God spoken of by St. Thomas is only 
a naturally elicited movement of the will and not an innate appetite. Advo 
cates of this position include Sylvester of Ferrara,13 Domingo Bdnez,14

9 Especially Henry Noris, Fulgentius Bellelli (1675-1742), and J. L. Berti (1696- 
1766).

10 Le point de depart de la mitaphysique, vol. 5 (Paris, 1926), 309-16. In English 
translation: A M arshal Reader, ed. and trans. J. Donceel (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1970), 170-75, esp. 174.

11 See “Les notions d’app&it naturel et de puissance obddientielle chez saint Thomas 
d’Aquin,” ETL 5 (1928): 257-77. Laporta later returned to the subject in two 
important works, without substantially modifying his original position: La des 
tin e  de la nature humaine selon Thomas d ’Aquin (Paris: J. Vrin, 1965); “Pour trou- 
ver le sens exact des termes appetitus naturalis, desiderium naturale, amor naturalis, 
etc., chez Thomas d’Aquin,” AHDLM4.Q (1973): 37-95. See also J. O’Mahony, 
The Desire o f God in the Philosophy o f St. Thomas Aquinas (Cork, 1928) (particu 
larly xxiv and 252), whose position is similar to that of Laporta. For a penetrating 
and well-documented critique of Laporta’s 1928 article, see P. Balzaretti, “De 
natura appetitus naturalis,” Angelicum 6 (1929): 352-86, 519-44, who holds the 
natural desire to see God to be elicited.

12 Sumatureh Etudes historiques (Paris: Aubier, 1946), 433-34; The Mystery o f the 
Supernatural, trans. R. Sheed (New York: Herder and Herder, 1998), 54-56 [70-72, 
1967 edition]. Other twentieth-century authors who maintain an innate desire to 
see God include E. Brisbois, “D&ir naturel et vision de Dieu,” N RT  54 (1927): 
81-97; “Le d&ir de voir Dieu et la mitaphysique du vouloir en St. Thomas,” N RT  
68 (1936): 978-89, 1090-1113; R. Ritzier, De naturali desiderio heatitudinis super- 
naturali ad mentem S. Thomae (Rome, 1938), esp. 93-95; L. Veuthey, “De naturali 
desiderio beatitudinis supernaturalis,” Miscellanea franciscana 39 (1939): 207-23; 
S. Dockx, “Du disir naturel de voir l’essence divine selon saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 
Archives de phibsophie TJ (1964): 49-96, esp. 64; Q. Turiel, “Insuficiencia de la 
potencia obediencial como solucidn al problema de las relaciones del espfritu finito 
con la visidn de Dios,” Divinitas 35 (1991): 19-54; “El deseo natural de ver a 
Dios,” in A tti deW VIll Congresso tomistico intemazionale, vol. 4 (Vatican City, 
1981), 249-62; “Clarificaciones,” Divinitas 39 (1995): 55-64; J. Milbank, The 
Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate concerning the Supernatural 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2005).

13 Commentary on the Summa contra Gentiles III, ch. 51, n. 4/1-2 (Leonine ed., 
vol. 14 [Rome, 1926], 141).

^  See his commentary on S T  I, q. 12, a. 1, in Scholastica commentaria in primam 
partem Summae theobgicae S. Thomae Aquinatis, ed. L. Urbano (Madrid: Editorial 
F.E.D.A., 1934), 245-51. See also his commentary on S7T—II, q. 3, a. 8, n. 11, 
in Comentarios iniditos a la Prima secundae de Santo Tomds, ed. V. Beltrin de 
Heredia, vol. 1 (Madrid, 1942), 126-27.
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Francisco Sudrez,15 Gabriel Vdzquez,16 the Salmanticenses,17 and John of 
St. Thomas.1® In the twentieth century this position has been defended by 
Ambroise Gardeil,19 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange,20 Jacques Maritain,21 
William O ’Connor,22 A. Finili,23 M.-R. Gagnebet,24 J.-H. Nicolas,25 
Antonio Piolanti,26 and others.27

15 See De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16 {Opera omnia, vol. 4 [Paris: Vivfes, 1856, orig 
inally published in 1592], 152-55).

16 Commentariorum ac disputationum in primam partem Sancti Thomae, in q. 12, a. 
1, disp. 36 (Compluti, 1598), 1:289.

17 Cursus theobgcus, vol. 1, tract. 2, disp. 1, dubium 4, n. 57 (Paris: Palmi, 1871), 110.
18 Cursus theologicus, disp. 12 (in ST1, q. 12), a. 3, n. 7, vol. 2 (Paris: Desclie er soc., 

1934), 140-41. Others who follow this thesis include F. de la Vitoria; J. de Ripalda, 
De ente supematurali. Disputationes theobgicae, bk. 1, disp. 9, §4, vol. 1 (Paris: Vivfcs, 
1871, first published 1634-1648), 61-64; J. B. Gonet, Clypeus theobgae thomisti- 
cae contra novos ejus impugnatores, commentary on S T  I, q. 12, disp. 1, a. 5, §2, n. 
85, vol. 1 (Paris: Vivfcs, 1875), 223; V.-L. Gotti, Theobga scholastico-dogmatica 
juxta mentem Divi Thomae Aquinatis, vol. 1, In primam partem (Venice, 1786), 132, 
n. 12; C. R. Billuart, Summa Sancti Thomae, ed. Lequette (Paris, n. d.), 1:107, 3:38.

19 “Le ddsir naturel devoir Dieu,” RT31  (1926): 381-410, esp. 389.
20 “L’app&it naturel et la puissance ob&dientielle,” R T 11 (1928): 474-78; De reve- 

lationeper Eccbsiam catholicam proposita, 4th ed. (Rome, 1945), 1:359-71.
21 J. Maritain, The Degrees o f Knowledge, trans. G. B. Phelan (Notre Dame, IN: 

Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 303n91.
22 O’Connor has written many interesting works touching on the subject of the nat 

ural desire to see God: “The Natural Desire for God in St. Thomas,” New Scholas 
ticism 14 (1940): 213-65; The Eternal Quest: The Teaching o f St. Thomas Aquinas 
on the Natural Desire for God (New York: Longmans, 1947); The Natural Desire 
f ir  God (Milwaukee: Marquette Univ. Press, 1948); “The Natural Desire for Hap 
piness,” The Modem Schoolman 26 (1949): 91-120; “Natural Beatitude and the 
Future Life,” T S 11 (1950): 221-39; “Natural Appetite,” The Thomist 16 (1953): 
361—409. O’Connor rejects the distinction between innate and elicited natural 
appetite, but nevertheless holds that the natural desire to see God follows on some 
knowledge (a “cognitional desire”), and thus is equivalent to what Thomists refer 
to as an “elicited” natural desire. See esp. “The Natural Desire for God in St. 
Thomas,” 240-42. An excellent critique of O’Connor’s understanding of natural 
willing is given by R. Sullivan, “Natural Necessitation of the Human Will,” The 
Thomist 14 (1951): 351-99, 490-528.

23 See “Natural Desire,” Dominican Studies 1 (1948): 311-59; 2 (1949): 1-15, esp. 
2-3: “It is clear then that the natural desire for God, whatever it may be, is not, in 
St Thomas’s mind, that type of natural desire which is the same as natural inclina 
tion. . . . Hence the desire for knowledge of God is an elicited act of the will fol 
lowing on man’s knowledge of God’s existence.” See also Finili’s other articles: 
“New Light on Natural Desire,” Dominican Studies 5 (1952): 159-84; “Nature 
and Supernature according to Cajetan and His Predecessors,” Dominican Studies 6 
(1953): 153-66.

2<* See “L’amour naturel de Dieu chez saint Thomas et ses contemporains,” R T  49 
(1949): 95.
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This question has very important implications for the distinction of 
the natural and the supernatural orders. Proponents o f an innate desire to 
see God point out that elicited natural desires are based on innate natural 
inclinations, from which the elicited desire derives its natural quality.23 * * * 27 28 
Therefore, if St. Thomas speaks of an elicited natural desire to see God, 
aroused by prior knowledge o f Gods effects in the world, then this points 
to an underlying natural inclination o f the will or intellect (or both) for 
the vision o f God.29 A second argument is that everything has a natural 
inclination (innate appetite) for its ultimate perfection30 and its de facto 
final end. Therefore, if the vision of God is the ultimate perfection of 
mans faculties and his de facto final end, it will be naturally desired.31 
Finally, it is said that if an innate inclination or desire for the vision of God 
is denied, it is impossible to understand how the vision of God can be our 
true beatitude or why its loss would constitute the pain of damnation,32

23 Les projbndeurs de la gr&ce (Paris: Beauchesne, 1969), 383; “Les rapports entre la
nature et le surnaturel dans les d^bats contemporains,” R T  95 (1995): 412.

2<> Dio nel mondo e nell’uomo, 2nd ed. (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1994),
325-27, in which Piolanti criticizes de Lubac for holding that the natural desire 
to see God corresponds exactly to an innate natural inclination.

27 For other twentieth-century authors who hold only an elicited desire and not an 
innate appetite for the vision of God, see B. Beraza, Tractatus de Deo elevante (Bilbao, 
1924), 91; S. Vallaro, “De naturali desiderio videndi essentiam Dei et de eius valore 
ad demonstrandam possibilitatem eiusdem visionis Dei quidditativae,” Angelicum 2 
(1934): 141; G. Ffonaud, “La gratuity des dons surnaturels et son opposition aux 
conclusions de la ‘Th&logie Nouvelle,’ ” Lapernie catholique 6 (1948): 40, who con 
cludes that “a Catholic cannot simultaneously maintain the language and principles 
of authentic Thomism and admit an actual and positive innate appedte for the 
vision of God in the created spirit”; J. M. Mejia, “La finalidad de la creatura intelec- 
tual,” Sapientia 4 (1949): 344-55; L M. Dalmau, “De Deo uno et trino,” in Sacrae 
theobgiae summa, vol. 2 (Madrid: Biblioteca de autores cristianos, 1964), n. 57, p. 
52: “An innate appetite in the proper sense of the word that is oriented to the direct 
vision of the divinity cannot exist in any created nature. This is completely certain.”

28 See H. de Lubac, Surnaturel, 433-34: “The former [elicited desire] has the role to 
manifest the latter [appetite of nature], and it receives its value from the latter. . . .  
One can say that the objective elicited ‘desire’ is rather like the act of which the 
rational appetite would be the potency.”

29 See J. Laporta, “Les notions d’app&it naturel et de puissance obedientielle,” ETL 
5 (1928): 271-72.

30 SeeScotus, OrdinatioTV,d. 49, q. 10, n. 3 (English translation in A. Wolter, Duns 
Scotus on the Will, 184-87).

31 See Mystery, 54—55 [70]: “For this desire . . .  is in me as a result of my belonging 
to humanity as it is, that humanity which is, as we say, ‘called.’ ”

32 See Mystery, 54, 57 [70, 73]: “The ‘desire to see God’ cannot be permanendy frus 
trated without an essential suffering. To deny this is to undermine my entire 
Credo. For is not this, in effect, the definition of the ‘pain of the damned’? . . .  This 
poena damni, as I have said, can be explained in no other way.” See also K. Rahner,
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for then the vision of God would be “extrinsic” to the inclination of our 
nature itself.33

Opponents of the existence of an innate appetite for the vision of God, 
on the other hand, note that innate appetite is always proportionate to the 
nature of the creature and to his natural powers, and thus it cannot extend to 
something which exceeds the natural order, such as the vision of God. Posit 
ing an innate natural desire for the vision of God would seem to endanger 
the distinction between the two orders. In addition, it would put in jeopardy 
the possibility of a connatural end for man and thus create grave problems 
for the theological understanding of the gratuitousness o f grace and glory.34 *

In many texts, St. Thomas says that for the intellectual creature, there 
are two types of beatitude or final end: connatural and supernatural33 Con 
natural here means proportionate to nature. The natural inclination of our 
will is directed to our connatural end, but is insufficient to order us to our 
supernatural end. For this reason grace and the theological virtues are nec 
essary first to “order” us to the vision of God.36 This obviously creates seri 
ous problems for those who maintain an innate appetite for the vision of 
God. In addition, there remains the problem of how the natural desire to 
see God can be reconciled with numerous other texts o f St. Thomas, which 
deny that natural inclination can extend beyond the limits of the natural 
order.37 In support of this denial, he frequently cites the text of 1 Cor 2:9: 
“Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the heart of man, 
what God has prepared for those who love him.”38

Closely related to the debate over whether the natural desire to see God 
is innate or elicited is a second question of whether this desire should be

“Concerning the Relationship between Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investi 
gations, vol. 1 (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1961), 298-300; J. E Kenny, “Reflections 
on Human Nature and the Supernatural,” T S 14 (1953): 280-87, esp. 283-84.

33 See de Lubac’s critique of the Neo-Scholastic tradition as “extrinsicist” on account 
of its rejection of an innate appetite for the vision of God, in Surnaturel, 153-54,
174-75, 437.

34 See S2T-II, q. I l l ,  a. I , ad2 .
33 See STI,  q. 23, a. 1; I, q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, 

a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. I, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 3; II Sent., d. 41, q. 1, a. 1.
36 See S r i- I I ,  q. 62, a. lc  and ad 3; I-II, q. 63, a. 3; De malo, q. 5, a. 1; De vir- 

tutibus, q. un., a. 10; ScGIH, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229); ch. 151, n. 5 (#3238); De 
veritate, q. 27, a. 5; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 1.

37 See, for example, III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4; q. 2, a. 3, ad 5; III Sent., d. 23, 
q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; De spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8. These texts are 
examined in chapter 6 below.

38 See S n —II, q. 5, a. 5, sed contra, I-II, q. 62, a. 3; I—II, q. 114, a. 2; De malo, q. 
5, a. 3; In loan. 17:23, lect. 5 (#2250); In Eph. 2:7 (#90); De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; 
I Sent., prol.; II Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 4; II Sent, d. 29, q. 1, a. I; III Sent., d. 23, q. 
1, a. 4, qla. 3-
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understood as conditional or as absolute (also spoken of by St. Thomas as 
imperfect or perfect willing). Although not explicidy treated by St. Thomas 
in the texts that speak of the natural desire to see God, other texts indicate 
how the question should be answered according to his principles. This 
question is a corollary of the preceding one, and is a key to understanding 
the possibility of a purely natural end for the rational creature, as well as the 
necessity of the theological virtues. The view that the natural desire to see 
God is naturally formed only as a conditional or imperfect desire was first 
formulated by theologians o f the late sixteenth century: Medina,39 Bdnez,40 
Suarez,41 and John o f St. Thomas.42 It was subsequently almost universally 
accepted by Thomists43 until it was challenged in our century, principally 
by Henri de Lubac, for whom the natural desire to see God is “the most 
absolute of all desires.”44 In feet, if one conceives the natural desire to see 
God as an innate appetite or inclination, then it follows that it will be 
absolute rather than conditional, for a conditional desire is possible only on 
the basis of knowledge.

A third question concerns the demonstrative value of St. Thomas’s 
argument. Does he show the existence o f a natural desire to see God so as 
to provide a strict proof of the possibility of the beatific vision, or just an 
argument o f fittingness? And if the argument is a strict proof, does it prove 
only that the vision is possible, or that God will actually offer us the vision? 
In this regard, three fundamental positions have been proposed: (1) the 
natural desire to see God provides only an argument of fittingness, both for 
the sheer possibility and for the actual offer of the vision of God; (2) the 
natural desire to see God provides a demonstration of the sheer possibility,

39 Expositio in primam secundae angelici doctoris D. Thomae Aquinatis, q. 3, a. 8 
(Venice, 1590), 46a-b.

40 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (249-50).
41 De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §2, nn. 6-7  (Opera omnia, 4:155).
42 Cursus theologicus, disp. 12, a. 3, nn. 10—12 (2:141-42).
43 See Garrigou-Lagrange, Le sens du mystire et le clair-obscur intellectuel (Paris: 

Descke de Brouwer, 1934), 186-200; J. Maritain, The Degrees o f Knowledge, 
303n91; J. Maritain, Approaches to God, trans. P. O’Reilly (New York: Harper, 
1954), 98-99.

44 Sumaturel, 484; see also 433, 478-79; Mystery, 180 [235]. For criticism of de 
Lubac’s position in this respect, see P. Donnelly, “Current Theology: The Gratuity 
of the Beatific Vision and the Possibility of a Natural Destiny,” 7TS 11 (1950): 
393: “An absolute and infrustrable desire of the beatific vision, proposed as essen 
tially constitutive of finite spirits, is completely unintelligible except in terms of 
strict exigency.” See also L. Malevez, “L’esprit et d&ir de Dieu,” N R T 69 (1947): 
24; J. Simon, “Transcendance et immanence dans la doctrine de la grace,” Revue 
de VUniversiti d ’Ottawa 21 (1951): 353.
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but only an argument of fittingness for the actual offer; and (3) it provides 
a demonstration both of the sheer possibility and o f the actual offer.45

The first position is held by the great majority o f Thomists from the 
late sixteenth century to the early part o f the twentieth century, including 
Banez, Suarez, Scheeben, Garrigou-Lagrange, Maritain, and Lonergan. 
The second position is represented by Joseph Mardchal and Guy de 
Broglie, followed by other theologians o f the late 1920s and 1930’s. The 
third position has been defended most articulately by de Lubac,46 
although it can also be found in Jansenius47 and others.48 This third posi 
tion follows logically from the prior conclusion that the natural desire to 
see God is innate and therefore absolute.

Furthermore, this raises a fourth closely related question. An absolute or 
unconditional desire for the vision of God seems to imply the impossibility 
o f a “state of pure nature” (a state in which the intellectual creature would 
not be elevated to a supernatural end), for the permanent frustration of this 
absolute desire would seem to render impossible any natural beatitude.49 
Therefore, the existence of an innate natural desire to see God implies that 
God must necessarily offer us the beatific vision, and that there could be no 
connatural or proportionate end for beings endowed with such a desire.50

45 See chapter 12, 269-76, and chapter 15, 356-77, for a discussion of this issue 
with bibliography.

4̂  See Sumaturel, Note D, 467-71, esp. 467: “We believe that St. Thomas clearly 
means to show the actual and concrete possibility of the beatific vision.” De 
Lubac later added some clarifications to this position in The Mystery o f the Super 
natural, chapter 11, 207-9 [272-75], in which he affirms that the natural desire 
to see God is “evidence of a promise, inscribed . . .  in the being’s very self” (207 
[273]), but, nevertheless, he holds that the existence of the natural desire to see 
God eludes the full grasp of natural reason alone.

47 Jansenius’s rejection of the possibility of a state of pure nature is linked to his view 
that the natural desire to see God implies that God could not fail to offer man 
that vision. See his tractate De statupurae naturae, bk. 1, chs. 2, 15, 20 (Augusti 
nus, 2:683, 750, 780). Antoine Arnauld, Second icrit sur I’amour naturel de Dieu 
(Oeuvres, 10:690).

48 This position was defended in the eighteenth century by the Augustinians Bellelli 
and Berti, and in the twentieth century by R. Ritzier in De naturali desiderio bea- 
titudinis supematuralis ad mentem S. Thomae (Rome, 1938), 86; and L. Veuthey, 
“De naturali desiderio beatitudinis supematuralis,” Miscellanea franciscana 39 
(1939): 213, who summarizes Ritzier. More recendy it has been defended by Q. 
Turiel in “Insuficiencia de la potencia obediencial,” Divinitas 35 (1991): 30.

49 See H. de Lubac, Mystery, 54 [70]: “In my concrete nature . . .  the ‘desire to see 
God’ cannot be permanendy frustrated without an essential suffering. . . . And 
consequendy—at least in appearance—a good and just God could hardly frustrate 
me, unless I, through my own fault, turn away from him by choice.”

50 Nevertheless, some theologians who held the natural desire to see God to be innate 
also maintained the possibility o f a connatural beatitude for man consisdng in the



The great difficulty with the notion of an innate, absolute desire to see 
God lies in showing how grace and the beatific vision would not be due to a 
nature endowed with such a desire. Consequently, this position— repre 
sented most prominently by de Lubac in Sumaturel—provoked much criti 
cism and generated a large controversial literature in the late 1940s and 
1950 s with regard to the gratuitousness of our elevation to the supernatural 
order. In the midst o f the controversy, Pius XII intervened in 1950 with the 
encyclical Humani generis, setting a dogmatic limit to the debate: “Others 
destroy the gratuity of the supernatural order, since God, they say, cannot 
create intellectual beings without ordering and calling them to the beatific 
vision.”^1 One cannot deny the possibility o f a “state of pure nature” with 
out undermining the gratuitousness of the supernatural order. The encycli 
cal thus draws attention to a fundamental danger in de Lubacs line of 
interpretation in Sumaturel that must be adequately taken into account in 
understanding the natural desire to see God. De Lubac himself was aware of 
this danger and sought to address it by making his position more nuanced 
in his article of 1949, “Le myst&re du sumaturel,” and his 1965 book of the 
same titled2 In this more developed form, de Lubacs thesis does not directly 
fall under the condemnation contained in Humani generis.

Both in its earlier and later forms, de Lubacs contribution to the 
debate on the natural desire to see God raised a great number of fundamen 
tal theological questions: Does the rational creature have a natural potency 
to be elevated to the vision of God, or only an obediential potency ? Is spe 
cific obediential potency an adequate category to characterize our openness 
to grace and glory? Has a supernatural finality—generating an innate and 
absolute natural desire to see God— been imprinted on our nature prior to 
the reception of grace? Does the feet that there is a natural desire for the 
vision of God mean that no other final end is possible for a rational crea 
ture (or for mans nature as it concretely exists)? How does the natural 
desire to see God harmonize with the gratuitousness o f the supernatural 
order according to the principles of St. Thomas? Is the notion of what is 
“due to nature” (debitum naturae) a valid conceptual tool to distinguish 51 52
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contemplation of God through creation. This is the case of Scotus, de Soto, 
Toledo, Bellarmine, and more recently, Lonergan, among others.

51 N. 26, DS 3891.
52 See chapters 14 and 15 below for a discussion of the nuances of de Lubacs posi 

tion, and the extent to which he was implicated by this condemnation. Before the 
publication of Humani generis, de Lubac had modified his thesis in an important 
article of 1949, “Le mystfcre du sumaturel,” RSR 35 (1949): 80-121, translated 
into English by A. E. Nash in Theology in History (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1996), 281-316. This article then became the basis of his later book, The Mystery 
o f the Supernatural
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between the natural and supernatural orders, as St. Thomas teaches?53 How 
can the object of an innate and unconditional appetite not be due to the 
nature created with such a desire? Likewise, how would grace and the theo 
logical virtues— the necessary means to attain that end— not be due to a 
nature with an innate desire to see God? Ultimately, these questions are all 
rooted in the debate over whether the natural desire to see God should be 
considered to be an innate and unconditional appetite, or an elicited and 
conditional natural desire.

The texts of St. Thomas concerning the natural desire to see God do 
not directly address or explicitly determine the question o f whether the 
natural desire in question is elicited or innate, which explains the diver 
gence o f views which have existed and which still exist in this matter. A 
resolution of the question requires an examination o f many other texts of 
St. Thomas in order to determine which of the two opposing interpreta 
tions is in conformity with his principles and teaching on other related 
matters. O f particular interest are the texts concerning natural appetite 
and natural willing, the necessity of grace and the theological virtues, the 
existence of a twofold final end for the intellectual creature, obediential 
potency, debitum naturae, and the gratuitousness of grace.

Since this question is not new, but has been the center of controversy 
for centuries, the problem cannot be resolved without examining and eval 
uating the most significant positions in this regard. The authors principally 
examined here include Bl. Duns Scotus, Denis the Carthusian, Cajetan, 
Sylvester of Ferrara, de Soto, Medina, Bdnez, Sudrez, John of St. Thomas, 
Jansenius, Laporta, and Henri de Lubac. O f these, only Cajetan, Sylvester 
of Ferrara, Sudrez, and de Lubac have been treated in depth; the first three 
represent progressive stages o f one fundamental line of interpretation, 
whereas de Lubac has been chosen as the most articulate and influential 
proponent of a completely opposing point of view, developing a line of 
thought represented earlier by Scotus and Jansenius.54 By confronting their 
views with each other and with the texts o f St. Thomas, it is hoped that the 
truth of the matter will emerge. Many other interpreters could have been 
chosen, especially with regard to the debate in the twentieth century.55

53 See S7T-II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2; Comp, theoi I, ch. 214.
54 Although Scotus and Jansenius are not interpreters of St. Thomas, they are dis 

cussed here insofar as their thought bears on the interpretation of the natural 
desire to see God.

55 An excellent analysis of the panorama of twentieth-century positions in this
regard has been made in two articles by G. Colombo, “II problems del sopranna- 
turale negli ultimi cinquant’anni” and “II desiderio di vedere Dio: Dieci anni di 
studi tomisti, 1957-1967,” reprinted in the volume Del soprannaturale (Milan: 
Glossa, 1996), 177-331. See also A.-R. Motte, “Bibliographic critique,” Bulletin 
tbomiste 3 (1932): 650-75; 4 (1934-36): 570-90.
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However, since the number of authors who have written on the subject is 
very large, it has seemed preferable to concentrate only on the most signif 
icant interpretations.

To avoid misunderstandings, I would like to make a disclaimer. This 
work sets out to examine one particular theological problem, and disagree 
ment with an author on this matter in no way implies a general condemna 
tion of his theological views on other issues, or any ideological stance. I am 
convinced that theological investigation is not served by polemics which label 
authors in blanket fashion as liberal or conservative, radical or reactionary. 
Theology is concerned with the truth of particular arguments and conclu 
sions defended through theological reasoning. It is served by not being afraid 
to examine positions on their own merits, independently of whether their 
authors deservedly enjoy wide acclaim, or have currently fallen from favor.

In the Middle Ages, the great doctors o f the Church took positions on 
particular issues contrary to their peers without expressing disrespect for 
them. It is well known that St. Thomas differed in a number o f important 
questions from respected contemporaries and predecessors such as St. 
Bonaventure and Peter Lombard, and BI. Duns Scotus was not afraid to 
differ respectfully from both Thomas and Bonaventure. We have to 
recover this ability to seek the truth above all things, even if it means dis 
agreeing civilly with those whom we continue to think o f as our spiritual 
friends. Amicus Plato, sed magis arnica veritas.

In particular, the fact that I come to disagree in this work with the 
interpretation made famous by Henri de Lubac in his works Sumaturel and 
The Mystery o f the Supernatural does not mean that I disapprove of his 
works on other subjects or that I am blind to his contributions. On the 
contrary, I think that many of his works are classics, such as Catholicism: 
Christ and the Common Destiny o f Mam, The Splendor o f the Church’, The 
Motherhood o f the Church', and Medieval Exegesis, among others. I do not 
think that the particular stance taken by de Lubac on the question of natural 
desire is intrinsically implied in these and other works dealing with ques 
tions of ecclesiology and patristic exegesis, and so forth. In other words, I 
do not hold that his particular interpretation of the natural desire to see 
God represents the key that unifies his theological work, without which it 
cannot stand.56 On the contrary, I see the catholicity of the Church as lying 
more deeply at the heart o f his work.57 Pope Benedict XVI has recently 
reminded us in Spe salvi that de Lubac’s seminal work, Catholicism, had the

56 For a contrary view, cf. J. Miibank, The Suspended Middle, 4: “Most of de Lubacs 
other writing . . .  in a sense works out the thesis of Sumaturel in relation to ecclesi 
ology, exegesis, inter-religious dialogue, and secular social and scientific thought.”

57 See, for example, D. M. Doyle, “Henri de Lubac and the Roots o f Communion 
Ecclesiology,” TS60  (1999): 209-27, esp. 214-15.
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merit o f helping twentieth-century theology rediscover the social dimen 
sion of Christian salvation.58 It is widely recognized that his multifaceted 
contribution to the ecclesiology o f communion helped to shape the ecclesi 
ology o f the Second Vatican Council and its apologetics with regard to the 
challenge of contemporary atheism. No less important is the massive con 
tribution that he made to foster a more profound appreciation and under 
standing of patristic theology and exegesis, particularly with regard to the 
allegorical understanding of Scripture.59 In these and other ways, de Lubac 
was a key contributor to the movement of ressourcemenf. a return to the 
primary sources of Christian faith and theology.

In the Prefree to Medieval Exegesis, he writes: “It may be that certain 
folk will be prompted to think that I have given enthusiasm too ample a 
part to play. I make bold nevertheless to hope that they will not hold it as a 
grievance against me that I am attached to so many ancient wimesses to our 
Catholic tradition, that I have loved them, and that I have tried to under 
stand them and make them understood.”60 I have tried in this work to read 
the classical Thomistic tradition of the fifteenth through seventeenth cen 
turies with the same love, benevolence, and understanding that de Lubac 
lavished on their forefathers in the Augustinian tradition. There is a place for 
ressourcement also with regard to the silver age of Scholasticism, which has its 
own contribution to bring to Catholic theology, without detriment to the 
fundamental importance o f the Fathers and the golden age of Scholasticism.

Contemporary man has lost the sense o f the supernatural character of 
the Christian promise and vocation; this is the great pastoral problem that 
faces us today. Henri de Lubac sought to address this pastoral problem by 
setting the natural desire to see God as the key element governing the doc 
trine of the “supernatural,” thus emphasizing the organic relation between 
mans natural aspirations and his supernatural vocation.

I believe that this insight was profoundly correct. The natural desire to 
see God is a capital thesis of Christian anthropology. Although I differ with 
regard to de Lubacs interpretation of the desire, conceived as innate and 
absolute, I do not believe that his pastoral intention was unsound.61

58 Spe salvi, n. 14: “Drawing upon the vast range of patristic theology, de Lubac was 
able to demonstrate that salvation has always been considered a ‘social’ reality.” 
Much of this encyclical is dedicated to a development of this insight.

59 See M. D’Ambrosio, “Henri de Lubac and the Critique of Scientific Exegesis,” 
Communio (U.S.) 19 (Fall 1992): 365-88; S. Wood, Spiritual Exegesis and the 
Church in the Theology o f Henri de Lubac (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerd- 
mans Publishing Co., 1998).

60 Medieval Exegesis, vol. 1, The Four Senses o f Scripture, trans. M. Sebanc (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), xx-xxi.

61 I concur with the judgment of S. Long, “Nature as a Theonomic Principle,” Nova 
et Vetera (English ed.) 5 (2007): 133-83, who argues that de Lubac put forth his
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Nevertheless, I believe that the classical Thomistic school he so viru 
lently opposed has the elements of a solution that provides a fine balance 
between the natural desire for the vision o f God and the distinction of the 
natural and supernatural orders. The pastoral and spiritual solution to our 
crisis cannot lie in weakening the distinction between nature and grace, or 
diminishing the coherence o f the natural order, but only in rightly under 
standing how the Christian promise opens the horizon to what we already 
naturally desire in a dim and inefficacious way. Thus glory perfectly fulfills 
what nature would wish but dare not hope.

The key to righdy understanding and developing the Thomistic posi 
tion lies in accurately grasping the relation between natural happiness and 
supernatural beatitude. Our natural desires can be achieved in two ways: 
according to the proportionality of our nature, or absolutely. Supernatural 
beatitude removes the creaturely constraints that necessarily limit any nat 
ural happiness.

Although innate inclination is limited to natural happiness, the 
elicited natural desire of a spiritual creature naturally steps beyond those 
limits. However, such natural desire fails to reach the level of efficacious 
ness, and remains an imperfect desire without the aid of grace. In other 
words, nature alone is incapable not only of achieving our supernatural 
end, but also o f properly desiring it, which rightly occurs only with hope 
and charity. Grace transforms the natural desire to see God from an ineffi 
cacious desire into the efficacious movements of hope and charity.

Contemporary treatises on grace unite in attacking the “two-story” con 
ception of nature and grace. However, no new model has taken its place. 
What is the model of the relation between nature and grace given by the nat 
ural desire to see God according to the interpretation proposed in this book?

The two orders— natural and supernatural—should not be thought of 
as “stories” for two fundamental (and seemingly opposing) reasons. On 
the one hand, conceiving the order o f grace as a second story obscures its 
transcendence by making it appear simply a higher copy o f the first floor.

Grace is not a second story compared with nature, any more than 
God is a second story compared with creation. If one wishes to use the 
analogy o f the two-story building, it would be necessary to specify that the 
ground floor has the breadth and height of the universe: the knowledge 
and love of God that the mind and heart can attain through the mirror of 
creation. The second “story,” on the other hand, has all the breadth and 
height of heaven and o f the inner life o f God, to which sanctifying grace 
grants us entrance! The two orders are related as earth to heaven. To speak 
of grace simply as a second story is demeaning to grace.

interpretation of the natural desire to see God in order to counter the naturalism 
increasingly prevalent in modernity.
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On the other hand, conceiving nature and grace as two stories also 
obscures the unique interconnection and interrelation between the orders. 
The supernatural order elevates the natural order by way o f superabundant 
satisfaction of the rational creatures highest natural elicited desires. The 
supernatural order is not simply a second story built on the first story, 
leaving the latter unchanged and unperfected. The two orders cannot be 
partitioned off one from the other, for the rational creature naturally 
desires to see God, and has a specific obediential capacity to receive the 
vision rooted in its spiritual nature. The two orders are in profound conti 
nuity, despite the transcendence o f grace and glory.

If  we did not have a natural desire to see God, there would be no 
foundation in nature for its elevation to grace and glory. Precisely because 
we have a natural desire to see God, this desire can be elevated by grace. 
The effect o f this elevation is liberation', transformation of an inefficacious 
wish into supernatural hope. And this hope then engenders the immeasur 
able broadening o f what we dare to love with a love of friendship: God in 
His inner (Trinitarian) life.

Another way to present this relation of the two orders is by using the 
analogy of exitus and reditus. Creation puts the creature outside of God, 
giving it a place in the hierarchy of being. Man’s natural end maintains his 
creaturely proportionality even while centering him on God as his end. 
The natural end thus effects a return to God according to the measure of 
the creature, as man loves, praises, and glorifies God according to the pro 
portion o f his nature. The return accomplished by the supernatural intro 
duces the creature into the sphere of the divine through charity. The 
supernatural end liberates man and angel from the limits of their crea 
turely proportionality, and brings them into mystical marriage with God.





esire to See God

Man Has a Twofold End

ON E  of the pillars of Catholic theology is the distinction of the nat 
ural and the supernatural orders. St. Thomas habitually distin 
guishes these two orders on the basis of two different types of end 
for man. These two ends correspond to two types of happiness or beatitude 

which fulfill man in two distinct ways: imperfecdy and perfectly.
In brief, the natural (or connatural)1 end is that which corresponds to 

the natural perfection o f mans rational powers— intellect and will— and is 
thus proportionate to his rational nature. The supernatural end, on the 
other hand, absolutely transcends the limitations and proportionality of 
mans nature,2 lying infinitely beyond the reach of mans unaided intellect 
and will, but is made possible by the light of glory, enabling man to see 
God face to face.

The Catholic faith teaches us that man has been gratuitously elevated 
by God and ordered to a supernatural end, the beatific vision, an end 
which surpasses “human capabilities,”3 and which “exceeds the intellect 
and the will of man; for as the Apostle says in 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not seen, 
nor ear heard, nor has it come up into the heart of man, what God has 
prepared for those who love Him.’ ”4

1 “Connatural,” translating St. Thomas’s term connaturalis> is used in the sense of 
“proportionate to nature.”

2 See De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10: “It should be considered that human good is 
twofold: one which is proportionate to nature, and another which transcends the 
capacity of his nature.” See also ad 1.

3 Compendium o f the Catechism ofthe Catholic Church, 362.
4 S T l-ll, q. 5, a. 5, sed contra.
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In either case, mans end lies in the contemplation of God.5 Man can 
have no other end than God, because no finite being can satisfy his intel 
lect and will, which are open to unlimited goodness and truth. The differ 
ence between the connatural and the supernatural end lies in the way God 
is contemplated: by our natural powers in the case o f our connatural end, 
and by the light o f glory in the beatific vision in the case o f our supernatu 
ral end. Our connatural end has been elevated and immeasurably per 
fected by our supernatural end.

Since God has elevated man to a supernatural end, we cannot choose 
to rest in a purely natural end, and it would be utterly irrational and 
absurd to prefer a human happiness (natural end) to a divine one (super 
natural end), once we know that God has ordered us to the latter.

Nevertheless, it is not idle or useless for theology to speak about a 
connatural end for man, for this notion of an end that corresponds to our 
nature as such, is absolutely necessary to distinguish the natural and the 
supernatural orders, and to show the gratuitousness of our supernatural end. 
For the vision of God is gratuitous in the full sense of the word, precisely 
because it immeasurably transcends our connatural end, which is the high 
est end that human nature could achieve through its own creaturely powers.

St. Thomas speaks o f this distinction in a great many texts.6 For 
example, in De veritate, q. 27, a. 2, he writes:

Man by his nature is proportioned to a certain end for which he has a 
natural appetite, and which he can work to achieve by his natural 
powers. This end is a certain contemplation of the divine attributes, 
in the measure in which this is possible for man through his natural 
powers; and in this end even the philosophers placed the final happi 
ness of man. But God has prepared man for another end that exceeds 
the proporrionaiity of human nature. This end is eternal life which 
consists in the vision of God in His essence, an end which exceeds the 
proportionality of any created nature, being connatural to God alone.

St. Thomas, following Aristotle and Plato, shows that natural happiness 
consists in the most perfect contemplation of God that our intellect can

5 See S7T, q. 62, a. 1, and I Sent., d. 1, q. 1: “All who have thought rightly have held 
that the end of human life lies in the contemplation of God. However, the contem 
plation of God is twofold. One type is through creatures, and this is imperfect.. . .  
There is another contemplation of God, by which He is seen immediately in His 
essence, and this is perfect. It will be realized in heaven and is possible for man 
according to faith.”

6 Other texts include: S7T, q. 23, a. 1; I, q. 62, a. T, I, q. 75, a. 7, ad T, I—II, q. 62, 
aa. 1 and 3; I—II, q. 68, a. 2; I-II, q. 109, a. 5, ad 3; I—II, q. 3, a. 6; De veritate, q. 
14, a. 2\ q. 14, a. 10, ad 1-2; Deanima, a. 7, ad 10; etc.
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achieve through its natural operation.7 Nevertheless, such a natural happi 
ness is necessarily imperfect, in that it does not completely satisfy every desire 
of our heart. What would be missing? By our natural intellectual power we 
can never contemplate the essence of God, the Supreme Good, Beauty, 
and Truth, of which every created good is an infinitely distant shadow. We 
can know that He exists, and can contemplate His attributes as seen 
through the mirror (or veil) of creation, but nature could never attain to 
seeing God as He is.

It is in this context that St. Thomas introduces the natural desire to see 
God. In the Summa contra Gentiles (ScG) III, ch. 50, and in the Summa 
theologiae (ST) I-II, q. 3, a. 8, St. Thomas demonstrates that there can be 
no absolutely perfect happiness without the vision of God, because he 
shows that the rational creature (whether man or angel) has a natural desire 
to see God, to know His essence, to know who God is in Himself, to con 
template His intrinsic glory, to know the Love by which and for which the 
world was created. For this reason, the vision of God alone constitutes the 
essence of perfect beatitude, in which every natural desire comes to rest.

Let us look at one of the most important of these texts on the natural 
desire to see God.

The Natural Desire to  See God in S T  I-II, q. 3, a. 8
In 57T-II, q. 3, a. 8, St. Thomas asks whether man’s final and perfect beati 
tude lies in the vision of God.8 To show that this is the case, he examines our

7 An interesting description of the state of connatural happiness is given by the 
mature Maurice Blondel, in faction, vol. 2, faction humaine et les conditions de 
son aboutissement (Paris: Alcan, 1937), 379: “It would be a fine destiny to affirm 
the mystery of God, to humbly adore the inviolate secret whose indirect light, 
without being unveiled, would illumine every man coming into this world, con 
ferring on him the power to dominate things and be master of himself. Let no one 
say, then, that in the natural order human life would be unworthy of being lived.” 
Trans. J. M. Somerville, in H. Bouillard, Blondel and Christianity (Washington: 
Corpus Books, 1969), 95-

8 “I answer rhzt final and perfect beatitudecan consist in nothing else than the vision 
of the divine essence. To make this clear, two things must be considered. First, 
man is not perfectly happy so long as something remains for him to desire and 
seek. Secondly, the perfection of any power is determined by the nature of its 
object. The object of the intellect is ‘what a thing is,’ i.e. the essence of a thing, as 
is stated in De anima, book 3 [ch. 6]. It follows that the intellect attains perfec 
tion, insofar as it knows the essence of a thing. If therefore an intellect knows the 
essence of some effect, whereby it is not possible to know the essence of the cause, 
i.e. to know of the cause 'what it is'; that intellect cannot be said to reach that 
cause simply, although it may be able to gather from the effect the knowledge that 
the cause exists. Consequently, when man knows an effect, and knows that it has
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natural desire to know, and where it leads. The reasoning is relatively simple: 
Once a given effect is known, we experience wonder and seek to know its 
cause, as with an eclipse o f the sun. This process of seeking to know the 
causes of effects, spurred on by wonder, will not reach a point of rest until we 
arrive at the knowledge of the existence of the very first cause. However, sim 
ply to know that something exists without knowing its essence is an imper 
fect knowledge, for the proper object of the intellect is the essence of things. 
And this lack will be felt all the more deeply the more profound, universal, 
and primary is that cause. Therefore, knowledge only of the existence o f a 
first cause, without knowledge of its essence, does not yet satisfy the desire of 
our mind. And if we can grasp that God has created the world freely to man 
ifest His goodness,* 9 we naturally want to know the essence o f that intrinsic 
Goodness. St. Thomas’s conclusion is that every mind has a natural desire for 
the vision of the essence of God, and can only fully rest in that vision.

This article seeks only to determine the nature of perfect beatitude, 
leaving aside the question o f its actual possibility. It relies on the principle 
that perfect beatitude is a state in which nothing remains for man to seek, 
for every natural desire is fulfilled. But this can only be obtained in the 
beatific vision. Therefore, the beatific vision alone can constitute perfect 
beatitude for the intellectual creature. St. Thomas takes it for granted that it 
is somehow possible for man to attain to a simply perfect beatitude, and not 
just to a proportionately pefect beatitude that is perfect for a creature such as 
man, although imperfect, simply speaking. His perspective is really theologi 
cal, presupposing that God has ordained us to a simply perfect beatitude, 
and that we are capable of it. In other texts, St. Thomas states that the pre 
supposition o f the possibility of perfect happiness belongs to faith .10 The

a cause, there naturally remains in the man the desire to know about the cause, 
‘what it is.’ And this desire is one of wonder, and causes inquiry, as is stated in die 
beginning o f the Metaphysics [1.2]. For instance, if a man, knowing the eclipse of 
the sun, considers that it must be due to some cause, and yet not know what that 
cause is, he wonders about it, and from wondering proceeds to inquire. Nor does 
this inquiry cease until he arrives at knowledge of the essence of the cause.

“If therefore the human intellect, knowing the essence of some created effect, 
knows no more of God than ‘that He is’; the perfection of his intellect has not yet 
directly [simpliciter\ attained the first cause, and so the natural desire to seek the 
cause still remains for him. On account of which he is not yet perfecdy happy. 
Consequently, for perfect happiness the intellect needs to attain to the very essence o f 
the first cause. And thus it will have its perfection through union with God as with 
that object, in which alone man’s happiness consists.”

9 As Plato was able to grasp; see Timaeus 29e.
10 In ScG III, ch. 153, n. 3 (#3251), St. Thomas asserts that “faith . . . affirms it to 

be possible for man to be united to God in perfect enjoyment, in which beatitude 
consists.” See also S7T-II, q. 3, a. 2, ad 4: “However, a perfect beatitude is prom 
ised to us by God, when we shall be as the angels in heaven.” See also Comp, theoi I,
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argument does not address the question o f whether God could have 
ordained a lesser and imperfect happiness for man.

This argument makes use of at least six Aristotelian principles, of 
which two are explicitly mentioned:

1. Man is not perfectly blessed as long as there remains for him some 
thing to desire or seek.* 11

2. The perfection o f a faculty is specified by its formal object. In the 
case of the intellect, this is the essence of things.12 Therefore, know 
ing only that something is, the mind still desires to know w hatit is.13

The following principles are also involved (demonstrated in other articles), 
which St. Thomas presupposes as evident:

3. Man has a natural desire to know, which manifests itself in wonder: 
the desire to know the causes of all effects that are observed.14 15 This is 
the starting point o f  St. Thomas in almost all the texts concerning 
the natural desire to see God.

4. Everything that is imperfect desires its proper perfection.35

5. Man naturally desires the perfection o f his intellect with an elicited 
desire of the will.16

6. Beatitude consists essentially in the most perfect operation of mans 
highest faculty, the speculative intellect, as St. Thomas has shown in 
articles 4 and 5 of this same question.17

ch. 201, in which the Incarnation is cited as a motive of credibility for the possi 
bility of a perfect beatitude consisting in the vision of God.

11 See Nichomachean Ethics 1.7.1097bl5, 20, in which Aristotle speaks of happiness 
as a “perfect and self-sufficient good” which is “lacking in nothing.” St. Thomas 
interprets this self-sufficient and completed quality of happiness to mean chat 
happiness, in order to be perfect, must satiate the motion of desire. See his com 
mentary on this text in lect, 9 (#114).

12 See Aristotle, D eanim a  3.6.430b27-28; Metaphysics 3.2.996bl3-18.
'3 The principle is based on Aristode’s Posterior Analytics 2.1-2.89b29-90al. See St. 

Thomas’s commentary in lect. 1 (#411).
14 See Metaphysics 1.2.982bl2: “It is through wonder that men, now as in the begin 

ning, have begun to philosophize.”
15 See ScG  III, ch. 50, n. 2 (#2276): “All that is imperfect in any species, desires to 

attain the perfection of that species.”
St. Thomas shows this in S T I—Il, q. 10, a. 1.

17 See Aristode, Nichomachean Ethics 10.7.1177al2-78a8.
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The existence o f a natural desire to know the essence of God is obtained 
by combining principles (2)-(5). Insofar as man naturally desires the per 
fection o f his intellect, he naturally desires to know what pertains to the 
formal object o f the intellect, in which its perfection resides: the essences 
and causes of things. Thus man naturally desires to know the essence of 
every cause whose existence he has come to know, and especially the 
essence of the first cause, on which all else depends.

It is only at the conclusion o f the article— after the existence of a nat 
ural desire to see God has been shown— that the first principle is brought 
into the argument: since there is a natural desire to see God, man will not 
be perfectly blessed unless this desire is satisfied, for perfect beatitude con 
sists in the satisfaction of all natural desire.

St. Thomas’s conclusion is even stronger, however, in virtue of the 
sixth principle, which is presupposed. Not only is the vision o f God neces 
sary for perfect beatitude, but it constitutes it, because beatitude must 
consist in the most perfect act of our highest faculty. Therefore, perfect 
beatitude consists in the realization of this uttermost perfection o f the 
intellect: the contemplation of the essence of God.

Platonic and Aristotelian Sources 
for the  Natural Desire to  See God
Although St. Thomas’s demonstration that we have a natural desire to see 
God is based entirely on Aristotelian principles, the theme was developed first 
by Plato. In fact, one of the principal ends of his philosophy is to awaken this 
transcendent desire. By having us consider grades of beauty, goodness, and 
unity, Plato spurs the mind on to desire to behold ever higher forms, until it 
conceives the desire of grasping the very Essence of Beauty in itself, Goodness 
in itself, Unity in itself, which must be ultimately identified with God.

Beautiful examples o f this are found in Plato’s allegory o f the cave in 
book 7 of The Republic,18 and in the Symposium,, in which the priestess 
Diotima speaks to Socrates about the vision of Beauty in itself She arouses

18 See, for example, The Republic 7.517b—c: “In the world of knowledge the idea of 
good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, when seen, is also 
inferred to be the universal author o f all things beautiful and right, parent of light 
and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason 
and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who would 
act rationally either in public or private life must have his eye fixed.. . .  You must 
not wonder that those who attain to this beatific vision are unwilling to descend 
to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the upper world where 
they desire to dwell.” Trans. B. Jowett, in The Republic (Mineola, NY: Dover Pub 
lications, 2000), 179-80.



T h e  N a t u r a l  D e s i r e  t o  S e e  G o d

the desire to see God, identified with the Idea of Beauty, by leading her lis 
teners to ascend from physical to moral beauty, until they arrive at the 
very Idea o f Beauty:

“And if my dear Socrates,” Diotima went on, “man’s life is ever 
worth the living, it is when he has attained this vision of the very 
soul of beauty. And once you have seen it, you will never be seduced 
again by the charm of gold, of dress. . . . But if it were given to man 
to gaze on beauty’s very self—unsullied, unalloyed, and freed from 
the mortal taint that haunts the frailer loveliness of flesh and 
blood—if I say, it were given to man to see the heavenly beauty face 
to face, would you call his,” she asked me, “an unenviable life, whose 
eyes had been opened to the vision, and who had gazed upon it in 
true contemplation until it had become his own forever?”19

Aristotle, due to his rejection o f Plato’s theory of the Ideas, modified his 
master’s approach. Nevertheless, the Platonic ascent o f the mind from 
creatures to God remains very much present. The first book of the Meta 
physics develops the theme of the natural desire of the mind to ascend to 
knowledge of the first causes and principles of things, and thus to knowl 
edge of God. The natural desire to know causes in general naturally leads 
the mind to seek knowledge of the first cause. This knowledge, which is 
the crowning o f metaphysics or wisdom, is characterized as a divine sci 
ence, centering on God, and ultimately proper to God alone.20 However, 
Aristotle does not explicitly draw the conclusion that man naturally 
desires not only knowledge of God, but also knowledge o f God’s very 
essence. Perhaps he dared not aspire so high. Nevertheless, this unstated 
conclusion is waiting to be drawn by the force o f his own principles.

In the early Christian period, the Platonic form of the argument was 
familiar to many o f the Church Fathers. St. Justin gives a beautiful testi 
mony to this influence in his account of his conversion, in which his 
penultimate step involved becoming a disciple of Platonism. This expo 
sure to Platonic philosophy engendered in him a desire to see God: “The 
perception of immaterial things quite overpowered me, and the contem 
plation of Ideas furnished my mind with wings, so that in a little while I 
supposed that I had become wise. Such was my stupidity that I hoped 
shortly to be able to see God, for this is the goal of Plato’s philosophy.”21

^  Symposium 21 ld-e, trans. M. Joyce, in Plato: Collected Dialogues, ed. E. Hamilton 
and H. Cairns (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1989), 563.

20 Metaphysics 1.2.983a5~10.
21 Dialogue w ith the Jew Tryphon 2 (PG 6, 477).
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St, Augustine also develops this Platonic line of reasoning. In the Con 
fessions, he recounts how he himself conceived this desire by reading Neopla 
tonic works, although at that moment his desire remained inefficacious,22 
After his Baptism, the desire was “converted,” as it were, and given new 
force and efficacy by grace, faith, hope, and charity.23 24

St. Thomas, characteristically, takes his point of departure in expound 
ing this theme not from the Platonic but from the Aristotelian account of 
the natural desire o f the mind to ascend toward God, sketched in the first 
book of the MetaphysicsM He goes beyond Aristotle, however, carrying the 
argument to its logical conclusion, according to Aristotle’s own principles: 
man naturally desires to know the first cause in its very essence.

The Platonic and the Aristotelian forms o f this argument ultimately 
converge. The principal difference is that while Plato ascends to this desire 
by focusing on one particular kind of causality—the exemplar cause (the 
Platonic Idea)— the Aristotelian form of the argument taken up by St. 
Thomas, on the other hand, is broader and can also be applied to a con 
sideration of efficient and final causality.

It might be thought that the Thomistic form of this argument is 
excessively intellectual. Some readers might think that the natural desire to 
see God is more than the ultimate extension of our desire to know causes 
and essences! Plato brings out other aspects of it by presenting it as the 
desire to be ravished by the vision of Beauty in itself, and to be supremely 
attracted by Goodness in itself.

22 Confessions 7.17: “From this it follows that the mind somehow knew the 
unchangeable, for, unless it had known it in some way, it never would have so cer 
tainly preferred the unchangeable to the changeable. And thus with die flash of a 
trembling glance, it arrived at that which is. I saw then your invisible attributes, 
understood through the things that are made. But I was not able to sustain my 
gaze. Thrown back in weakness, I returned to my accustomed ways, taking noth 
ing with me except a: loving memory, desiring that which I had caught the fra 
grance of, but was not yet able to eat.”

23 This desire, perfected by grace and enlightened by Revelation, is masterfully 
developed in his conversation with St. Monica in Ostia before her death in Con 
fessions 9.10. The theme of the natural desire to see God was carried into the Mid 
dle Ages in its Auguscinian form. See, for example, Hugh of St. Victor, 
Commentariorum in Hierarchiam coelestem S. Dionysii Areopagitae, bk. 2 (PL 175, 
955), quoted below on p. 28n6.

24 St. Alberts commentary on the opening of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, in Opera omnia, 
vol. 16/1 (Aschendorff, 1960), 7, lines 83-94, dating from about 1262-1263, 
also emphasizes the natural desire to know God, in a manner similar to that devel 
oped by St. Thomas. However, St. Albert goes no farther than Aristotle. It is a 
desire to know God as first cause, but not explicitly to know God’s essence.
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All these aspects are contained, however, in the desire to fully grasp 
the essence of the first cause. For the first cause is also the final end and the 
infinite exemplar and source of all beauty, goodness, love, majesty, nobil 
ity, life, and communion. The natural desire to see God is a desire (eros) to 
know infinite Love {agape) itself.



■ :



IN  order to understand St. Thomas’s argument concerning the natural 
desire to see God, it is necessary to understand exactly what he meant 
by the term “natural desire.” Two fundamentally different interpreta 
tions have been given, which diverge over the question o f whether St. 

Thomas is speaking of natural desire as (1) an elicited act o f the will, fol 
lowing on natural knowledge o f the good, or as (2) a natural appetite as 
found in lower nature, prior to any knowledge (innate appetite). Some 
interpreters think that St. Thomas is speaking of the natural appetite of 
the will in the same sense as Duns Scorns, to indicate an innate tendency, 
inclination, or relation of the will to its maximum and proper perfection, 
prior to any knowledge.1 The great majority o f the classical Thomistic 
commentators, however, understood the natural desire to see God as a 
naturally elicited desire that follows on knowledge o f God’s existence. In 
order to evaluate this question, it is necessary to study St. Thomas’s richly 
developed doctrine on natural desire.

Appetite Is an Analogical Reality
In his discussion of whether the angels have a will, St. Thomas formulates the 
following general principle: every nature has an inclination or appetite 
toward its proper good, which is a participation of the divine goodness.2 The 
nature of each thing is the means by which God orients it toward the partic 
ular participation in the divine goodness that is appropriate or proportionate

1 See Ordinatio III, d. 17, q. un., n. 3, in A. Wolter, Duns Scotus on the Will,
180-83.
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to it, and therefore from every nature there flows an appetite for this good.2 3 4 5 6 
Moreover, just as being is an analogical rather than a univocal reality, mani 
festing itself differendy in every grade of the hierarchy of being, the same is 
true of the appetite specific to every nature. Each thing desires its conserva 
tion and perfection according to its own mode of being.

Furthermore, the type of appetite possessed depends fundamentally on 
the presence or absence of knowledge in the creature, and whether that 
knowledge is sense knowledge or intellectual knowledge. Thus there is a 
threefold division of appetite in creatures, which St. Thomas refers to as nat 
ural appetite, sensitive appetite, and rational a p p e tite Rational appetite or 
will is aroused on the basis o f intellectual knowledge; sensitive appetite is 
excited by sense knowledge; and “natural appetite” always flows from a given 
form without any knowledge whatsoever in the subject of the inclination.

A nature not endowed with sense knowledge is inclined to the good 
only by a natural relation springing from its natural form. Because this form 
is limited by matter and with no possibility for growth through knowledge, 
the inclination corresponding to it is determined to one, without any room 
for amplification or variation.3 Natural appetite is nothing but this uniform 
inclination toward what is fitting for that particular nature and toward its 
proper perfection.^ In this sense, matter is said to have a “natural appetite” 
for form, and heavy objects are said to have a natural appetite for the center 
of a gravitational field. For this reason, natural appetite is often spoken of as 
a kind of natural attraction (pondus naturae), inclining the thing to its natu 
ral end when it is not yet attained, and resting in it after it is achieved.7

Creatures endowed with knowledge have appetite in a much higher 
and richer way, because the natural form possessed by a knowing creature

2 STh  q. 59, a. 1.
3 See De veritate, q. 22, a. 1.
4 See ScGIII, ch. 26, n. 8 (#2078); I, ch. 72, n. 4 (#620); Dedivinis nominibus, ch. 

4, lect. 3 (#318), in which St. Thomas shows chat the desire for God specific to the 
intellectual creature is a desire that is cognitive, based on and tending to knowledge: 
“Intellectual creatures—angels and men—desire the divine good cognitively. For 
they alone can know the good itself which is God. But sentient creatures desire it, 
insofar as they desire some sensible good which is a likeness of the supreme good. 
Plants which lack senses desire the divine good by a natural movement of a vital 
desire. . . . Those things which lack life, such as inanimate bodies . . . desire the 
divine good by their aptitude to participate subsistent being from God. This very 
aptitude of theirs can be understood to be a desire.”

5 See De malo, q. 6.
6 See De veritate, q. 25, a. 1; In I  Phys., lect. 15, n. 10 (#138): “Natural appetite is 

nothing other than the ordination of things according to their proper nature to 
their own end. Not only are actual things ordered to their end by their active 
power, but even matter insofar as it is in potency, for form is the end of matter.”

7 See S T l, q. 19, a. 1.
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is capable of being enriched by the presence of many other forms gained 
through knowledge, which are all capable o f generating new appetite inso 
far as they are perceived to be fitting or good for the creature. Appetite is 
no longer determined to one object alone, but is open to all that the crea 
ture is capable of knowing to be good and desirable. Creatures endowed 
with sense knowledge have an appetite for the good which follows upon 
and presupposes sense knowledge, and is inclined to the particular goods 
that are perceived.

Intellectual creatures have an appetite that follows upon rational or 
intellectual knowledge which grasps not only particular goods, but also the 
very nature o f the good. The appetite or inclination for the good connat 
ural and specific to an intellectual creature, therefore, is an appetite directed 
toward the good that is known intellectually. The act of willing is “elicited” 
or “drawn out” by the object that is known to be good in some way.

Since the soul possessing intellectual knowledge is as rich as the 
knowledge it possesses,8 the appetite present in a rational creature partici 
pates in the same richness: there can be an elicited desire for all things that 
are known to be good.

Innate Natural Inclination of 
the Faculties of the  Soul
As seen above, “natural appetite” is generally used as a technical term for the 
appetite proper to lower creatures that lack knowledge. This appetite is not 
a secondary act at all, but is caused by the presence of active and passive 
potencies which determine a relation, order, inclination, or aptitude toward 
the natural actualization of these potencies.9 The same applies to the various 
powers of the soul, which each have a given nature, and therefore a natural 
appetite for their proper object, prior to cognition.10

For example, we speak of the intellects “thirst for knowledge”; and in a 
similar way the eye “thirsts” for light, color, and beauty. The sense of sight 
naturally and necessarily is inclined to the act of seeing, independently of 
what it has seen, and the intellect tends toward the act of knowing, regardless 
of what it has already known. This “natural appetite” of each faculty is not an

8 See S T  I, q. 80, a. 1: “The soul of man becomes, in a way, all things, according to sen 
sible and intellectual knowledge.” This axiom, so often quoted by St. Thomas (anima 
est quoddammodo omnia), is based on Aristode’s De anima 3.8.431 b20-21.

9 See S T  I, q. 60, a. 1; I, q. 59, a. 2.
10 See ST I, q. 78, a. 1, ad 3; I, q. 80, a. 1, ad 3; I—II, q. 30, a. 1, ad 3: “It belongs to 

each faculty of the soul to desire its proper good with a natural appetite that does 
not follow on cognition. However, to desire this good with an animal appetite [i.e. 
sensitive or rational appetite], which follows on cognition, pertains only to appe 
titive powers.” See also De veritate, q. 22, a. 3, ad 5; III Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 2.
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act or movement, but is simply a uniform tendency or inclination toward its 
fitting or proper object, to which it is naturally ordered and proportioned.11

As will be seen more fully in chapter 6, the natural appetite of our fac 
ulties is limited to a certain range of objects to which the faculty is propor 
tioned by its natural active powers. Our faculty of sight, for example, has a 
natural inclination to light and color, within the range that is visible to us, 
which will be different from that of a bat or an eagle. By the same token, the 
natural inclination of our intellect is directed to what is naturally knowable 
to us through the light of reason. Likewise, the natural inclination of our 
will is directed to the fulfillment naturally proportionate to human nature.12

The natural appetite o f our faculties is implanted in us by God as part 
of our nature, whereas elicited acts o f the sensitive or rational appetite are 
also from ourselves, since the desire is based on a prior operation: the act 
of knowing.13

It follows that a faculty of the soul can ‘‘desire” its object in two funda 
mentally different ways: (1) as the object o f the innate natural appetite, or (2) 
insofar as it is known to be a good for the creature as a whole (elicited and 
conscious desire).14 In the former case, the desire for the object is always pres 
ent in the very nature o f the potency itself, as the unconscious tendency of the 
potency for its proper and fitting or proportionate act. St. Thomas speaks of 
this as the natural inclination15 or natural appetite1̂  of the potency. Begin-

51 See S T l-ll, q. 8, a. 1: “There can be no inclination except to that which is simi 
lar and fitting”; I-II, q. 25, a. 2: “Now it is evident that whatever tends to an end, 
has, in the first place, an aptitude or proportion to that end, for nothing tends to 
a disproportionate end.”

12 See S7T, q. 62, a. 2: “The natural inclination of the will is for that which is fitting to 
it according to its nature”; I, q. 80, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 1; I-II, q. 62, a. 3: “The 
theological virtues order man to supernatural beatitude in the same way as through 
natural inclination man is ordered to his connatural end”; I-II, q. 50, a. 5, ad 3: “The 
will, by the very nature of the power, inclines to the good of reason”; I-II, q. 94, a. 2: 
“Man has a natural inclination to know the truth about God and to live in society”; 
I-II, q. 94, a. 3: “Each thing is naturally inclined to the operation that is fitting to it 
according to its form. . .  . And since the rational soul is the form of man, every man 
has a natural inclination to live according to reason”; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De 
veritate, q. 22, a. 8; q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and 
ad 2; ibid., ad 3: “From the very nature of the faculty [of the will] there is an inclina 
tion for the final end proportionate to nature”; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.

13 See De veritate, q. 22, a. 3 {infine)-. III Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 2.
14 See Cajetan’s commentary on S T  I, q. 80, a. 1, ad 3, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 5-283b); 

and on I, q. 19, a. 1, n. 6 (4:232b).
15 See ST1, q. 80, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 50, a. 5, ad 3; I-II, q. 94, a. 2; I-II, q. 94, a. 3; 

De virtutibus, q. un., aa. 8 and 10; De veritate, q. 22, a. 8: “As from its very 
nature, which God gave to the will, it tends [inclinatur] to desire something”; De 
veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 2; 
ibid., ad 3: “From the very nature of the power there is an inclination to the final
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ning at the time of Suirez, this natural appetite or inclination is referred to by 
the technical term “innate appetite”* 17 in order to distinguish it more clearly 
from a natural elicited act of the will, which will be discussed below.

Elicited desire, on the other hand, refers to a passage or movement from 
potency to act in the appetitive faculty itself. It is a conscious act of a man or 
animal. "What previously was not desired, is now actually desired on account 
of the presence of knowledge of the goodness of that object, which draws out 
{elicits) an act of desire from the sensitive or rational appetite. St. Thomas 
generally refers to this simply as a movement18 or act of the will. Every act of 
willing (or movement of the will) is, by definition, an elicited act.

This distinction between the innate natural appetite of the faculties of 
the soul, and an elicited act of desire, can also be applied to the will itself 
The will, like ail other faculties, has a natural appetite for its natural end: 
universal good or happiness.19 However, in the presence of knowledge, it 
also has specific acts or movements of desire (elicited desire) toward the 
various goods that are apprehended by the intellect.

The opposition expressed by the terms “elicited appetite” and “innate 
appetite” is a valid and extremely useful distinction, even though St. Thomas 
did not use these terms himself,20 for they correspond to a real and mean 
ingful opposition of two mutually exclusive categories, which St. Thomas

end proportionate to the nature”; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4; III Sent., d. 27, 
q. 2, a. 3, ad 5; IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 3.

1(5 See S7T, q. 78, a. 1, ad 3; I, q. 80, a. I, ad 3; I—II, q. 30, a. I, ad 3; De veritate, 
q. 22, a. 3, ad 5; III Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 2.

17 See Sudrez, De ultimofinehom inis, disp. 16 (Opera omnia, 4:149b): “It is necessary 
to presuppose the well-known distinction of innate and elicited appetite. The for 
mer consists only in a natural weight or inclination \pondus naturae], held in com 
mon with other living and inanimate creatures. Where it is present, it is 
perpetually present. The latter, on the other hand, consists in a vital act stemming 
from knowledge. Therefore, it is proper to the life of animals and rational crea 
tures, and is only present when the living creature is actually operating and know 
ing.” This distinction was then taken up in these terms by Scholastics in general. 
See Salmanticenses, Cursus theologian, tract. 2, disp. 1, dubium 4, n. 57 (1:110). 
Among twentieth-century authors, see V. Doucet, “De natural! seu innato super 
na tu ra l beatitudinis desiderio iuxta Theologos a saec. XII usque ad saec. XX,” 
Antonianum  5 (1929): 169: “Natural appetite is subdivided into elicited and innate 
appetite, according to whether or not it presupposes knowledge”; V. Cathrein, “De 
natural! hominis beatitudine,” Gregorianum II  (1930): 400: “Natural or innate 
appetite is not a vital act, but a certain inclination from an interior principle and 
without knowledge.”

18 See S7T-II, q. 10, aa. 1-2; I, q. 82, a. 1; etc.
See S T  I, q. 59, a. 1; I-II, q.. 10, a. 1.

20 For St. Thomas, the term “innate” is roughly synonymous with “natural,” and 
thus it is not used to distinguish two different types of natural desire. In this work,
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himself clearly distinguishes without using a fixed terminology.21 For exam 
ple, when St. Thomas speaks of an inclination coming from the very nature 
o f the will, it is clear that he is referring to an innate appetite.22 On the 
contrary, when he speaks of a natural desire that is a movement or act of the 
will, aroused by prior knowledge, then it is clear that he is speaking of an 
elicited desire.23

on the contrary, “innate” is used in the technical sense in which it is opposed to an 
elicited act.

21 See the excellent article by R. Sullivan, “Natural Necessitation of the Human 
Will,” The ThomistlA  (1951): 351-99,490-528, esp. 516-17: “It is true that we 
have no passage in which St. Thomas explicidy distinguishes the two kinds o f nat 
ural appetite of the human will. But in addition to the freely elicited natural 
appetite following cognition, we find him de facto teaching and using an innate 
natural appetite which is prior to human cognition and is identified with the 
power itself which is the will.” In this article, Sullivan is opposing the teaching of 
William O ’Connor, who in various articles had maintained that natural appetite 
with regard to the will always indicates an elicited act following on knowledge. See 
W. O’Connor, “Natural Appetite,” The Thomist 16 (1953): 361-409 (response to 
R. Sullivan); as well as “The Natural Desire for God in St. Thomas,” New Scholas 
ticism 14 (1940): 213-65; The Natural Desire for God (Milwaukee, 1948); “The 
Natural Desire for Happiness,” The Modem Schoolman 26 (1949): 91-120. The 
notion of an innate appetite, according to O’Connor, is an innovation which the 
commentators o f St. Thomas took from Scotus. Sullivan, on the contrary, con 
vincingly defends the interpretation of the commentators of St. Thomas, such as 
Cajetan, Sylvester of Ferrara, John of St. Thomas, and Sudrez, who distinguish 
innate and elicited appetite. See also Sullivans book, Man’s Thirst f i r  Good (West 
minster, MD: Newman Press, 1952). O’Connor’s thesis denying the distinction 
between innate and elicited appetite with regard to the will had previously been 
proposed by G. de Broglie in “De la place du surnaturel dans la philosophic de 
saint Thomas,” RSR 14 (1924): 197, and J. Sestili, “De possibilitate desiderioque 
Primae causae substantiam videndi,” in an appendix to Sylvestri Ferrariensis, 
Commentaria in libros quatuor contra gentiles S. Thomae de Aquino, vol. 3 (Rome, 
1900), 955nl. Sestili, de Broglie, and O’Connor fail to distinguish between two 
notions which need to be kept distinct: (a) “natural inclination” of the will (innate 
appetite) and (b) natural elicited acts of willing (as in 571-11, q. 10, a. 1). Propo 
nents o f an innate appetite for the vision of God rightly criticize this view. See V. 
Doucet, “De naturali seu innato supernaturalis beatitudinis desiderio iuxta Theo- 
logos a saec. XII usque ad saec. XX,” Antonianum 5 (1929): 172. More recently, 
Q. Turiel, in “Clarificaciones,” Divinitas 39 (1995): 57 and 63,- has denied the 
distinction between elicited and innate natural appetite for an opposite reason: in 
order to deny that the natural desire to see God is an elicited natural desire.

22 See note 12 above for examples.
23 See, for example, S T l ,  q. 12, a. T, I-II, q. 3, a. 8; I—II, q. 10, a. 1.
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Natural Acts of the  Will
Let us now complicate the picture still more. Presupposing the distinction 
between the innate appetite o f the will and elicited acts of willing, it is 
necessary to further subdivide elicited acts o f willing Into two kinds: nat 
ural and free. Natural elicited willing is without deliberation, whereas free 
elicited willing follows on deliberation.

This fundamental distinction between natural and free acts o f elicited 
willing, sometimes expressed by the terms voluntas u t natura and voluntas 
u t ratio, is inherited by St. Thomas from St. John Damascene and the 
Scholastic tradition, and frequendy used by him from the beginning o f his 
career. For example, in II Sent, d. 24, q. 3, a. 1, St. Thomas notes first the 
general threefold division of appetite (natural, sensitive, and rational), and 
then the twofold subdivision of the rational appetite into natural and 
deliberated willing:

Now the apprehension of reason is twofold. One type of rational 
knowledge is simple and absolute, when immediately and without 
any deliberation the thing known is judged [as good or bad].24 25 To 
such knowledge there corresponds an act of willing which is said to be 
non-deliberated The other kind of rational knowledge is discursive, 
when through reasoning we investigate what is good or evil, what is 
fitting or harmful. To such knowledge there corresponds a deliberated 
act o f willing?-'*

Rational knowledge of the good can be either natural and self-evident, or the 
product of an investigation ordering means to ends. This distinction engen 
ders two types of movements o f the will: natural movements, and deliber 
ated movements of choice. Natural knowledge of the first principles of the 
practical reason generates natural willing, whereas the deliberation of reason 
regarding the ordering of means to an end generates deliberated willing26

24 Such judgments are the first principles of the practical reason, such as “good is to 
be done and evil to be avoided.”

25 See also I Sent., d. 48, q. 1, a. 4: “There is a natural will [voluntas naturalist in us, 
by which we desire that which is intrinsically good for man insofar as he is man. 
This follows on the apprehension of reason by which one considers something in 
the abstract, as when a man desires science, virtue, health, etc. There is also a 
deliberated willingin us which follows on the act of reason deliberating concerning 
the end and diverse circumstances.”

26 For this distinction of natural and deliberated willing prior to St. Thomas, see St.
John Damascene, De fide orthodoxa II, ch. 22 (PG 94, 944); Peter Lombard, II 
Sententiae, d. 24, n. 5 (PL 192, 702): “There is a natural will [voluntas naturalis\ in 
the rational soul, by which it naturally wills the good”; Summa fratris Alexandri, bk. 
1, pars 2, inquisitio 4, tract. 1, §2, q. 3, titulus 2, ch. 2, n. 388 (Summa theologica, 
vol. 2 [Quaracchi, 1928], 465-66): “It is said that one act of the will is thelesis, and



For example, it is naturally known that happiness, life, and health are 
good, and thus they are naturally and spontaneously loved and desired; 
whereas misery, death, and illness are naturally hated and feared. However, it 
is not naturally known that seeing a doctor or taking medicine are the best 
means to health, and thus they are not naturally desired, but freely. Like 
wise, the means to happiness (wealth, pleasure, power, or virtue, etc.) are not 
naturally known, but require deliberation and thus are always freely chosen.

The natural movements of the will are referred to by St. Thomas and 
other Scholastic authors with various names, such as natural will,27 natural 
willing,28 non-deliberated will,2 30̂ voluntas u t n a tu r a l  the will according to 
the mode of nature,31 natural love,32 sim plex voluntas,33 “desire o f nature,”34 
and natural desire, which is by far the most common expression.

another boulesis', that is, one is natural and the other is elective or deliberated. The 
natural will corresponds to synderesis, whereas the deliberated corresponds to free 
deliberation"; St. Bonaventure, IV Sent., d. 49, pars 1, a. un., q. 2, ad 1.2.3 (Opera 
omnia, vol. 4 [Quaracchi, 1889], 1003b): “Just as there is a double love in us, nat 
ural and deliberated, so likewise there is a twofold knowledge. Therefore, as deliber 
ated knowledge precedes deliberated love, so likewise natural knowledge comes 
before natural love. And thus we say that there is a twofold tendency [instinctus] to 
the good: in general and in the particular. Thus there is a twofold appetite [natural 
and deliberated]. The judgment concerning the good in general comes from natu 
ral knowledge, and in this there is no error. However, the particular judgment con 
cerning this or that is not from a natural habit, but from the assumption made by 
the deliberating reason, and here error can be found.” See also St. Bonaventure, II 
Sent, d. 24, pars 1, a. 2, q. 3 (Opera omnia, vol. 2 [Quaracchi, 1885], 566a-b).

27 Voluntas naturalis. See S7TII, q. 18, a. 6; I Sent., d. 48, q. 1, a. 4; ibid., ad 4; III 
Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 3, ad 1: “ Thelesis according to Damascene is a natural 
will [voluntas naturalis], which is moved according to the mode of nature towards 
an object according to the abstract goodness considered in it”; IV Sent., d. 50, q. 2, 
a. 1, qla. 1; InM atth. 26:39, lect. 5, where St. Thomas uses the expression voluntas 
naturae (#2231) as well as naturalis hominis voluntas (#2232) to refer to the natural 
movements of the human will in Christ in his prayer in the garden of Gechsemane.

28 See ST 1, q. 41, a. 2, ad 3; I, q. 60, a. 2; I, q. 82, a. 1, ad 2; I-II, q. 5, a. 8, ad 3; 
I—II, q. 10, a. 1.

2? II Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 1.
30 See 57*111, q. 18, aa. 3-5; III, q. 21, a. 4; II Sent., d. 39, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2: “Thus 

that which is man’s end is naturally known by reason to be good and desirable, 
and the willing which follows on this knowledge is said to be voluntas u t naturd'\ 
III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 3, ad 1.

31 57*111, q. 18, a. 5, in which the will “according to the mode of nature” is con 
trasted with “the will according to the mode of reason.” See also ad 1, and De veri- 
tate, q. 23, a. 4.

32 57*1, q. 60, a. 1.
33 57*111, q. 18, a. 3; III, q .21 ,a . 4.
34 This expression, desiderium naturae, which occurs in 57T, q. 12, a. 1, is used by 

St. Thomas as a synonym for desiderium naturale.
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It is very important to note that the term “natural” has a broader sense 
than the term “innate” in this discussion. The word “natural” applies both 
to the innate inclination of the will (which St. Thomas refers to as “natu 
ral appetite” or “natural inclination”), and to elicited acts of the will which 
spontaneously (naturally) arise before deliberation: “natural desire.” Every 
innate inclination is said to-be a natural appetite, but an elicited natural 
desire is not said to be innate. Much confusion with regard to the inter 
pretation o f the natural desire to see God comes from not understanding 
this critical distinction, thinking that natural desire must always refer to 
innate inclination and forgetting that there are such things as elicited acts 
of natural desire.35 Thus the desire to see God can be truly natural with 
out being innate.

The Objects of Natural Desire
St. Thomas gives more details with regard to the natural movement o f the 
human will in 5 T I- I I , q. 10, a. 1. The question concerns the way in 
which the will is moved, and the first article asks whether it is naturally 
moved to any object. St. Thomas is clearly speaking here o f elicited acts of 
the will, because every movement of the will is an elicited act. St. Thomas’s 
conclusion is that the will can be moved naturally by certain objects natu 
rally known to be good.

The body of the response begins by defining in what sense “natural” is 
used with regard to a natural motion of the will. Natural is what belongs 
to the thing according to its substance, or per se, as opposed to that which 
is accidental or free. What is present per se, and thus natural, is always the 
principle of everything else. Therefore that which is naturally willed (by an 
elicited act but without deliberation) is the principle for all else that is 
freely willed.

This leads us to ask: What is naturally willed? First, the good in gen 
eral, to which the will naturally tends as to its formal object, just as hear 
ing tends to sound and sight to color. In the same way the final end of 
happiness is also naturally willed as the full possession o f the good. This is 
the basis for everything else that is desired, just as the first principles of 
reason are the foundation o f everything else that we know.

35 Cajetan drew attention to this key distinction in his commentary on 57*1, q. 78, 
a. 1, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 5:252): “Note that natural appetite is generally used in 
two senses. First, with regard to an inclination implanted by nature. And this is 
not an elicited act, but is like first act, having a natural relation to such a thing. 
And this appetite is found in all potencies, active and passive. . . . Secondly, it is 
taken for second act, by which one tends to something previously known, such 
that one cannot tend to its opposite.” See also his commentary on S7T, q. 80, a. 1, 
n. 5 (Leonine ed., 5:283).
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Secondarily, the will also naturally tends to all those things which are 
naturally seen to be necessary for the well-being o f the person and his fac 
ulties, such as being, life, knowledge of the truth, and so forth. Even though 
these objects are particular compared with the good in general, they still 
naturally move the will because they are naturally understood to have a nec 
essary connection with happiness.3̂  I refer to these things as the secondary 
objects of natural willing.

Although St. Thomas never gives a complete list of these secondary 
objects o f natural desire, he also mentions health;37 absence o f pain and 
injury;38 the union of the soul with the body*,39 a spousal relationship and 
the formation o f a family; friendship and life in society; and knowledge of 
the truth about God.40

The will naturally desires all that which the intellect naturally grasps 
to belong to its essential perfection, and this determines the contents of 
the natural desire to know. St. Thomas says that “the natural desire of the 
rational creature is to know whatever pertains to the perfection of the 
intellect, which are the species and genera of things and their causes.”41 
This clearly includes knowledge o f the first cause and final end. Not 
included in the natural desire to know are “individual things, thoughts, 
and actions,” and those things which God could do but has not realized, 
for these do not pertain to the perfection o f the created intellect. There is 
no natural desire for these objects, but only free curiosity.

Natural Necessitation of the  Will
Now a further question arises. How is it that our will can be determined 
to one so as to will some things naturally and not freely? And does this 
mean that we always have to be exercising our natural desires, as a rock 
tends to the center? Can a desire be natural and yet only intermittendy exer 
cised? St. Thomas resolves this question by means of a distinction between 
two modes of necessitation of an act o f the will.42

An object attracts the will by being “presented” to it through the con 
sideration o f the intellect. Now there are some objects o f the will that are 
naturally grasped to be so good that they naturally or irresistibly attract 
the will to love or desire them, whenever they are considered. This is the

36 For parallel texts, see De malo, q. 6; and De veritate, q. 22, a. 5.
37 See S H U , q. 18, a. 3.
38 See srm , q. 14, a. 2.
39 See In I I  Cor 5:4-5 (#158-61).
40 See S T  I—II, q. 94, a. 2, in which St. Thomas uses these natural desires to deter 

mine the fundamental precepts of the natural law.
41 ST1, q. 12, a. 8, ad 4.
«  See STI-II, q. 10, a. 2.



N a t u r a l  D e s i r e  a c c o r d i n g  to  St .  T h o m a s

case with happiness: whenever we consider it, we cannot help wanting it. 
This is also true o f whatever we know to be essentially included in happi 
ness, such as being, life, friendship, and knowledge o f the truth.43 44

In the beatific vision, with the glory of God always before the mind’s 
eye, the will necessarily and uninterruptedly exercises the act o f love of 
God. In this life, however, it is evident that no elicited act of the will is 
continually exercised. Even the desire for happiness is only exercised when 
we think of it. We can avoid desiring happiness, or hating misery, simply 
by not considering it.

We are always free in this life with regard to the actual exercise of acts 
o f willing, for the exercise o f an act o f the will depends on the subject, who 
can consider what he pleases. However, there are some objects which we 
naturally desire whenever we consider them. This natural attraction 
depends not on our choice but on the fact that we naturally grasp the 
goodness of the object (happiness, life, truth, communion, etc.). In Scholas 
tic terminology, in this case the will is said to be necessitated with regard to 
specification, but not with regard to exerciseM The object, once considered, 
naturally attracts the will and thus specifies its act to be one of desire or 
love and not indifference.

This means that objects of natural willing are not always being willed 
in act, but only when the object is considered. This distinction is impor 
tant with regard to the natural desire to see God. In order for this to be a 
natural desire, it is not necessary for rational creatures to always actually 
desire it, but only when the mystery o f God is considered. It may be that 
a thoughtless or worldly person, or an atheist, never considers this, and 
therefore never actually desires it. However, this does not mean that the 
desire to see God is not a natural desire.

Even granting this, a further objection can be made. It would seem that, 
even when we consider the idea o f “seeing God,” we are still not obliged to 
desire it. We are certainly not obliged to choose it for our end. How then is 
the desire to see God a natural desire (opposed to free)? This objection can 
be made with regard to all the secondary objects of natural desire. Obvi 
ously, we cannot will not to be happy, or not to achieve our final end; but it 
does seem that we can will not to live, as the feet of suicide shows, or to 
remain ignorant of God, and to suffer illness, pain, and death for a higher 
cause, or to become a hermit and forgo family and society. Thus it would 
appear that these objects do not necessarily attract the will, at least not in the 
same way as happiness.

43 See ibid., ad 3.
44 See De malo, q. 6: “I say ‘from necessity’ with regard to the specification o f the act, for 

one cannot will the opposite. This is not true, however, with regard to the exercise of 
the act, because one could not will to consider happiness at a given moment.”
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W hy then does St. Thomas include these objects as things which nat 
urally move the will? If someone can will suicide, in what sense is his will 
naturally moved by a consideration of the goodness o f life? Likewise, if 
someone can will to remain ignorant of God, in what sense is his will nat 
urally moved to desire to know the fundamental causes of things, up to 
the point of naturally desiring to know the essence of the first cause?

One way out o f this dilemma is to deny that “natural” is equivalent to 
“strictly necessary.” Thus only happiness would be desired out of strict 
necessity, and the secondary objects would not.45 A better way to explain 
this, however, is to admit that while the secondary objects of natural desire 
necessarily attract the will, they do not necessitate choice. We cannot help 
but be attracted by them when we consider them (prior to any delibera 
tion), but we do not have to choose them after deliberation.

Rejection o f the secondary objects of natural desire is always chosen 
per accident, in relation to some other good. Being, life, knowledge, health, 
and so forth, always move the will naturally, whenever they are considered 
directly in themselves, per se, in the abstract. They are no longer necessar 
ily willed, however, when they are considered not in themselves, but in 
relation to a further end.46 Life, for example, is always desirable in itself, 
but suicide can be chosen as a means for the ending of misery or disgrace. 
Likewise, the tortures o f martyrdom, although naturally apprehended as 
evil, can be desired to give witness to the faith.47

It follows that the secondary objects of natural desire can only be rejected 
after a deliberation, whereas they are naturally desired before deliberation. 
This means that before deliberation they are only naturally desired in an 
incomplete or conditional way, still leaving room for free choice, which may 
ratify or repudiate them.

45 This is the response given by Cajetan in his commentary on S7T-II, q. 10, a. 1, 
n. 4 (Leonine ed., 6:84). Many Thomists after Cajetan follow this line of thought 
in interpreting the natural desire to see God. The Salmanticenses, among others, 
interpret it as necessary ut in pluribus, in Cursus theologian, tract. 2, disp. 1, 
dubium 5, n. 84 (1:118a). See M.-B. Borde, “Le d&ir naturel de voir Dieu chez 
ies Salmanticenses,” R T 101 (2001): 281.
See SuppL, q. 98, a. 3: "Non-being can be considered in two ways. First, in itself. 
In this way it cannot be desirable in any way. . . . Secondly, it can be considered 
insofar as it is capable of removing pain or the misery of life.. . . And in this way 
the damned can prefer not to be according to their deliberated reason.” St. 
Thomas specifies that non-being can only be willed by deliberated willing, 
whereas being is naturally willed.

47 For a discussion of the various solutions proposed by Thomists to this problem of the 
apparent non-necessitation of the will toward life, knowledge, etc., see R. Sullivan, 
“Natural Necessitation of the Human Will,” The Thomist 14 (1951): 351-99, 
490-528, esp. 380-99.
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This would also apply to the natural desire to see God. To choose the 
vision of God as our final end would require deliberation, faith, and the aid 
of grace. Nevertheless, the mere consideration of it would seem to necessarily 
attract the will to desire it in a conditional way: if such a thing is possible.

Further insight into this question can be gained from an analysis of 
Christs natural desire in the garden o f Gethsemane.

Natural Desire Can Be Conditional:
Christ's Prayer in Gethsemane
St. Thomas poses an interesting question: Did Christ’s human will ever 
desire anything not in conformity with the divine will?48 In order to 
respond, he distinguishes natural desire and deliberated willing: voluntas 
ut natura and voluntas u t ratio. The answer is a surprising yes and no.

We might have expected him to deny that Christ ever had any move 
ments of His human will contrary to the divine will (attributing all con 
trary movements to the passions of the sense appetite). Instead, he affirms 
that with regard to natural desire, Christ actually did will things not in 
conformity with the divine will. However, this was never a deliberated and 
unconditional act of the will, but rather a conditional desire or wish. With 
regard to deliberated willing, Christ never willed anything not in con 
formity with the will o f God.

St. Thomas’s conclusion here, o f course, comes straight from the 
Gospel. The distinction of wills in Christ can be seen most clearly in His 
prayer in agony in the garden o f Gethsemane: “Not my will, but your will 
be done.” In this brief and mysterious phrase we can distinguish three ele 
ments: a natural human desire, the divine will, and a deliberate choice of 
His human will to follow the divine will contrary to the natural desire. 
What He calls “my will” refers to the natural human desire by which, like 
any man, He naturally desired to flee immense suffering.

However, although overruled by His deliberated will, His natural desire 
was not eliminatedby it. This means that the two desires coexist at the same 
time. Indeed, we have all experienced something similar. How is this possi 
ble? St. Thomas’s answer is that the natural desire for the secondary objects o f 
natural willing (life, health, honor, etc.) is formed in a conditional and 
imperfect way, prior to deliberation. Thus it can be overruled by the deliber 
ated will, and yet coexist with it in conditional form.

It would be contradictory and impossible to desire two opposing things 
in a complete and unconditional way at the same time. However, it is not 
contradictory to will opposing things, one in a complete and unconditional 
way (leading to action), and the other conditionally: if possible. We do this

48 STIII, q. 18, a. 5: and III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1.



all the time. Thus Christ could will to suffer the Passion, and yet also not to 
suffer it, as long as only one o f these was a complete and deliberated act of 
willing, while the other would remain conditional and inefficacious.49

Happiness is always desired with an unconditional or absolute desire, 
for this is the principle o f everything else that we will. It would be 
absolutely absurd to will happiness conditionally! O n what could it be 
conditioned? However, this is not true of the secondary objects of natural 
desire, for although they are naturally seen to be essentially related to hap 
piness, they do not constitute the final end as such, but are sail ordered to 
happiness as the final end. Thus, even though they are naturally desired, 
they can be renounced for the sake o f the final end. This means that they 
are not immediately willed in an absolute or unconditional way. To will them 
absolutely one must will them for the sake o f the final end, as the result of 
a deliberation (consequent will). When they are naturally willed, however, 
we are considering them in themselves, prior to deliberation (antecedent 
will),50 and thus, except for the desire for happiness, natural desire is 
always implicitly conditional.51

A parallel text (5TIII, q. 21, a. 4) concerns the question o f whether the 
prayer of Christ was always answered. He responds that prayer expresses the 
movement o f the will, and a prayer is answered when that will is realized. 
Christ’s prayer was always answered with regard to what he willed in the 
absolute sense, following on a deliberated judgment. Only this kind of will-
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49 See III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1: “But since it makes a difference with regard 
to the goodness or evil of an object whether it be considered [abstractly] in itself 
or in its relation to die end, the natural will [voluntas ut natura], insofar as it 
moved to something without considering the order to the end, was not con 
formed to the divine will with regard to the object willed. Because in this way 
Christ willed not to suffer. God, however, willed Him to die. Death was some 
thing evil considered in itself, but good considered in relation to the end. This, 
however, as said above, is not to perfectly will something, but rather to will it con 
ditionally, for which reason it has been called a wish [velleitas] by the Masters.”

50 Capreolus (1380-1444) gives a good explanation of this distinction between 
antecedent and consequent willing: “Consequent and efficacious willing is prop 
erly that by which we will something, having considered all particular circum 
stances. Antecedent and inefficacious willing is that by which we will something, 
according to our first consideration of it, without having considered all the partic 
ular circumstances.” {Defensiones theologiae Divi Thomae Aquinatis, IV Sent., d. 
49, q. 3, a. 3, §2, vol. 7 [Turin, 1908], 181a). Consequent and efficacious willing 
is often referred to by St. Thomas as perfect and complete willing, as opposed to 
imperfectznd incomplete. See ST1, q. 13, a. 5, ad 1.

51 III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1: “It is thus clear that natural will[voluntas ut natura] 
only imperfectly and conditionally wills things, unless it is directed to them for the 
sake of the end. But in those things which are ordered to the end, the deliberated 
will [voluntas ut ratio] has the final and completed judgment.”
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ing is willing in the full or absolute sense. The conditional willing of the 
voluntas u t natura, on the other hand, is a willing secundum quid: the will 
moves toward it as desirable, provided there is no obstacle. This imperfect 
or conditional natural desire is often called a wish (velleitas)?2

Another interesting example o f a conditional natural desire is men 
tioned by St. Paul in 2 Cor 5:4: “For we also, who are in this tabernacle, 
do groan, being burdened: because we would not be unclothed, but 
clothed over, that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.” We all 
desire not to die and be stripped of our earthly tabernacle, but rather to be 
clothed directly with the condition of glory. Nevertheless, we know that 
we shall all suffer death. St. Thomas observes that this is a natural desire 
caused directly by the condition of our nature, according to which the 
soul is naturally united to the body. However, since it is understood to be 
impossible, it is more properly a wish or velleitas,52 53

What does all this have to do with the natural desire to see God? The 
key point is that St. Thomas shows that natural desires, which are elicited 
acts of the will, are nevertheless at least implicitly conditional or imper 
fect, except in the single case of the desire for happiness itself.54 This 
means that the natural desire to see God can be conditional, without ceas 
ing to be a truly natural desire.

Summary
As has no doubt become apparent, the variety of terms used with regard to 
conditional natural desires can be bewildering. They can be referred to as 
imperfect, incomplete, inefficacious, simple, or antecedent willing, or vol 
untas u t natura,, and are said to be a wish (velleitas) when considered 
impossible to realize. Unconditional acts of the will, on the contrary, are 
referred to as absolute, perfect, completed, efficacious, or consequent acts 
of willing, or voluntas ut ratio.

52 Other texts which speak of velleitas with regard to voluntas ut natura include III 
Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 3. qla. 4, ad 1, concerning the prayer of Christ: “ velleitatem 
rationis ut naturam”; and III Sent., d. 31, q. 2, a. 3, qla. 2, ad 3, according to which 
the blessed in heaven will a greater good for themselves than for others according to 
an antecedent will, also referred to as a wish (velleitas), which, however, does not 
impede perfect beatitude, because by a consequent will they desire a greater good 
for others who are better than themselves. It is interesting to note that lack of ful 
filment of a natural desire that is a wish does not cause sorrow or suffering.

53 In I I  Cor. 5:1-5, lect. 1-2 (#159-61); and SuppL, q. 78, a. 1, ad 2.
54 Certain authors fail to grasp that the secondary objects o f natural willing can be 

willed conditionally, and therefore they consider every conditional desire to be an 
act of deliberated rather than natural willing. This is the case of J. Laporta, “Les 
notions d’app^tit naturel et de puissance ob6dientie!le,” ETL 5 (1928): 269n9.
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Much confusion has come about by failing to recognize three impor 
tant points about natural desire. First, elicited acts of the will are not 
always free, but rather are spontaneous and natural when no deliberation 
is necessary to grasp the goodness o f an object. Secondly, innate appetite is 
limited to what is proportionate to the nature of the faculty, and is inca 
pable o f growth or self-transcendence, whereas elicited natural desire, 
based on knowledge, can aspire to disproportionate objects, transcending 
the limits o f human nature. This is clearly the case of the desire not to die 
but to be clothed over with immortality (see 2 Cor 5:4), and the natural 
desire to see God. Third, elicited natural desires can be conditional; and 
this is doubly true when what we naturally desire transcends the limits of 
all natural power!



Can We See God's Essence?

ST. T H O M A S  introduces the natural desire to see God in order to 
respond to two very closely related questions: (1) whether it is possible 
for Gods essence to be known by the rational creature, and (2) whether 
perfect beatitude for men and angels consists in the vision of the divine 

essence. He is concerned to defend the possibility of the beatific vision 
against those who hold our final beatitude to be something lesser (such as a 
vision of special manifestations of God).

The absolute unknowability of God is a thesis dear to Neoplatonic 
thought, because o f its strong emphasis on the divine transcendence. This 
tendency can be seen in Christian theologians strongly influenced by Neo 
platonism, such as Pseudo-Dionysius, whose thought was brought to the 
Latin West in the ninth century by John Scorns Eriugena. According to the 
latter, God is not seen in His essence by the blessed, who receive only a cer 
tain “theophany.”1 A still more radical denial o f the knowability of God is 
found among the Arab philosophers, Avicenna and Averroes. Therefore, 
the defense of the possibility of the knowledge o f Gods essence as our final 
end was necessary both on the philosophical and the theological plane.

From the point of view of theology, the difficulty of the question 
comes from the fact that Scripture seems to affirm two opposite truths. On 
the one hand, God “dwells in unapproachable light, whom no man has

1 See John Scotus Eriugena, De divisione naturae 1.8 (PL 122, 448b~c): “We there 
fore shall not see God Himself through Himself, for neither do the angels see 
Him, for this is impossible for any creature. Indeed, as the Aposde says [1 Tim 
6:16] ‘He . . .  dwells in inapproachable light.’ However, we shall contemplate cer 
tain theophanies made by Him in us.”
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ever seen or can see” (1 Tim 6:l6).2 On the other hand, it is promised to 
us that “when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he 
is” (1 Jn 3:2), and “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God” 
(Mt 5:8). The difficulty lies in reconciling God’s infinite transcendence 
with the promise o f the Gospel that we shall see God. In general, the Latin 
tradition, following St. Augustine, tended to emphasize the vision of God 
as our end, whereas the Greek patristic tradition stressed Gods infinite 
transcendence and ultimate “invisibility.”

In the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, due to increased knowl 
edge of the Greek tradition, some theologians in the Latin West began to 
doubt the possibility of the vision o f Gods essence. In the 1230’s we find 
Dominican theologians in Paris3 asserting that we shall not see God’s 
essence in heaven, but only the manifestation o f His attributes. These 
speculations were cut short in 1241 by William of Auvergne, bishop of 
Paris, who condemned the thesis that “neither man nor angel is able to see 
the divine essence in itself.”4 5

St. Thomas's First Defense of the  Possibility 
of the  Beatific Vision
This controversy will receive its classical solution with the mature St. 
Thomas’s argument based on the natural desire to see God. However, when 
he first enters the debate in the 1250’s, in his commentary on the Sentences 
and in De veritate? he develops a more traditional Augustinian argument, 
sketched out already in the preceding century by Hugh of St. Victor.6

2 See alsojn 1:18.
3 Hugh of St. Cher and Guerric of St. Quentin, Dominican masters in Paris before 

St. Albert.
4 See J.-R Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 2, Spiritual Master (Washington, DC: 

Catholic Univ. of America Press, 2003), 27-31; J.-P. Torrell, Recherches thomasi- 
ennes: £tudes revues et augmenties (Paris: J. Vrin, 2000), 177-97; D. Bradley, 
Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good: Reason and Human Happiness in Aquinas’s 
Moral Science (Washington, DC: Catholic Univ. of America Press, 1997), 424-25;
H. -F. Dondaine, O.P., “L’objet et le ‘medium’ de la vision b&tifique chez les 
th^ologiens du XHIe sifecle,” Recherches de thiologie ancienne et midiivale 19 
(1952): 60-99.

5 This argument is found in three texts from this period dealing with the possibility 
of the beatific vision: IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1; De veritate, q. 8, a. 1; and Quodli- 
betX, q. 8, a. un. (17) (Leonine ed., 25/T.147). For a further discussion of these 
texts, see D. Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good, 432-35. The Neopla 
tonic argument also appears together with the argument from natural desire in ST
I, q. 12, a. 1, and De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10.

6 Commentariorum in Hierarchiam coelestem S. Dionysii Areopagtae, bk. 2 (PL 175, 
955b-c) (in which he seems to be targeting John Scotus Eriugena): “Let



In De veritate, q. 8, a. 1, Sc. Thomas poses the problem by saying that 
“some have erred, considering the distance between the created intellect 
and the divine essence, saying that God cannot be seen in His essence by 
any created intellect. However, this position cannot be maintained, for it is 
heretical.” To combat this heresy, he uses the authority o f Scripture and a 
theological argument based on a Neoplatonic principle: “The final perfec 
tion of each thing is achieved when it is joined to its principle o f origin.”

This argument is based on a premise o f faith: the rational soul has 
been created immediately by God. Therefore, it will not attain its ultimate 
perfection until it returns to its source in the same way, without the medi 
ation o f any creature.

St. Thomas first states that the beatitude o f a rational or intellectual 
creature must lie in its most perfect operation, which is the operation of 
the intellect. Now, the nobility o f an intellectual operation comes from the 
nobility o f the object that is known. Therefore, if man could never be ele 
vated to a vision of the divine essence, then the essence of the highest cre 
ated object that the mind could know would be that which directly 
beatifies the intellectual creature. Thus if one knew God only through the 
medium of some created manifestation of His glory (a theophany), or the 
manifestation o f an angelic being, then God would not be directly beatify 
ing the soul, but only indirectly—through the medium of the created 
manifestation o f His glory. However, this goes against the principle that 
the ultimate perfection o f each thing lies in an immediate union with its 
principle o f origin. Since God is the immediate principle of the creation of 
the rational soul, it is fitting that He also be the immediately beatifying 
principle for the rational creature. This can only be the case if the rational 
creature can be elevated to the immediate vision o f the divine essence.7

An evaluation o f this argument would require a good deal of discus 
sion. I hold that this argument is one o f fittingness. It is fitting that since

St.  T h o m a s ' s  Texts on  the N a t u r a l  D e s i r e  t o  Se e  G o d

them take away their fancies with which they try to cloud the light of our minds, 
and let them stop putting a fence between us and our God with these images of 
their invention. For since nothing can satisfy us except God Himself, neither can 
we come to rest outside of Him. . . . Thus we do not put anything between our 
God and us, but we make an immediate path, from us to Him and from Him to 
us. . . . It cannot be something other than Him in which we are beatified, just as 
it cannot be anything outside of Him by which we were created.”

7 See De veritate-, q. 8, a. 1, and S7T, q. 12, a. 1, which restates the same argument: 
“For as the ultimate beatitude of man consists in the use of his highest function, 
which is the operation of his intellect, if we suppose that the created intellect 
could never see God, it would either never attain to beatitude, or its beatitude 
would consist in something else beside God, which is opposed to faith. For the ulti 
mate perfection of the rational creature is to be found in that which is the princi 
ple of its being; since a thing is perfect so far as it attains to its principle.”
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God immediately creates the soul from nothing, its final beatitude should 
also lie in an immediate contemplation o f God. It is fitting that the final 
end o f a creature consist in a perfect return to its principle, and with the 
same immediacy. Likewise, it is fitting that the spiritual creature be capable 
of a perfect beatitude consisting in its perfect return to its source. Neverthe 
less, although beautiful and highly persuasive, the argument does not seem 
to be strictly demonstrative, for though it would be less fitting, it does not 
seem that it would imply any contradiction for God to destine the rational 
creature to an imperfect return to its source, such that its final end would lie 
in contemplation o f God through creatures. This would constitute an 
imperfect beatitude, but yet proportionate to a finite creature such as man.

It is interesting that a Neoplatonic principle is used to refute an error 
common to Neoplatonic currents o f thought. The best way to refute an 
adversary is by using the force of their own principles against them. Nev 
ertheless, this argument would not be efficacious at all against philoso 
phers such as Avicenna and Neoplatonists in general, who held that the 
human soul was created not directly by God, but by some lower separated 
substance or demiurge, in the contemplation of which our beatitude 
would lie. Hence another argument is necessary to refute these philoso 
phers, based on reason alone.

Chronology of the  Texts of St. Thomas 
on the  Natural Desire to  See God
St. Thomas’s great contribution to this debate consists in supplying a com 
pletely different and original philosophical argument to arrive at the same 
conclusion, based on the existence o f a natural desire in the rational creature 
to know the essence of God. This second argument, first used in the Summa 
contra Gentiles,8 is complementary to the Neoplatonic argument, because it

8 I am assuming here that the commentary on Mt 5:8 (#434), in which the argument 
also appears, should be dated to St. Thomas’s second Parisian sojourn, 1269-1270, 
as maintained by J.-P. Torrell, SaintThomas Aquinas, vol. 1, The Person and His Work 
(Washington, DC: Catholic Univ. of America Press, 2005), 339. The notion that 
there is a natural desire to see God already appears in an objection in II Sent., d. 23, 
q. 2, a. 1, obj. 4: “Whoever does not have that which he desires, is afflicted. But in 
the first state [of Adam and Eve] there was no affliction, since the penalty could not 
precede the sin. Therefore, since man naturally desired the vision o f the divine essence, it 
seems that he saw God by essence.” In the response, St. Thomas denies that Adam 
was afflicted in paradise because he could not yet see God, even though he 
supremely desired it. For he knew that it was not due to him, not yet being the time 
for his complete beatification. The natural desire to see God is also implicitly present 
in his early text on limbo from the same work: II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2. These 
texts are interesting in showing that the Augustinian theme of a natural desire to see 
God was in St. Thomas’s mind from his earliest works, although as yet undeveloped.



shows more dearly, through reason alone, why perfect beatitude can only lie 
in the beatific vision. It points to a natural desire—the desire for under 
standing—that can only be perfecdy fulfilled through the vision o f God.

This time the argumentation is drawn from other principles which are 
more stricdy Aristotelian, inspired by the opening words of Aristotle’s Meta 
physics: “All men naturally desire to know.” This second, more “Aristotelian” 
argument seems to have been preferred by St. Thomas himself, for he uses it 
rather than the earlier “Neoplatonic” argument in four of the six texts treat 
ing this subject from the Summa contra Gentiles onward. The major excep 
tion is in S T  I, q. 12, a. 1, in which both arguments are presented.

Altogether there are eight works in which St. Thomas uses the argu 
ment from natural desire to address the closely related questions of whether 
it is possible for the rational creature to be raised to the vision o f God, and 
whether perfect beatitude can only be obtained in the vision o f God. Fol 
lowing the dating given by Jean-Pierre Torrell, they can be placed in the 
following chronological order:

1. 1260-1264. ScG III, chs. 25, 50-51, 57. Chapter 25 shows that the 
final end or beatitude of every rational creature must lie in the contem 
plation o f God, although the modality of this contemplation is not yet 
specified. Thirteen arguments are adduced, the last three o f which rea 
son from the natural desire to know the first cause.

Chapter 50 completes the argument begun in chapter 25 by show 
ing that “the natural knowledge of God possessed by separated sub 
stances (angels) does not yet bring their natural desire to rest,” which 
can only be completely satisfied in the vision o f God’s essence. This is 
demonstrated by six closely related arguments, full o f Aristotelian prin 
ciples. The existence of a natural desire to see God is used to show that 
the “final beatitude” o f the angels must lie in the vision o f God.

Chapter 51 shows that the vision o f God must be possible for all 
rational creatures, because a natural desire cannot be in vain. This is 
based on the axiom, frequendy stated by Aristotle, that “nature does 
nothing in vain.”9 Ch. 57, n. 4, repeats the argument of ch. 51, n. 1,

9 The principle is found in many places in the works of Aristode. See On the Heav 
ens 1.4.271a30: “We call a shoe useless or in vain if it cannot be worn; but God 
and nature do nothing in vain”; On the Heavens 2.8.290a30; 2.11.291al3; Onthe 
Parts o f Animals 3.1.661b24; 1.1.64lbl2; 1.5.645a23i 2.13.658a9; On the Gener 
ation o f Animals 2.5.741b2: “In all those animals in which the female and the male 
are distinct, it is impossible that the female by herself alone can generate perfectly. 
Otherwise the male would be superfluous, and nature does nothing in vain”; De 
anima 3.9.432b21; 3.12.434a30: “Animals must have sensation, since nature does 
nothing in vain.” See also Politics 1.2.1253a8-10. For further information, see H. 
van der Meulen, Adagium Appetitus naturalis non potest esse jrustra in doctrina S. 
Thomae, excerpta ex diss. ad lauream in Theol., PUG (Rome, 1953), 31-42.

St. T h o m a s 's  Tex ts  on  th e  N a tu r a l  D e s i re  to  See  G o d  e g j j t



THE N A T U R A L  DESIRE TO SEE GOD

in order to emphasize that the difference of natural intellectual 
capacity between men and angels is no obstacle to our capacity to be 
raised to the vision o f God.

2. 1265-1267. Comp. theoL I, ch. 104, which uses the argument from 
natural desire to show that the “final end of the intellectual creature is 
to see God by essence.” This text synthesizes in one chapter what was 
expounded in much greater detail in ScG III, chs. 38-51, showing 
that natural desire cannot hilly rest in the knowledge o f God which 
our intellect can attain by its own power, but only in the vision of 
Gods essence.

3. 1266-1268. S T  I, q. 12, a. 1, which responds to the question 
“whether the created intellect can see God by essence.” Here St. 
Thomas gives both the Neoplatonic argument as well as the argument 
from natural desire (in very condensed form), in order to show the 
possibility of the vision of God.10 Because of the concentrated nature 
o f the presentation, certain steps have been left out which were 
included in the Summa contra Gentiles. To show that the denial of the 
possibility of the vision o f God is “against reason,” he notes the pres 
ence in man o f a natural desire to know the cause, whenever effects are 
observed. Now this natural desire to know initiates a dynamic process 
in the intellectual life, by which we seek for ever more fundamental 
causes that underlie the effects that we see in the world, until we arrive 
at the first cause itself. However, an imperfect and shadowy knowledge 
of the first cause, knowing merely its existence and some attributes, 
such as can be acquired from contemplation of creation, is insufficient 
to completely satisfy our natural desire to know, which will continue 
to push us on until we arrive at the essence of the first cause itself. If it 
is intrinsically impossible to arrive at this vision of the essence of the 
first cause, this “desire o f our nature”11 will be in vain and incapable of 
fulfillment. But from an Aristotelian perspective, it is unfitting that a 
natural desire should be intrinsically incapable of fulfillment because 
of the limitation of the nature itself which has given rise to that desire. 
This permits St. Thomas to draw a conclusion that immeasurably

10 The argument from natural desire is presented as follows: “Furthermore, the same 
opinion is also against reason. For there resides in every man a natural desire to 
know the cause, whenever he sees an effect. From this source wonder arises in 
men. But if the intellect of the rational creature could not attain to the first cause 
of things, this desire of nature would remain in vain. Hence it must simply be 
conceded that the blessed see the essence of God.”

11 De Lubac notes that St. Thomas uses a relatively unusual expression at the end of 
this article: desiderium naturae. See Mystery, 58 [75]; Surnaturel, 433-34. This 
“desire of nature” here simply refers to the natural desire to know.
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transcends the horizons of the Philosopher: “It must simply be con 
ceded that the blessed see the essence o f God.”

4. 1265-1268(?). In I  Cor. 13:12,12 which is parallel to the other two 
Biblical commentaries below. The argument from natural desire is 
very briefly presented in passing.

5. 1269-1270. In Matth. 5:8,13 which responds to the objection posed 
by some theologians that no creature can see the essence of God, but 
only a “certain refulgence of his luminosity [claritas].” St. Thomas 
responds, in addition to the authority o f Scripture, with the argu 
ment from natural desire. At first sight this text seems to support the 
position that St. Thomas is seeking not only to show the possibility 
of the beatific vision, but the fact that we are actually ordained to it. 
This is because the argument is not entirely from natural reason, but 
presupposes that God has ordained us to perfect beatitude. For this 
reason, St. Thomas does not make use o f the axiom that a natural 
desire cannot be in vain. Instead, the argument relies on the idea that 
a rational creature cannot obtain perfect beatitude without the vision 
of God because otherwise a natural desire will remain unsatisfied.

6. 1270—1272. In loan. 1:18,14 which responds to the same objection. 
This text also presupposes that God intends to give us perfect beatitude

12 #803: “The natural desire of man, which is to attain to the first cause of all things, 
and to know it in its essence, would be in vain.”

13 #434: “Some have held that God will never be seen in His essence, but only in 
some refulgence o f His glory. However, the Gloss reproves this. . . . First, because 
it is contrary to the authority of Sacred Scripture. . . .  Secondly, this is contrary to 
reason. The beatitude of man is his final good, in which his desire is satisfied. 
However, man has a natural desire by which he desires to know the cause of 
observed effects. On this account the wonder of philosophers was the origin of 
philosophy, since seeing effects, they wondered and sought their cause. This desire 
is not satisfied until it arrives at the first cause which is God, and thus to the 
divine essence itself. Therefore He will be seen in His essence.”

^  #212: “There have been some who said that the divine essence will never by seen 
by any created intellect, neither by the angels nor by the blessed. But this state 
ment is shown to be false and heretical in three ways. First, because it is contrary 
to the authority of divine Scripture: ‘We shall see him as he is.’ . . . And thirdly, 
because it is impossible for anyone to attain perfect happiness except in the vision 
of the divine essence. This is because the natural desire of the intellect is to under 
stand and know the causes of all the effects that it knows; but this desire cannot 
be fulfilled unless it understands and knows the first universal cause of all things, 
which is a cause that is not composed of cause and effect, as secondary causes are. 
Therefore, to take away the possibility of the vision of the divine essence by man 
is to take away happiness itself Therefore, in order for the created intellect to be 
happy, it is necessary that the divine essence be seen.”
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in which every natural desire comes to rest, which would be impossi- 
bie outside o f the beatific vision.

7. 1270-1271. S T  I-II, q. 3, a. 8, which addresses the question 
“whether the beatitude o f man consists in the vision o f the divine 
essence.” St. Thomas responds by showing how the natural desire to 
know does not come to rest until God is known in His essence. 
Therefore, perfect beatitude must consist in the vision o f God. This 
article most perfecdy synthesizes all his other treatment of the ques 
tion. Here three of the arguments used in icG  III, ch. 50, to show the 
existence o f a natural desire to see God are brought together and fused 
into one.

8. 1271-1272. De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10,15 which presents the argu 
ment very briefly in the context of showing the necessity of the 
infused virtues.

W ith regard to the evolution o f St. Thomas’s thought in this matter, it can 
be seen that the argument first appears already in fully developed form in 
ScGTII, chs. 50-51. From this time onwards it is repeated in various con 
texts but without any substantial change.

St. Thomas's Texts on the  Natural Desire to  See God 
Speak of an Elicited Natural Desire
Applying St. Thomass doctrine on natural desire (as seen in chapter 2) to 
the texts on the natural desire to see God, we can pose the question: What 
kind o f natural desire are we dealing with? It is not hard to see that all of 
St. Thomas’s texts on this subject show the existence o f a naturally elicited 
desire o f the will following upon knowledge. Here follows a brief analysis 
of the natural desire to see God, focusing on the Summa contra Gentiles, 
where the argument first appears and receives its fullest treatmenr.

15 “The perfect happiness of man is received immediately from God, and rests in 
Him. This is clear from the fact that mans natural desire cannot rest in anything 
else except in God alone. For there is an innate desire in man by which he is moved 
to seek the causes of things caused. Nor does this desire come to rest unless it attain 
to the first cause, which is God.” It is interesting that St. Thomas uses the word 
innatum to describe how it is natural for man to be moved to desire to know the 
cause of effects. As is generally the case in St. Thomas, innatum is a synonym for 
“natural.” What is natural here is for man to be “moved by a desire.” In other 
words, it is natural for man to “elicit” a desire to know the cause, once he knows 
the effect. The tendency to form this desire is always present, but the actual move 
ment of desire is occasioned by consideration of the effects of the first cause.



In ScG III, ch. 25, St. Thomas sets out to show that the end o f every intel 
lectual creature is to know God. This article does not yet specify the modal 
ity by which God must be known, but simply that knowledge of God in 
some form  must comprise mans final end and beatitude. Many arguments 
are given for this; three are based on the natural desire to know causes, and 
form a prelude to what will be completed in chapter 50, in which St. 
Thomas deals direcdy with the natural desire to know God’s essence.

ScG III, ch. 25, n. 11
In the eleventh argument o f chapter 25, St. Thomas starts with the principle 
that all men have a natural desire to know the causes of perceived effects, 
which arouses wonder, the motivating force of philosophy. However, when 
the cause o f one phenomenon is found, the mind still wishes to know the 
causes of that cause, and so forth, until the first cause is arrived at. "Only 
when we know the first cause do we consider ourselves to know perfectly.”1̂  

Here the natural desire to know the causes o f effects is presented as a 
naturally elicited desire, spontaneously aroused by the things that are per 
ceived. Each new effect or cause arouses this desire, which cannot be satis 
fied until the very first cause is known. Thus the question about the first 
cause is implicidy contained in every search for causes as the final goal of 
the search, in which alone our intellectual thirst will come to rest. This 
entitles St. Thomas to conclude that “man naturally desires to know the 
first cause as his final end.”

This does not mean, however, that every man always takes efficacious 
measures to learn the truth about God, or actually chooses knowledge of 
the first cause as the realization of happiness, according to his deliberated 
will, or that every man actually considers the desirability o f knowledge of 
the first cause. Because o f this, some interpreters think that St. Thomas is 
not speaking o f an elicited desire at all, but of an innate desire independ 
ent of knowledge and incapable o f being experienced.* 17 However, such an
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ScG IU, ch. 25 , nn. 11-13

Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.3.983a25, quoted here by St. Thomas in ScG III, ch. 25, 
n. 11 (#2065).

17 See S. Dockx, “Du ddsir naturel de voir 1’essence divine selon saint Thomas 
d’Aquin,” Archives de philosophic 27 (1964): 51. This author makes an erroneous 
supposition that all elicited acts o f the will are acts o f “deliberated willing,” and 
hence are not natural desires in the proper sense. However, as seen above, St. 
Thomas divides elicited acts of the will into deliberated and natural. Dockx’s rea 
soning is valid for the position o f Scotus but not for that o f St. Thomas. A similar 
position is maintained by Turiel in “Insuficiencia de la potencia obediencial,” 
Divinitas 35 (1991): 21: “It is a desire that is present even in the atheist, which 
would not be true of an elicited desire . . .  as the majority of Thomists have
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interpretation goes against the plain sense of the text, for St. Thomas is 
speaking of a desire aroused specifically by knowledge of effects whose 
cause is not yet known.

St. Thomas explains this in his commentary on the beginning o f Aris 
totle’s Metaphysics,* 18 Man naturally desires wisdom (knowledge of the first 
causes) as an end in itself. The fact that many do not devote themselves to 
the acquisition of knowledge does not mean that they do not actually desire 
it, for men can desire an end which they do not actively pursue, because of 
its difficulty or because of other occupations and concerns. A natural desire 
can be present which remains inefficacious or conditional because it is 
regarded as impossible in ones concrete circumstances. Experience shows 
that this is very frequently the case with regard to the desire for wisdom, 
which generally remains more of a wish than an efficacious desire. Yet even 
though in most people the natural desire for wisdom (metaphysics) remains 
only a conditional desire, it is still considered by St. Thomas to be a natu 
ral desire which “cannot be in vain.”

“Natural” does not have to mean that something is always present in 
act in every member o f a species. It is sufficient if it is actually present in 
those who reach their normal development. The natural desire to know 
the first cause requires greater experience and maturity than the desire for 
happiness or for knowledge of causes in general. However, there is no rea 
son why this desire cannot be formed, if only in a vague or confused way, 
in those who come to the age of reason.19

St. Thomas understands the term “natural” here in terms o f the 
modality by which the act comes into existence.20 An elicited natural 
desire is one whose movement is determined by nature. The observation 
of effects spontaneously triggers the desire to know their cause, and this 
leads to the desire to know the cause o f that cause, and so forth, until the 
very first cause is reached.

thought. That which is unknown or denied cannot be desired with an elicited 
desire.” In response to Turiel, I maintain that even the agnostic or atheist can have 
a conditional natural desire to perfectly know the first cause(s) of things, even if 
he does not think it possible.

18 In I  Meta., lect. 1, n. 4.
19 See 57T-II, q. 94, a. 2, in which St. Thomas speaks of the desire to know the 

truth about God as a natural inclination giving rise to precepts of the natural law. 
See also S T l—ll, q. 89, a. 6, ad 3, in which Sr. Thomas considers the rime in 
which a child comes to the age of reason as the proper time for him to convert 
himself to God as his proper end. One who can convert himself to God can also 
form the desire to know who He is.

20 See s r i - l l ,  q. 10, a. 2.



The twelfth argument of this same chapter is very similar. The principle 
on which it is based is practically identical: “Man naturally desires to 
know the cause of any effect that is known.” Here, however, the effect that 
is considered is universal being. Anyone who considers universal being as 
such will desire to know its cause. But only God is the cause o f universal 
being. Therefore the desire to know God will be naturally aroused by a 
consideration o f being, taken as a whole and considered as a global effect 
needing explanation. This entitles St. Thomas to consider the desire to 
know God as a natural desire. However, man has not reached his final end 
until every natural desire has been brought to rest. Therefore, mans final 
end must lie in knowledge o f God.

It is clear that St. Thomas is viewing the desire to know as an elicited 
desire caused by specific knowledge of an effect: universal being. Now it 
may be that many people never consider universal being as an effect that 
requires an explanation, and thus they will never form the desire to know 
its cause. Nevertheless, St. Thomas still treats the formation of this desire 
as natural, since the desire is naturally or necessarily formed once universal 
being is considered.

ScG III, ch. 25, n. 13

The thirteenth argument in the same chapter is based on what could be 
called a general principle o f progressive acceleration: the closer to its end a 
creature is, the greater its velocity to that end. This applies also to the nat 
ural desire to know, for it is clear that the more one knows about causes 
and principles, the greater is ones desire to know still more.21 On the basis 
of this progressive intensification o f the desire to know, St. Thomas infers 
that it must have a definite end, for nothing increases its velocity ad  
infinitum . Given that there is an end, it can be nothing other than the 
knowledge o f God, the supreme intelligible being.

Since St. Thomas is speaking of a desire that increases in intensity, he 
must be speaking of an elicited desire of the will, for innate natural 
appetite that is independent o f cognition is always uniform and has no 
intrinsic principle by which it can undergo any change or intensification. 
The growth o f a desire is only possible on the basis o f greater knowledge.

This principle also applies on the supernatural plane. The more the 
saints grow in knowledge o f the love and glory of God, the greater the 
intensity o f their yearning for union with the Beloved.
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ScG III, ch. 25, n. 12

21 The same principle is used in SrCJIII, ch. 50, n. 7 (#2281).
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The Natural Desire to Know the Essence o f God 
according to  S cG  III, chs. 50-51
In chapter 50, the arguments given in chapter 25 are pushed farther to 
show that the natural desire to know cannot come to rest outside the vision 
of God. Although St. Thomas is primarily speaking of angels (whom he 
refers to as “separated substances,” since as pure spirits they are separated 
from matter) and o f their intuitive rather than discursive way o f knowing, 
the conclusion is valid for men as well.

ScG III, ch. 50, n. 2
The first argument22 is based on the principle that imperfect knowledge 
arouses a desire for perfect knowledge. The imperfection o f the natural 
knowledge of God possessed by the angels leads them to desire to see the 
divine substance. This principle is enunciated by St. Thomas in a charac 
teristically broad way: “All that is imperfect in any species desires to attain 
the perfection of that species.” However, this principle must be under 
stood analogically: each creature will desire its perfection according to its 
own mode of being. Creatures without knowledge “desire” their perfection 
according to an innate natural inclination. In the rational creature, the 
desire for the perfection of knowledge which is only imperfectly possessed 
is an elicited act of the will. St. Thomas gives the example o f an opinion, 
which naturally arouses the desire for a more perfect and certain form of 
knowledge. The desire for more perfect knowledge is obviously a con 
scious and elicited desire of the will, and the same would be true of the 
desire of the angels to know the essence o f God.

ScG III, ch. 50, n. 3
The second argument further develops that o f ch. 25, n. 11. As in the ear 
lier text, St. Thomas starts with the evident principle that knowledge of 
effects incites the desire to know their cause, which is the origin of philos 
ophy. In ch. 25, n. 11, this principle was used to show that there is a nat 
ural desire to know the first cause of all effects that are known. Here, 
however, St. Thomas shows that it is not enough to have some knowledge 
of the first cause, if its essence is not yet known, for the natural desire to

22 #2276: “All that is imperfect in any species, desires to attain the perfection of that 
species. Thus anyone who has an opinion about a matter, which is an imperfect 
knowledge of it, is thereby aroused to desire scientific knowledge of it. Now the 
aforementioned knowledge which separate substances have of God, without 
knowing His substance, is an imperfect kind of knowledge. For we do not think 
that we know a thing if we do not know its substance. Therefore, the chief point 
in knowing a thing is to know what it is. Therefore, this [natural] knowledge 
which the separated substances have about God does not satisfy their natural 
desire, but on the contrary spurs them on to the vision of the divine substance.”



know the cause cannot come perfectly to rest until the cause is known in 
its essence.23 It is dear again that we are dealing with an elicited desire 
incited by some prior knowledge of the effects o f a first cause. Without 
prior knowledge of some effects this desire would never arise.

ScG III, ch. 50, n. 4
In the third argument, St. Thomas observes that knowledge of the fact of 
the existence of something {an est) naturally leads to the question o f what 
it is {quid est). The knowledge o f the existence of God arouses the desire 
for the knowledge of what or who God is.24

Here again it is evident that the natural desire to know God is pre 
sented as a desire that follows upon knowledge, since the argument presup 
poses knowledge of the existence of God. First we have to know whether 
God exists, before we go on to ask what or who God is. Hence the desire to 
see God which results from this must necessarily be an elicited desire of the 
will. Likewise, it is a conscious desire in the same way that the knowledge 
of the existence of God cannot fail to be a conscious act o f knowing.

ScG III, ch. 50, n. 5
The fourth argument is based on the principle that “the desire o f the intel 
lect cannot be brought to rest by anything finite.” As soon as some partic 
ular object is understood, the mind seeks to move on to grasp something 
larger or deeper. However, every created substance is finite, and thus the 
mind will always strive by a natural desire to know something higher still, 
until it rests in the infinite altitude o f the divine substance. Once again the 
desire to know the substance of God is portrayed as a consequence of the 
inherent dynamism contained in the natural desire to know, and as an 
elicited desire following on considerable prior knowledge.

St. T h o m a s 's  Tex ts  on  th e  N a tu r a l  D e s ire  to  See  G o d

23 #2277: “The knowledge of effects is an incitement to know their cause. Indeed, 
men began to philosophize because they sought the causes of things. Therefore the 
desire to know naturally implanted in all intellectual substances does not rest unless, 
after knowing die substance of effects, they also come to know the substance of 
their cause. Consequently, since separate substances knpw that God is the cause of 
all the things whose substances they see, their natural desire does not rest in them, 
unless they also see the very substance of God.” The reasoning here is basically the 
same as that which appears later in ST1—II, q. 3, a. 8.

24 #2278: “Now we observe that those who know that a thing exists in a certain way 
[quia est\ , naturally seek to know why it is so [propter quod]. Therefore those who 
know that a thing exists [an est], naturally seek to know what it is [quid est]\ and 
this is to know its essence. Therefore the natural desire to know is not satisfied by 
the knowledge of God whereby we know merely that He exists.”



THE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GODeg#*

The phrase “desire of the intellect” or “desire of the mind”2̂  should not 
be construed here as a desire of the intellect alone considered as a separate 
potency.2** St. Thomas notes that the terms intellects and menpJ are fre- 
quendy used to stand for the rational soul as a whole, or for the angel as a 
whole.25 26 27 28 It is common in normal speech to speak of the mind desiring to 
know something, by the figure of speech which takes the part for the whole. 
What we really mean to say is that the person desires to know, with and 
through his mind. The will and the intellect cooperate very closely together 
and our way of speaking reflects this, by speaking of a desire of the mind.

The desire for particular objects seen to be good belongs not to the 
intellect but to the special appetitive potency o f the will or sensitive 
appetite.29 A desire to know a particular knowable object comes only after 
some prior knowledge, in which the mind grasps that something is hidden 
from it, which then attracts the w ill to desire knowledge of it.30 The desire

25 These expressions also occur in ScG  III, ch. 51, n. 1 (#2284); ch. 57, n. 4 
(#2334), and In loan. 1:18, lect. 11 (#212).

26 This expression is interpreted by some authors to refer to the natural appetite of 
the faculty of the intellect, and not to an elicited act of the will. See Enrico di S. 
Teresa, “II desiderio naturale della visione di Dio,” Ephemerides CarmeUticae 1 
(1947): 98; J. Mitchell, “Nature and Supernature,” Downside Review 70 (1952): 28: 
“It is not possible to hold that St Thomas means ‘will’ when he writes so constandy 
mens, intellects, and this is the opinion of a long line of thinkers”; Q. Turiel, “El 
deseo natural de ver a Dios,” in A tti dell'V III Congresso tomistico intemazionale, 
256; L. Elders, “La nature et 1’ordre surnaturel selon saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Nova 
et Vetera 70 (1995): 21: “Thomas speaks of a desire of the intellect.”

27 See S7T-II, q. 111, a. 2, in which St. Thomas speaks of the influence of grace on 
our will and intellect, which he refers to simply as mens.

2!* See S7T, q. 79, a. 1, ad T, ibid., ad 3; I, q. 76, a. 1; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 1; 
De veritate, q. 22, a. 10, ad 2.

29 Many texts of St. Thomas speak of the natural desire to know as a desire of the will, 
such as S n - I I ,  q. 10, a. 1; De veritate, q. 22, a. 5; De malo, q. 6; I Sent., d. 48, q. 1, 
a. 4. In ScG  III, ch. 26, n. 21 (#2092), St. Thomas notes that the will desires to 
know in the first place precisely because there has been a previous knowing, by 
which the intellect understands that understanding in itself is a good: “The will 
would never desire understanding if the intellect did not first apprehend understand 
ing to be a good.” See also S7TI-II, q. 166, a. 2, in which the virtue of studiositas is 
presented as moderating the natural desire to know. However, no moral virtue could 
moderate the innate appetite of the intellect. Therefore, it follows that studiositas 
moderates the natural desire to know as it is present in the will as an elicited act. See 
P. Lumbreras, “Nuevo deseo de ver a Dios,” Revista defilosofia 8 (1949): 203-4, in 
which he speaks of “the numerous texts in which the Angelic Doctor attributes the 
desire to know to the man and to the will rather than to the intellect.”

30 See A. Finifi, “Natural Desire,” Dominican Studies 2 (1949): 3: “The desire for 
knowledge of God is not the same as the natural desire of the mind, for it sup 
poses some acquired knowledge, at least that of the existence of God, the First 
Cause. It is not then a desire of the mind, but of the will. As already pointed out,
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of the intellect itself to know, properly speaking, is for truth in general.31 32 
At most it can be said that the presence o f habits in the intellect incline it 
to know certain objects. Thus the natural habit o f first principles inclines 
the intellect to know those principles in act, and the conclusions that can 
be drawn from them.

Likewise, acquired or infused intellectual habits will incline it to the 
knowledge o f objects proportioned to those habits. In this way the natural 
appetite of the intellect will always be for an object proportionate to its 
intellectual habits. However, the vision o f God is not an object propor 
tionate to the created intellect without the habit o f lumen gloriae, by 
which the creature becomes deiformisP  Thus it can be said that the intel 
lect with the light o f glory tends to the vision of God. Without grace or 
glory, however, the intellect as such does not tend toward the vision of 
God, because o f the tremendous disproportionality o f the beatific vision 
to the created intellect. It follows that the natural desire for the vision of 
God presented here by St. Thomas can only be understood as a desire of 
the will for the perfection o f the intellect, for the will can naturally desire 
a disproportionate object, albeit conditionally, as long as it is naturally 
grasped to be good.

ScG III, ch. 50, n. 6
The fifth argument is based on the fact that the natural desire to know 
implies an equally natural desire to avoid and repel ignorance. The angels 
know that God exists, and that He is above them and above everything 
that can be known by them. Knowing Him to be unknown, they naturally 
desire to overcome that ignorance through knowledge of God in His 
essence. Again, the desire in question is an elicited desire based on previ 
ous knowledge o f one’s own ignorance.33

natural desire is always anterior to any act of cognition, and desire following acts 
of intellectual cognition is an act o f the will.” When Finili says that “natural desire 
is always anterior to any act of cognition,” this should be understood as referring 
to innate natural appetite.

31 See Cajetan’s commentary on I, q. 19, a. 1, n. 6 (Leonine ed., 4:232), in which 
Cajetan notes that the desire to know can be understood in two quite different 
ways: either (a) as the natural desire of the intellect to know in general, or (b) as 
the desire of the will following on cognition, in which die knowledge of a partic 
ular knowable, such as the vision of God, is presented as a good.

32 See ST1, q. 12, a. 5.
33 The sixth argument (n. 7, #2281) repeats the principle gjven in ch. 25, n. 13 

(#2067), according to which the movement o f a creature toward his end increases 
in velocity, the closer he is to that end. Thus the more angels and men know of 
God, the more they still desire to know, until they attain to His hidden essence.
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ScG III, ch. 50, nn. 8-9
After having established that all separated substances (angels) have a natural 
desire to see the essence o f God, St. Thomas draws his conclusion: the “final 
happiness” o f the angels or o f any rational creature cannot lie in that knowl 
edge of God by which they know Him through creatures. Their natural 
desire to know cannot be completely satisfied until it comes fully to rest in a 
beatific knowledge o f the essence of God. When St. Thomas says that the 
“final happiness” of the angels cannot lie in their natural knowledge of God, 
he is referring to a perfecthappiness in which r*//natural desire comes to rest.

In the final paragraph of ch. 50, St. Thomas’s sober style gives way to 
high eloquence. He notes that the rational creatures natural desire to know 
carries with it such a nobility, that it alone leads the desires of men and 
angels so high as to form a desire to know the essence of the first cause, a 
desire that can only be satisfied in the vision of God, face to face.34 35 Only the 
natural desire to know is capable of leading the intellectual creature to tran 
scend the limits of its nature and desire something that happens to be intrin 
sically supernatural, beyond the reach of any nature that could be created.

ScG III, ch. 51, n. 1
After having shown that the angels’ natural desire to know cannot come 
completely to rest in anything less than the vision of God, St. Thomas 
concludes in ch. 51, n. 1, that that vision must also be possible for them, 
on the grounds that a natural desire cannot be in vain, and that “all minds 
naturally desire the vision o f God.” The same conclusion is reiterated in 
ch. 57, n. 4, extending it to all intellectual creatures: "It was proved above 
that every intellect naturally desires to see the divine essence. Natural 
desire, however, cannot be incapable of fulfillment. Therefore any created 
intellect can arrive at the vision o f the divine essence, the inferiority o f its 
nature being no obstacle.”33

34 #2283: “No desire leads so high as the desire to understand the truth. For all our 
other desires, whether of delight or anything else that is desired by man, can come 
to rest in other things. However, the afore-mentioned desire does not come to rest 
until it reaches God, the supreme foundation and maker of ail things. For this rea 
son Wisdom aptly says: “I dwelt in high places, and my throne was in a pillar of 
cloud” (Sir 24:4). And in Prov 9:3 it is said that ‘She has sent out her maids to call 
from the highest places in the town.’ Let them therefore be ashamed who seek the 
beatitude of man, so highly situated, in base things.”

35 Once again, the term intellectus is taken to stand for the intellectual creature. See 
the parallel formulation in ScG III, ch. 62, n. 5 (#2368): “Now it is clear from 
what has been said that every intellectual substance tends to that vision with a 
natural desire.”
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C o m p , th e o l .  I, ch. 104
A more synthetic and condensed presentation of the same argument is given 
in Comp, theol I, ch. 104. St. Thomas begins here by distinguishing the nat 
ural power o f the human intellect from its obediential potency to receive a 
perfection that goes beyond the power o f its connatural active forces, which 
are limited to what the agent intellect can abstract from sensible images. 
However, the knowledge acquired through the natural power of our intellect 
does not satisfy our natural desire to know, because the mind still naturally 
desires to know many things which go beyond what can be learned on the 
basis of sense experience. Therefore, in order to know those things which 
exceed the natural limit of our knowing, it is necessary that a higher agent 
bring the intellect into act. This must be possible, for a natural desire cannot 
be in vain.

St. Thomas proceeds to specify in what way this elevation of our intel 
lectual power must take place. This higher agent could either be an angel 
or God, and it could illuminate the mind in a manner akin to the natural 
knowledge of angels, or in a way that transcends even their way o f know 
ing. For example, one could suppose that a separated soul could receive 
infused species like those of the angels, which would be a way of knowing 
higher than what is connatural to us.36 However, St. Thomas goes on to 
show that this still would be insufficient to bring our natural desire to 
know completely to rest: “For such is our desire to know, that knowing the 
effect, we desire to know the cause, and if we know any circumstances o f a 
thing, our natural desire does not come to rest until we know its essence. 
Therefore, our natural desire to know will not come to rest until we know 
the first cause, not just any way, but in its essence.”

St. Thomas concludes that the final end o f an intellectual creature 
must be to know the essence of God. He is evidently assuming a doctrine 
of faith— that an absolutely perfect happiness has been destined to us by 
God.37 Given this premise, it stricdy follows that the only way in which 
perfect happiness can be achieved is in die vision of God. Therefore, it can 
be inferred from this premise of faith that the beatific vision must be the 
final end of intellectual creatures.

Preliminary Conclusions on the  Basis of the  Texts
Considering St. Thomas’s texts on the natural desire to see God together with 
those on natural desire in general, we can establish the following conclusions.

36 St. Thomas thinks that this would be realized in the case of limbo, in which the 
separated soul would be granted an angelic type of knowledge, proper to its sepa 
rated state. See II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, and De malo, q. 5, a. 3.

37 See ScG III,, ch. 153, n. 3 (#3251); STI-II, q. 3, a. 2, ad 4.
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1. Ail the texts o f St. Thomas concerning the natural desire to see God 
derive this desire from the dynamism of our natural desire to know. 
The general desire to know leads us to form the concrete desire to 
know the essence o f the first cause.

2. The natural desire to see God is a naturally elicited desire o f the will, 
which spontaneously seeks the perfection o f the intellect.38

3. The natural desire to see God is based on the self-evident principle 
that it is good for man to know the ultimate causes of things, and 
their essences. Once we grasp the existence of God, we naturally, 
without any deliberation, desire to know His essence.

4. The natural desire to see God is said to be “natural” in that by con 
sidering the existence and mystery of God, one spontaneously and 
necessarily wonders what and who God is. In technical language, it is 
necessary with regard to the specification of the act, although not 
with regard to exercise.39 40

5. Although St. Thomas does not specify whether the natural desire to 
see God is a conditional or unconditional act, it is fairly easy to see 
that it will be a conditional movement o f the will in persons without 
the theological virtues of faith and hope/*0 This is in perfect harmony 
with St. Thomas’s general doctrine on natural desire with regard to 
what I have referred to as its “secondary objects” (for knowledge, life, 
etc.), examined in chapter 2 above.

Problems Left Unresolved
The major difficulty in the interpretation of the natural desire to see God 
according to St. Thomas does not lie in the difficulty o f the arguments 
that are used to show its existence, which are fairly straightforward. The 
real problem—which has made this subject a matter of intense theological 
controversy for centuries— lies rather in harmonizing St. Thomas’s reason 
ing and conclusions with other fundamental aspects of his doctrine. In 
particular, there are at least five areas of apparent contradiction.

1. St. Thomas frequently asserts that the vision of God is an end too great 
for our will to desire, except through grace, since it exceeds all natural 
power of realization. Furthermore, as will be seen below, St. Thomas 
apparendy holds this to be a revealed truth, which he supports by cit-

i

38 See S T l-ll, q. 10, a. 1.
39 See STI-II, q. 10, a. 2.
40 As will be seen in chapter 11 below, this is the interpretation of Bdnez and Suarez.
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ing 1 Cor 2:9 and Is 64:4.41 He generally makes this assertion in the 
context of the defense of the necessity o f grace and the theological 
virtues, for these are necessary for us to properly desire our supernatu 
ral end, and to have a sufficient natural inclination and ordination to 
it. In what sense then is the natural desire to see God a natural desire?

2. St. Thomas frequently states that our supernatural end is above the 
power o f natural reason to know. However, St. Thomas’s argument 
from the natural desire to see God seems to provide a strict demon 
stration o f our supernatural end.1*2

3. How can there be a natural desire—which cannot be in vain— for an 
object that exceeds what is due to nature? St. Thomas frequently and 
clearly asserts that our supernatural end is above what is due to 
nature,43 and clearly distinguishes it from our connatural end. How 
ever, it seems that a natural desire to see God would imply that the 
vision o f God is properly our “natural” end, and that anything lower 
would be insufficient.

4. Furthermore, St. Thomas frequently asserts that we naturally desire 
happiness in general, but do not naturally desire the particular object 
in which our true beatitude lies.44 How then can there be a natural 
desire specifically to see God?

5. Finally, St. Thomas does not address the question o f the relationship 
of the natural desire to see God with the theological virtue of hope. 
How do they differ?

St. Thomas himself does not explicidy acknowledge these difficulties nor 
indicate how they are to be resolved. They are left to emerge over the course 
of centuries in the debate over the natural desire to see God. The ability to 
resolve them will be the test of a valid interpretation.

41 See STI-II, q. 5, a. 5, sed contraj I-II, q. 62, a. 3; I—II, q. 114, a. 2; De malo, q. 
5, a. 3; In loan. 17:23, lect. 5 (#2250); In Eph. 2:7 (#90); De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; 
I Sent, prol.; II Sent, d. 27, q. 1, a. 4; II Sent, d. 29, q. 1, a. 1; III Sent., d. 23, q. 
1, a. 4, qla. 3.

42 See, for example, the interpretation of de Lubac, Surnaturel, Note D, 467-71.
43 See, for example, De veritate, q. 14, a. 10, ad 2.
44 See De veritate, q. 22, a. 7; IV Sent, d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 3; 57*1-11, q. 5, a. 8; 

I-II, q. 10, a. 1, ad 3. For the response to this problem, see the contribution of 
Sylvester of Ferrara on p. 188 below.





AL T H O U G H  in no way intending to give an interpretation of 
St. Thomas’s ideas on the subject, Bl. Duns Scotus forged a rival 
understanding of the natural desire to see God which must be 
kept clearly in mind by anyone attempting to unravel the debate concern 

ing St. Thomas’s own intentions. Scotus s understanding o f natural desire 
has generated its own school of thought, continuing up to the present. 
Generally Thomists have seen themselves in strong contrast to the Scotist 
conception o f natural desire, but there have been some who identify, to 
varying degrees, the view of St. Thomas with that o f Scotus in this matter, 
such as Domingo de Soto, Toledo, Jansenius,1 Laporta,2 and Henri de 
Lubac,3 4 among others.

The peculiarity of Scotus’s position is that, in opposition to St. Thomas, 
he denies that any elicited act of the will can be truly natural. Therefore, for 
him the natural desire to see God can only be an innate inclination.

BI. Duns Scotus treats the natural desire to see God at the beginning 
and end of his major work: Ordinatio I, prol.;^ and Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 
10. The latter text, which explains his understanding o f natural desire, will 
be examined first.

1 See Jansenius, De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 15 {Augustinus 2:750).
2 “Les notions d’app&it naturel et de puissance obddiencielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 257.
3 See SumatureU 434.
4 Pars 1, q. un. Citations from Ordinatio I-IV  are taken from Opera omnia: Editio 

minor, vol. 3, ed. G. Lauriola (Alberobello: Editrice Alberobello, 2001), unless 
otherwise indicated. Paragraph numbers put in brackets refer to this edition. 
Where available, translations are from A. Wolter, Duns Scotus on the W ill and 
Morality (Washington, DC: Catholic Univ. of America Press, 1986).
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Natural Appetite of the  Will 
Is Only an Innate Inclination
In his commentary on IV Sent., d. 49, q. 10, Scotus seeks to determine 
how our natural desire for beatitude should be understood. He begins by 
defining the natural appetite o f the will as its innate inclination to its 
proper perfection, while ruling out any naturally elicited act:^

What, then, is it? I say that it is simply the inclination the will has 
towards its own perfection, just as in the case of other things that 
lack a free appetite. In book I of the Physics, the Philosopher refers to 
this appetite when he says that matter desires form as the imperfect 
desires its perfection.5 6

Maintaining that “natural will” cannot be an elicited act seems to have 
been an innovation on the part of Scotus. Prior to this time, Peter Lom 
bard,7 Alexander of Hales, St. Bonaventure, St. Albert the Great, and St. 
Thomas,8 among others, had spoken of natural willing above all as an 
elicited act following on natural knowledge o f the good.

Scotus gives three arguments to justify this new position.

1. The first is based on a parallelism with the natural appetite of the 
intellect, and o f all “other things that lack a free appetite,” such as the 
appetite of rocks for the center or of matter for form. Since the natu-

5 Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 2 (Codex A 281va) (Wolter, 182-85): “There is a 
twofold appetite or “will”: one, namely, that is natural, another that is free. For the 
will can be considered as a certain kind of nature insofar as it has an inclination 
and natural appetite for its own perfection, just as any other nature does. The first 
thing to consider about the will, then, has to do with its natural volition as a cer 
tain kind of nature; and then, secondly we have to consider the will insofar as it is 
a free appetite with a volition that is free. As for the initial article, we must first 
consider just what a natural appetite is. And I say it is not an elicited act, because 
the natural appetite of the will is related to the will as the natural appetite of the 
intellect is related to intellection. If this is not an elicited act of the intellect, then 
neither is the natural appetite in the will an elicited act.”

6 Ibid. See also Ordinatio III, d. 17, q. un., n. 3 (Wolter, 180-82): “But what about 
natural and free will? Are these two powers? I say that a natural appetite in any 
thing is just a general name for a thing’s natural inclination towards its proper per 
fection. A stone is naturally inclined to the center of the earth, for example. . . .  I 
say then that the same thing holds for the will, because the natural will is really 
not will at all, nor is natural volition true volition, for the term ‘natural’ effectively 
cancels or negates the sense of both will’ and ‘volition.’ Nothing remains but the 
relationship a power has to its proper perfection.”

7 See p. 17n26 above.
8 See STl,  q. 82, a. I; I—II, q. 10, aa. 1—2; III, q. 18, aa. 3—6; De veritate, q. 25, a. 

1; De malo, q. 6; I Sent., d. 48, q. 1, a. 4; II Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 1; etc.
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ral appetite o f the intellect or the rock does not constitute an elicited 
act, but only an innate and static tendency, Scotus reasons that the 
same should be true of the natural appetite of the will.

In response to this argument, it should be pointed out that this 
proves only that the will has an innate inclination for its proper per 
fection, analogous to other potencies. It does not prove that it has no 
elicited natural desire in addition to its innate inclination. For St. 
Thomas, as we have seen, natural appetite with regard to the will can 
be understood in two ways: (1) as a natural inclination to the good in 
general and to our proportionate perfection (innate appetite), and 
(2) as a naturally elicited act, referred to generally as “natural desire.” 

Here we can apply to Scotus a criticism leveled by de Lubac 
against Cajetan (as we shall see below): he is treating spiritual faculties 
in exacdy the same way as lower faculties.9 One should not expect the 
natural appetite o f the will to be exactly the same as natural appetite 
in non-appetitive powers and lower creatures. “Natural appetite” is an 
analogous term, and applies to each thing according to its proper 
mode of being, which differs, for example, in a rock and in the will.

The nature of the will, unlike the intellect, is precisely to elicit 
acts o f desire, and so it is reasonable to think that the natural appetite 
or desire of the will would consist in certain elicited acts that proceed 
naturally, just as the intellect naturally grasps first principles. As we 
have seen, in 57*1-11, q. 10, a. 1, St. Thomas points out that our spir 
itual faculties have certain fundamental acts that are natural, which 
provide the basis for our other acts. The intellect naturally grasps first 
principles, on the basis of which it can reason so as to learn things not 
naturally known (analogous to the free choice of the will). Likewise, 
the will naturally desires certain things such as happiness (with an 
elicited act), on the basis o f which it freely desires other things 
through the deliberation o f reason.

In other words, both the intellect and the will have natural acts, on 
the basis of which the intellect reasons and the will chooses. The natural 
desire of the will is based on natural knowledge of ends in the intellect, 
and the free desires of the will are based on reasoning about means. Sco- 
tuss analogy of the will and the intellect misses this fundamental point.

2. Scotuss second argument is based on the assumption that a natural 
desire must always be in act; Since we do not consciously experience 
any appetite to be always in act, he concludes that natural will is not 
an elicited act at all.10 For Scotus, an appetite that comes into act

9 Mystery, 140 [182].
10 Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 2 (Wolter, 184—85): “Also, the natural appetite of 

the will is always present in the will; if it were an elicited act, then, there would be
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only when we consider its object, is not natural, but free, since its 
exercise depends on our free will.

Scorns comes to this conclusion because he has foiled to under 
stand the distinction posed by St. Thomas between a necessity with 
regard to specification and with regard to exercise.n  A movement of 
the will does not have to be always in act in order to be considered nat 
ural. It simply has to proceed in a natural way, that is, determined to 
one, whenever a given object of desire presents itself. Therefore, if some 
object is presented by the intellect which is naturally apprehended to 
be good (beatitude, knowledge, life, and being), it will naturally move 
the will to desire it.

3. Scotus’s third argument is based on the common experience that nat 
ural and deliberated will can come into conflict.12 For example, there 
is a natural desire to flee from death. However, the martyrs elect to 
die rather than follow that natural appetite. Is there a contradiction 
here between two opposing acts of the will? Scotus thinks that it 
would be contradictory and impossible for this to occur if they were 
both elicited acts of the will. His solution is to deny that the natural 
desire to flee death is an elicited act.

St. Thomas, as seen above, resolves the difficulty by distinguish 
ing two ways that something can be willed with an elicited act: natu 
rally and through deliberation.13 Natural and deliberated willing can 
coexist in opposition to one another without contradiction, as long 
as the natural willing is only conditional. For example, St. Thomas 
shows how Christ in Gethsemane willed to avoid death by a natural

some elicited act that is perpetually in the will; but the will has no such perpetual 
acc, for then we should have experienced it in ourselves. For it is incongruous that 
there should be some perpetual operation going on in us that we are ignorant 
of—as the Philosopher argues in regard to the incongruity of habits [of which we 
are unaware].”

11 See Capreolus, Defensiones theologiae D ivi Thomae Aquinatis, IV Sent., d. 49, q. 3, 
a. 3, ad 5 (7:177): “[Scotus] was deceived there, not understanding the distinction 
of St. Thomas, that the will necessarily desires beatitude in general with regard to 
the determination of the act, but not with regard to exercise.” This distinction is 
explained in S7T-II, q. 10, a. 2.

12 Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 2 (Woker, 184-85): “Furthermore, if  it were an 
elicited act in the will, then there would be two opposing acts in the will at the 
same time, because the free will can will the opposite of what the natural appetite 
desires. Consider St. Paul, who cried out by reason of his natural appetite: ‘We do 
not wish to be stripped naked but rather to have the heavenly dwelling envelop us’ 
[2 Cor. 5:4], and yet, according to his free appetite he longed to be freed from this 
life and to be with Christ [Philippians 1:23]. Hence the natural appetite is no 
more an elicited act of the will than is the natural appetite in a stone.”

13 See ST1-II, q. 13, a. 5, ad 1; III, q. 21, a. 4.
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and conditional will (if it were possible), and He willed to accept the 
Passion by a deliberated and efficacious act of the will.14 Scotus 
seems not to realize that natural willing can be incomplete and con 
ditional, thus capable o f being overruled by deliberation without 
ceasing to exist.

It seems clear that St. Thomas’s position accords with experience 
far better than Scotuss, for the martyr (and indeed every man) surely 
has to struggle with a conflict o f desires, both o f which are conscious 
and elicited— the natural desire for life and well-being, and the delib 
erated desire for fidelity to the will o f God.

Natural Appetite for the  Beatific Vision
After determining that the natural desire o f the will is only an innate incli 
nation, Scotus then poses the question as to its object. What is the innate 
inclination o f the will directed to? We might expect him, following St. 
Thomas, to say that it is directed to happiness in general, and to the natural 
perfection o f our faculties in general. O n the contrary, Scotus concludes that 
the natural appetite o f the will necessarily and perpetually desires the con 
crete object in which true beatitude actually consists: the vision of God!15

14 See STIII, q. 18, a. 5; III, q. 21, a. 4; III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2. qla. 1.
15 OrdinatioJV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 3 (Wolter, 184-87): “If  it is the natural rather than the 

free appetite that is referred to, then the reply to the question is clear, for the will nec 
essarily or perpetually seeks happiness, and this in regard to a particular happiness.

“That it does so necessarily, is obvious, because a nature could not remain a 
nature without being inclined to its own perfection. Take away this indination 
and you destroy the nature. But this natural appetite is nothing other than an 
inclination of this sort to its proper perfection; therefore the will as nature neces 
sarily wills its perfection, which consists above all in happiness, and it desires such 
by its natural appetite.

“That it seeks this in the highest measure is proved, because the supreme indi 
nation of nature is towards its own perfection. For if nature desires its perfection, 
then it desires above all its supreme perfection. The Philosopher argues in this 
fashion in his preface to Bk. I of his Metaphysics. If  ‘all men desire by nature to 
know,’ then they desire above all that which is the supreme science [namely, meta 
physics]. But since the supreme perfection of the will is happiness, it follows that 
the will as nature wills this above all. . . .

“That it seeks happiness in particular in this fashion, is evident, because this 
appetite is directed towards a perfection in which the will is really perfected; but real 
perfection is not something general or universal, but something singular. Therefore, 
it desires happiness in particular.—Furthermore, this ‘seeking’ is not an act that fol 
lows upon knowledge, because then it would not be natural, but free. But the uni 
versal is only an object of the intellect or something consequent upon an action of 
the intellect; therefore, this appetite in the will refers to happiness in particular.”
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Scotus defends this on two grounds. First, he conceives the natural 
appetite o f the will as its tendency toward its maximum perfection: enjoy 
ment of the vision of God. Thus it follows that the natural appetite of the 
will must be directed to this particular object.

Secondly, Scotus reasons that a desire for happiness in general is always 
an elicited act of the will, because it presupposes knowledge of the universal 
good. However, since he has already shown that the natural appetite of the 
will cannot be comprised of elicited acts, it follows that the natural appetite 
of the will cannot be an inclination for beatitude, universally conceived. 
Such a desire, for Scotus, will always be free rather than natural. On the 
contrary, like natural appetite in inanimate creatures, it can only be an incli 
nation for the particular object in which the will finds its perfect satisfac 
tion: the beatific vision.16 Thus the natural appetite of every man, innate 
and unchanging from the moment o f his conception, will really be an incli 
nation direcdy for the supernatural happiness promised by faith, although 
man is not aware o f this unconscious tendency.17

TheThom istic response to this important thesis of Scotus is that the 
innate natural inclination o f the will is directed to the proportionate perite 
non of man’s faculties. As will be seen in chapter 6 below, this is how Caje- 
tan counters Scotus on this point. I hold that Cajetans position is correct, 
and has a solid foundation in texts and principles of St. Thomas, who 
teaches that the natural inclination of the will is directed to our connatural 
end and our proportionate perfection, but not to our supernatural end.18 
Thus the will has a natural inclination to virtue,19 to live according to rea 
son,20 and to have knowledge of God through the mirror of creation,21 
but not to see God.

The innovations o f Scotus with respect to St. Thomas in this particu 
lar matter can be summarized in two fundamental points:

16 See L. Berardini, La nozione del soprannaturale nell’antica Scuola Francescana (Rome, 
1934), 118; H. Lais, Die Gnadenlehre des hL Thomas in der “Summa contra Gentiles” 
undder Kommentar des Franziskus Sylvestris von Ferrara (Munich, 1951), 83.

17 See L. Berardini, La nozione del soprannaturale, 118: “In fact, Scotus conceives the 
natural appetite for supernatural perfection as independent of any intellectual 
knowledge. It is the blind stimulus of nature for its own perfection. Instead, St. 
Bonaventure and his disciples require some prior knowledge of beatitude, even if 
innate and confused, for the desire to see God.”

18 See ST1, q. 62, a. 2; I-II, q. 62, a. 1;.1-11, q. 62, a. 3; Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De 
veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; ibid., ad 2-3.

19 This persists even in the damned: see S7T-II, q. 85, a. 2, ad 3: II Sent., d. 39, q. 
3, a. 1, ad 5; Comp. theoL I, ch. 122.

20 See S7T-II, q. 94, a. 3.
21 See S n - I I ,  q. 94, a. 2.
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1. For Scotus, natural desire can never properly refer to an elicited act of 
willing but only to the wills innate inclination. Every elicited act of 
the will, even the desire for happiness in general, is considered to be 
free rather than natural.

2. Scotus holds that the natural inclination o f the will is neither for 
happiness in general, nor for our connatural end, but directly for the 
vision of God.

Scotus's Distinction of the  Natural 
and the  Supernatural

Scotus's Definition o f Natural Potency
Scotus treats the natural desire to see God at the opening of his major 
work: Ordinatio I, prol., pars 1, q. un. The discussion here centers on the 
notion o f “natural potency” rather than on “natural desire,” but for Scotus 
these two notions turn out to be practically identical. The question is asked 
whether any revealed doctrine is necessary to man in our current state. He 
responds in dialectical fashion by setting forth a controversy between two 
parties: the “philosophers” and the “theologians.” The “philosophers” con 
tend that natural knowledge is sufficient to know and direct our activity to 
our final end, whereas the “theologians” hold that Revelation is necessary 
for us to know our “supernatural” end.22 But should our final end, the 
beatific vision, be held, properly speaking, to be “natural” or “supernatu 
ral”? Although in a sense it can be said to be supernatural, Scotus holds 
that, properly speaking, it is “natural,” and we have a natural potency for it! 
The key to his position lies in a new definition o f the sense in which some 
thing is said to be natural or supernatural:

I therefore respond to the question first by distinguishing how some 
thing is said to be supernatural. A receptive potency can be consid 
ered either with regard to the act which it receives, or to the agent 
from which it is received. In the first way, the potency will either be 
natural, violent or neutral. It is natural if it naturally inclines to the 
act, violent if it goes against a natural inclination, and neutral if it 
neither inclines to this or to its opposite. In this comparison there is 
no supernaturality.23

22 See n. 3 [6]: “In this question it seems that there is controversy between the 
philosophers and the theologians. The philosophers hold the perfection of nature, 
and deny supernatural perfection. The theologians, on the other hand, know the 
defect of nature, the necessity of grace, and supernatural perfection.”

23 Ibid., n. 20 [75-763.
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In order to classify a potency as natural or supernatural, he makes a subtle 
distinction between the relationship of a potency to its act, and the rela 
tionship o f a potency to the agent or active power that induces that act. 
W ith regard simply to the relation o f a potency to its act, Scotus excludes 
the category o f supernatural. That relationship will be natural, violent, or 
neutral: natural, if the potency inclines toward it or is perfected by it; vio 
lent, if it is contrary to the potency’s natural inclination; or neutral, if the 
act neither perfects nor runs counter to the potency. For example, the 
potency of a rock to go down is natural, up is violent, and sideways would 
be neutral.

The distinction of natural and supernatural becomes applicable only 
with regard to the agent who brings the potency into act. If the agent induces 
the act in a natural way, the relation will be a natural one. It will be super 
natural, on the contrary, if the agent is God acting above natures course.24

In other words, the notion of supernatural, according to Scotus, is not 
directly applicable to acts, objects, or potencies, but only to agents and 
their mode of operation. It applies to a passive potency only in relation to 
an agent that is acting in a supernatural mode. Given this premise, it fol 
lows necessarily that if we abstract from the agent and consider only the 
relation of the potency to the act, the vision of God will be neither violent 
nor neutral, and therefore must be a natural act for mans intellect! 
According to Scotuss terminology, if an act perfects a potency in any way 
(whether it is a perfection that is proportionate to the nature or dispropor 
tionate), it is considered to be in a natural relationship to that potency and 
to be its natural perfection, and this is also true for the beatific vision.

There can be no perfections for Scotus that are supernatural in and o f 
themselves, but only with regard to agents who act supernaturally. For St. 
Thomas and the Thomistic tradition, on the contrary, a perfection is intrin 
sically supernatural if it is disproportionate to the creatures nature, being 
proportionate only to God. This position of Scotus, I hold, is a major defect 
in his treatment of the supernatural order. According to Scotus’s system, we 
would have to say that there is a natural potency in human nature for all the 
gifts of grace and glory, but they can only be supernaturally acquired. They 
would be natural in that they perfect us, although supernatural in that they 
come from a supernatural agent.

In this perspective, it makes no sense to distinguish a supernatural 
from a natural end, as St. Thomas does. A ll true ends are considered to be 
natural in Scotuss classification, even if they can only be realized “super 
naturally.” The same will be true for the potencies that correspond to these 
ends. That which is supernatural is neither the end nor the potency, but

24 Ibid. The same distinction is given by Scotus in Ordinatio IV, d. 10, q. 8, n. 9
[416]; IV, d. 43, q. 4, nn. 2 [214], 5 [223].
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only the agent who realizes the perfection, when it is beyond the reach of 
natural faculties.

In this life, our natural mode of knowing is through the agent intellect 
and the phantasm. Since we receive the beatific vision from an agent act 
ing above the mode of nature (God infusing the light of glory), for Scotus 
this end is supernatural with regard to the agent, or to the means o f real 
ization, although it is not considered to be supernatural in itself.25 26

Scotuss conclusion is that the beatific vision is not an intrinsically 
supernatural perfection of our intellect, for he regards no knowledge as 
supernatural in itself, but only with regard to its mode of realization. 
Therefore, the beatific vision is classified as the natural rather than the 
supernatural end of the created intellect, although attainable only by super 
natural means, and the intellect has a natural potency for the beatific vision, 
although it lacks a natural agency to bring it about. The same will be true of 
all other supernatural perfections, such as grace, the theological virtues, and 
the light of glory, since they all immeasurably perfect human nature and its 
faculties. Although these can be spoken of both as supernatural as well as 
natural, it seems that for Scotus the more proper way of speaking is to refer 
to the vision of God as our “natural” end because he thinks it is more funda 
mental or primary to consider a potency in terms of its inclination for that 
end, rather than in terms of a comparison with the agent.

For St. Thomas, on the other hand, the vision of God is properly said to 
be the “supernatural end” of men and angels, which is distinguished from 
our “connatural end,” as can be seen in many texts.2(̂  He never speaks o f the 
beatific vision as our “natural end.”27 It is “natural” in the proper sense only

25 Ordinatio I, prol., pars 1, q. un., n. 20 [81]: “In this regard I say, comparing the 
possible intellect to actual knowledge in itself, no knowledge is supernatural: 
because the possible intellect is naturally perfected by any type of knowledge and 
is naturally inclined to it. But speaking in the second way, that knowledge is said 
to be supernatural which is generated by an agent other than that which naturally 
moves the possible intellect to know. In this state, according to the Philosopher, 
the possible intellect is naturally moved to knowledge by the agent intellect and 
the phantasm. Therefore, only such knowledge which can be impressed by those 
agents is natural.”

26 St. Thomas uses the term “finis supematuralis' to refer to the beatific vision in 
twenty-one texts: S2T, q. 75, a. 7, ad 1; I, q. 94, a. 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 3, and ad 2-3; 
I—II, q. 65, a. 2; I-II, q. 68, a. 2; I-II, q. 91, a. 4, and ad 1; II—II, q. 10, a. 4, ad 2; 
ScGIII, ch. 149, n. 5 (#3221); De anima, q. un., a. 7, ad 10; De virtutibus, q. un., 
a. 10, and obj. 6; In Gal. 5:16 (#308); De veritate, q. 12, a. 3, ad 11; q. 14, a. 10, 
obj. 2-3, and ad 3; III Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 1, ad 3.

27 See G. Frdnaud, “Esprit et grace sanctifiante (notes d'histoire doctrinale sur les 
premiers th^ologiens de 1’ficole thomiste),” La pensie catholique 5 (1948): 42: “It 
appears today to be well established that St. Thomas never consented, in any of his 
works, to speak of the beatific vision with the term ‘natural end.’ ”
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for God, because only He has the connatural active power to realize it, and 
it is proportionate only to Him.28 On this point, St. Thomas’s terminology, 
rather than that of Scotus, has been assumed by Magisterial documents, 
which speak of the vision of God as our supernatural end.29

However, Scotus does not draw the consequences from this that one 
might expect. One must be careful not to read too much into this termino 
logical difference between Scotus and Thomas. Like Aquinas, Scotus does 
not mean that such ends are due in any way to the nature,30 or that their 
frustration would imply an essential suffering, or that another connatural 
end lying within the reach of the active powers of nature would be impossi 
ble for an intellectual nature, and so forth. In other words, the principles of 
Scotus would certainly not warrant the conclusion reached by de Lubac: “In

28 See S T  I, q. 12, a. 4: “To know self-subsistent being is connatural only to the 
divine intellect”; De veritate, q. 8, a. 3, ad 17: “Now, to see God in the first man 
ner [by essence] is natural only to God”; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2.

29 See Vatican I, dogmatic constitution Dei Filins, ch. 2 (DS 3005)*, DS 2851, 2854, 
against Frohschammer; and CCC 1722; “Such beatitude surpasses the under 
standing and powers of man. It comes from an entirely free gift o f God: whence it 
is called supernatural, as is the grace that disposes man to enter into the divine 
joy.” See also CCC  1727, 367, 1998.

30 See A. Wolter, “Duns Scotus on the Natural Desire for the Supernatural,” New  
Scholasticism 23 (1949): 315-16: “Since this ‘desire’ of nature is nothing more than 
an ontological relationship of perfectibility, it is said to be in vain only if its realiza 
tion involved an extrinsic impossibility, namely if no cause whatsoever existed— 
neither natural nor supernatural—that could import this perfection. Hence, his 
vehement opposition to the Aristotelian thesis that to every natural passive potency 
there is a corresponding natural active potency. Furthermore, the existence of this 
‘desire’ or appetite does not oblige God in any sense of the term to fulfill it on the 
score that He has created a nature and left it incomplete. Scotus brings this out 
very nicely in regard to the different degrees of grace and glory, for the same prob 
lem arises here as in the distinction between the natural and the supernatural. Not 
only does man possess a natural appetite for grace and glory in general, but he seeks 
the very highest degree possible, one that is actually given to the human soul of 
Christ alone. In consequence Scotus must maintain that no other created soul or 
angelic nature is fully satisfied. But does this imply frustration? Not at all. This 
‘inclination’ towards perfection is not the fruit of some intrinsic principle that 
demands fulfillment.. . .  From all this it is clear that we are using metaphorical lan 
guage in this connection. Translated into a more prosaic idiom, this natural desire 
for the highest glory means nothing more than that the will could be naturally per 
fected by such glory.’ Consequently, it is not required, Scotus assures us, that a nat 
ural appetite should have all the perfection of which it is ultimately capable.” See 
also P. Dumont, “Uapp^tit inn£ de la beatitude surnaturelle chez les auteurs scolas- 
tiques,” ETL  8 (1931): 215: “It would thus be a grave error to present the natural 
desire for the supernatural, such as it is proposed by Scotus, under the form of an 
innate tendency which demands satisfaction under pain of profound instability 
and malaise for the nature in which it is rooted.”
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my concrete nature . . .  the ‘desire to see God’ cannot be permanently frus 
trated without an essential suffering.”31 Such a conclusion could be drawn, 
however, if one accepts Scotus’s doctrine that the vision of God is our natu 
ral end, and at the same time interprets the notion of natural end not 
according to the Scotist conception, but according to the Tbomistic frame 
work of an essential finality, as de Lubac does. It should be noted that Sco 
tus’s position with regard to the limbo puerorum is essentially the same as 
that of St. Thomas, and he holds that the souls of the unbaptized who die 
before the age of reason will not suffer any interior sadness by being 
deprived o f the vision of God.32

According to Scotus’s classification, a “natural” end is not necessarily 
due to nature, for it may be disproportionate. For St. Thomas, on the con 
trary, a natural end is always both proportionate and due. Natural end and 
natural potency within the Scotist terminology are ambiguous terms that 
can denote quite different realities. Scotuss terminology here lacks the 
precision of St. Thomas. And this is not an inconsiderable defect.

According to Scotus, the Supernatural End 
o f Man Could Be Naturally Known
We have seen that in Ordinatio I, prol., Scotus expresses his views by means 
of a dialogue between the “theologians” and the “philosophers.” The “the 
ologians” argue that Revelation is necessary for us to know our supernatural 
end, because our natural acts and faculties are not proportioned to it and 
thus cannot inform us about it.33 Against this position, which is also that of 
St. Thomas in ST1, q. 1, a. 1, Scotus raises a very interesting objection that 
he puts in the mouth of the “philosophers.” He reasons that the existence of 
a natural potency and a natural desire in man for the beatific vision implies 
that if one perfectly knew man’s nature, the existence of this natural potency 
or desire for the beatific vision could also be naturally known. Knowing the 
existence of this natural potency and desire, one would know the intrinsic 
possibility o f the beatific vision to which the potency is ordered. Thus from 
natural knowledge of the creature, one could gain knowledge of the final 
end to which we are ordered by the grace of God. From this, the philoso 
phers seek to show that Revelation is not strictly necessary.

Scotus states this objection in two forms, first with regard to natural 
potency and then to natural desire.34 In schematic form, the first argument 
can be expressed as follows:

31 Mystery, 54 [70].
32 See Ordinatioll, d. 33, q. un., nn. 2—4 [7-13].
33 Ordinatio I, prol., pars 1, q. un., nn. 6-7  [17-19].
34 Ibid., n. 9 [28-29]: “It is said that the argument concludes that man can naturally 

know his natural end, and not his supernatural end. However, St. Augustine 
implies the contrary in De praedestinatione sanctorum-. ‘To be able to have faith, as



THE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GOD

1. Everything in mans nature can be known by natural reason.

2. We have a “natural potency” for faith and charity, which order us to 
the vision of God.

3. Therefore, the existence of our natural potency for faith and charity 
could be naturally known.

4. From this it can be naturally known that we can be ordered to the 
vision o f God.33

The second argument presupposes the general principle that the existence 
of a natural desire for an end indicates that one is ordered to that end.36 
However, man has a natural desire for the vision o f God. Therefore, if our 
natural desire for the vision of God can be naturally known, then it can be 
naturally known that we are ordered to that end.

Scotus concedes the principal point o f these objections o f the 
“philosophers,” since he posits the beatific vision as the natural end of 
man, according to his definitions presented above. Nevertheless, he makes 
a qualification. He denies that this can be known by natural reason alone 
in our current state of fallen nature.37 The reason for this is that in our cur 
rent state we can only know our nature through abstraction from sense 
experience, which, of course, is insufficient to know it as ordered to the

to be able to have charity, belongs to the nature of man. Nevertheless, to have 
faith, as to have charity, is a gift of grace of the faithful.’ Therefore, if the nature of 
man can be naturally known by man, then this potency—insofar as it belongs to 
human nature—will also be able to be naturally known. Therefore, it will be nat 
urally possible to know that this nature has the capacity to be ordered [ordinabil- 
itas] to the end to which faith and charity provide the disposition. Furthermore, 
man naturally desires this end which you say to be supernatural. Therefore, he is 
naturally ordered to that end. Thus from this ordering it is possible to infer this 
end, by means of knowledge of our nature as ordered to it."

35 This argument does not show the fact of our being ordered to the vision of God, 
but only our capacity to be ordered to it. However, the second objection based on 
natural desire seems to show that we are in fact ordered to the vision.

36 As will be seen below, St. Thomas does not consider this principle to be univer 
sally valid, since he asserts both that we have a natural desire to see God, but also 
that we are not “ordered” in virtue of our nature to the vision of God (see S7T-II, 
q. 62, aa. 1 and 3). Thus for St. Thomas, the natural desire to see God does not 
imply that we are naturally ordered to the vision. Only innate natural appetite or 
proportionate natural desire indicates that a being is ordered to the realization of 
such a natural appetite or desire. And this always implies the existence of natural 
active powers to realize that end.

37 However, Scotus thought that perhaps the possibility of the beatific vision could 
be proven by natural reason, if the imperfection of our fallen nature were 
removed. See Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 8, n. 4; and P. Bastable, Desire for God- Does 
Man Aspire Naturally to the Beatific Vision? (London, 1947), 94.
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vision of God or as possessing a special and specific potency to receive that 
vision.38 Therefore, our true beatitude consisting in the vision o f God can 
not be known by us in this state without Revelation. However, because 
there is a natural desire for it (i.e. an innate appetite), the vision of God for 
Scotus is fittingly described as our “natural end,” even though it can only 
be supernaturaily known and attained.39

For Scotus, this is not an inherent limitation of the human intellect 
without supernatural aid, but a limitation applying only to our current 
state, according to divine decree, by which our knowledge comes through 
abstraction from sense impressions.40 Therefore, it seems that for Scotus, in 
the hypothesis o f another state that is not fallen, man (and also the angels 
according to their natural knowledge)41 would be able to know intellectual 
nature direcdy as it is in itself, and not just through abstraction. In such a 
hypothesis, knowing the nature of man with angelic knowledge, one would 
be able to see that there is a natural potency in man for the beatific vision, 
grace, and the theological virtues, and that such perfections are possible.42

38 Ordinatio I, prol., pars 1, q. un., n. 11 [34-35]: “All [of the objections] take our 
nature or our intellectual power as if it were something naturally knowable. This 
is false, under the proper and special aspect according to which it is ordered to 
such an end, and according to which it is capable of consummate grace, and 
according to which it has God for its most perfect object. For neither our soul nor 
our nature is known by us in this state except according to some general notion 
which can be abstracted from sensible things.”

39 Ibid., n. 12 [39-40]: “To the second objection taken from Augustine I say that 
the potency to have charity . . .  belongs to the nature of man for a special reason, 
not common to other sensible things. Therefore, this potentiality is not naturally

. knowable by man in this state, just as man is not knowable under this aspect 
according to which he has this potency. . . .  I concede that God is the natural end 
of man, but that end is not capable of being naturally acquired, but only super 
naturaily. And this is demonstrated by the following argument concerning natural 
desire, which I concede.”

40 See J. Alfaro, Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural: Estudio histdrico desde Santo Tomds hasta 
Cayetano (1274-1534) (Burgos, 1952), 71.

41 See Ordinatio IV, d. 10, q. 8, nn. 7-9 [410-17].
42 Ordinatio IV, dist. 49, q. 8, n. 4 [410]: “However, it seems to me that if the 

imperfection .of this state with regard to our ability to know were taken away, it 
could be proven by natural reason that human nature is capable of true beati 
tude.” By the expression “capable of true beatitude,” Scotus is referring to the 
beatific vision. It should be noted, however, that Scotus thought that the sepa 
rated souls in limbo, even though they enjoy a more perfect natural knowledge 
than is possible for us here, would probably not have a knowledge of what our 
true beatitude “in particular” consists in, for he reasons that God would probably 
withhold it from them so that they would not suffer for its loss. See Ordinatio II, 
d. 33, q. un., n. 4 [13]. See P. Dumont, “L’app&it inn£ de la beatitude surna- 
turelle chez les auteurs scolastiques,” ETL 8 (1931): 224.



Demonstrative Value o f the Natural Desire to See God
Scotus and St. Thomas have quite different ideas regarding the demonstra 
tive value o f the natural desire to see God. As seen above, Scotus conceives 
the natural desire to see God as an innate, non-elicited appetite of the will 
for its own perfection, independent o f all knowledge. Therefore, it cannot 
be naturally known or experienced by man in this state. In principle, Sco 
tus holds that the natural desire to see God would prove the possibility of 
the vision of God, since it arises from the fact that the vision of God con 
stitutes the greatest perfection o f the will and intellect. However, since we 
cannot naturally know our innate natural desire to see God, it cannot offer 
any demonstration useful for apologetic purposes. For Scotus, we know 
that we have a natural desire to see God solely because Revelation tells us 
that the vision o f God is our true beatitude and ultimate perfection.43

Scotus states this doctrine explicidy with regard to a discussion of 
whether demonstrative philosophical arguments can be made for the 
immortality of the soul and the resurrection, in Ordinatio IV, d. 43, q. 2. 
One o f the arguments under consideration is based on the natural desire 
for perpetual life in the rational creature, which cannot be in vain.44 45 Sco 
tus holds that we know the immortality o f the soul with certainty solely by 
faith, denying the demonstrative value o f the argument from natural 
desire. His reasoning here is not limited to the question of the immortal 
ity of the soul, but could also be applied to the natural desire to see God 
and the possibility of the beatific vision, as he himself specifies.

First, Scotus distinguishes two kinds o f natural desire: innate and 
elicited. His position here is just the opposite o f St. Thomas. For the lat 
ter, natural desire of the will in the proper sense is an elicited act following 
on natural knowledge of the good.43 For Scotus, on the contrary, innate 
inclination is the proper sense of natural desire. He concedes, however, 
that an elicited act o f the will can also be said to be a natural desire in an 
improper sense, insofar as it follows on innate inclination. Thus one can 
show that there is an elicited natural desire only on the basis o f a prior 
knowledge of the innate inclination.46

43 See A. Wolter, “Duns Scotus on the Natural Desire for the Supernatural,” New 
Scholasticism 23 (1949): 316-17: “We note that the existence of this natural desire 
for beatitude cannot be used to demonstrate the existence of the supernatural 
order. This is putting the cart before the horse. Only if we know that God has 
actually destined us for the face-to-face vision of Himself, can we infer with certi 
tude that we possess a natural desire for the same. To ascertain either conclusively, 
revelation is required.”

44 This is argued by St. Thomas in S T  I, q. 75, a. 6, and ScG II, ch. 79, n. 6 
(#1602).

45 See ST1, q. 60, a. T, I, q. 82, aa. 1-2; I—II, q. 10, aa. 1-2; etc.
4(S Ordinatio IV, d. 43, q. 2, n. 29 [121],
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Secondly, Scotus explicitly says that an innate natural desire to see God 
cannot be used to demonstrate the possibility of the vision o f God, for such 
an argument would be circular. On the contrary, he holds that one must 
first know the possibility of the vision by Revelation, from which die exis 
tence of an innate natural desire for it could then be deduced.47

This is because innate natural appetite for Scotus is nothing more than 
the inclination of each thing toward its own perfection; it is a relation of 
finality. Therefore, the existence o f such a natural appetite is deduced by 
showing that something constitutes a true perfection for a given creature or 
faculty. Something can be deduced to be the object o f the natural desire of 
the will, for example, only if it is first shown to constitute a perfection of 
the will. However, nothing is truly a perfection o f a creature if it has no 
capacity to receive it. Thus one cannot deduce the existence of an innate 
appetite for a given perfection unless one already knows that such a perfec 
tion is intrinsically possible for the creature. It follows that an innate natu 
ral appetite conceived in this way can never be used in itself as an argument 
for the possibility of its object, but only vice versa.48

Scotus then shows that an elicited desire for resurrection would be 
equally inefficacious for the purposes of demonstration, as would an elicited 
desire to see God. The reason for this is that one cannot determine whether 
a given elicited desire is truly a natural desire (in the improper sense, accord 
ing to Scotus) except by showing that it follows from an innate natural 
appetite or inclination, which must be known first.49

For Scotus, it is not sufficient to argue that a given elicited desire is a 
natural desire because it is spontaneously elicited whenever a given object is 
considered. This, as we have seen, is the sense o f natural desire of the will for 
St. Thomas, which he describes as “necessary with regard to specification.”

47 Ibid., n. 32 [128-30]: “It is to be conceded that beatitude—not only in general, 
but also in the particular—is naturally desired by man, as will be seen below in d. 
49 [q. 10, n. 3]. However, it is not known to natural reason that it is naturally 
desired by man in  the particular form  in which we believe it to consist [i.e. the 
vision of God]. Indeed, it would be necessary for natural reason already to know 
that this act [i.e. the vision] is fitting to us as our end. . . . Therefore, that special 
happiness which we posit (because we hold a vision to be possible which is much 
more perfect than any that is possible to man in this life) is not naturally known 
to be our end, nor is it  naturally known to be desired by us as our end”

48 Ibid., n. 29 [121]: “Either one is arguing precisely from natural desire in the proper 
sense, which is not an elicited act, but only the inclination of nature to something. 
And then it is evident that it is impossible to show that there is a natural desire for 
something, unless one first proves the possibility in nature with regard to it. If one 
argues in the contrary direction, there will be a petitio principal5

49 Ibid.: “Then again it cannot be proven that some elicited desire is natural in that 
way, unless it has first been proven that there is a natural desire for that object in 
the first former way [ue. according to innate inclination].”



This is insufficient for Scorns precisely because he defines natural appetite 
in terms of the innate appetite and not in terms of the naturally elicited 
desire. If the object of a given naturally elicited desire (such as the desire 
for the vision of God) were supposed to be impossible, then there could 
not be an innate natural desire for it, because it would not constitute a 
true perfection o f the creature. Thus even if a given object were immedi 
ately and necessarily desired by the will with an elicited desire whenever it 
is considered, we could not know that it corresponded to a true natural 
appetite o f the will unless we already knew its possibility. For example, if 
one supposed the vision of God, the immortality of the soul, or the resur 
rection of the body to be intrinsically impossible, the desire for these 
objects would not qualify as a natural desire for Scotus, even if one could 
show that a desire for them was always elicited whenever these objects 
were presented to the will by the intellect.50

The Aristotelian axiom that a natural desire cannot be in vain is com 
pletely useless for Scotus in order to determine the possibility of its object.51 
He thus denies that it has any demonstrative force either with regard to 
the immortality of the soul, the resurrection, the possibility of the vision 
of God, or to the fact o f our being actually ordered to that vision.

For Scotus, our natural desire for our “supernatural” end cannot be used 
as an argument of natural reason that could persuade “philosophers” or 
unbelievers. St. Thomas, on the other hand, is interested in the natural desire 
to see God precisely for purposes of apologetics: to provide a rational argu 
mentation (whether it be demonstrative or only probable) based on com 
mon experience, in support of a revealed truth. This is especially true, of 
course, in the Summa contra Gentiles, in which the argument is expounded at 
greatest length, but also in the other works in which it appears. St. Thomas 
therefore speaks of the natural desire to see God because it is something 
accessible to our experience. Everyone can experience the formation of this 
elicited desire in themselves, if they consider the mystery of the first cause.

The natural desire to see God as conceived by St. Thomas is clearly 
something that can be naturally known by man in this state, even without 
Revelation; although subjectively Revelation may have been necessary to 
suggest this train of thought in the first place. If the existence o f a natural

T H E  n a t u r a l  d e s i r e  t o  s e e  g o d

50 See Ordinatio IV, d. 43, q. 2, n. 29 [122].
51 Ibid., n. 30 [124]: “In short, every demonstration on the basis of natural desire 

seems to be inefficacious. In order for it to be efficacious, one would have to show 
either the existence of a natural potency in nature with regard to it, or the fact that 
the apprehension which is immediately followed by this desire—if it is an elicited 
act—is a correct apprehension and not an erroneous one. The first of these is the 
same as the conclusion following from the natural desire. The second is even more 
difficult, or less known, than the conclusion.”
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desire to see God does not provide, in the mind of St. Thomas, a strict 
proof for the possibility o f the vision o f God, this cannot be for the same 
reason as for Scotus, for whom the existence o f our natural desire to see 
God cannot be philosophically demonstrated.

This comparison of Scotus and St. Thomas reveals a fundamental error 
in the argument of those interpreters (such as Domingo de Soto, Henri de 
Lubac, and J. Laporta) who maintain that St. Thomas considers the natural 
desire to see God as an innate desire in the manner of Scotus. They are mix- 
ing two incompatible systems and theological intentions. If the natural desire to 
see God is considered to be an innate desire that is independent o f knowl 
edge (as a pure relation of finality or “ontological appetite,1’52 or “desire of 
the nature”)53 in the Scotist manner, then it cannot be considered to have 
any value in demonstrating the possibility of the vision o f God, or our actual 
destination to it. Such an innate natural desire can never be used in an 
apologetic context to show the possibility o f its object, and so to persuade 
philosophers and unbelievers to accept Christian teachings, because the exis 
tence of such an inclination is inaccessible to our experience.

One must give Scotus credit for seeing the true value of the logical 
implications of his peculiar mode o f conceiving the natural desire of the 
will. Scotuss innate natural appetite fo r the vision o f God could not even pro 
vide an argument o f fittingness, let alone a demonstrative argument. Even as 
an argument o f fittingness it would still be circular, presupposing what it 
seeks to prove. This consideration provides a very powerful argument that 
the natural desire to see God as spoken of by St. Thomas must be inter 
preted as an elicited natural desire rather than as an innate natural appetite 
in the Scotist manner, for St. Thomas clearly means his argument to have 
apologetic value from the perspective o f natural reason, and to show the 
profound fittingness of our elevation to the vision of God.

Conclusion
At first sight, one might be tempted to identify Scotuss and St. Thomas’s 
conceptions o f the natural desire to see God,54 which for both theologians 
constitutes a fundamental element for understanding the relation of the 
natural and the supernatural orders. However, a closer examination reveals 
that the two conceptions differ gready.

52 See J. Laporta, “Les notions d’app^tic naturel et de puissance ob^dientielle,” ETL  
5 (1928): 277n4: “By ontological appetite I understand the transcendental ordi 
nation of a nature to its end.”

53 See H. de Lubac, Sumaturel, 433-34; Mystery, 54-56, 58 [70-72, 75].
54 See H . de Lubac, Surhaturel, 433—34; Mystery, l l ln 5 5 , 116, 155—56, 192 

[I40n55, 150-51, 202,257]; Augustinianism and Modem Theology, 175-76 [197].
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Scotus differs from St. Thomas (1) in conceiving the natural desire of 
the will (voluntas naturalis) in the proper sense o f the word as an innate 
inclination independent of any knowledge, which as such is a completely 
unconscious desire, unperceived by the subject; (2) in defining potencies 
as natural (with regard to the act received) solely in terms of whether they 
are perfected by their act, independently o f whether this act is proportion 
ate or disproportionate, or whether or not it can be realized by a connat 
ural agent; and (3) in affirming a maximum natural indination o f the will 
and intellect toward supernatural perfections.

At this point, we may question whether Scotuss system is sufficient to 
provide an adequate conceptual framework for the relationship of the nat 
ural and the supernatural. First, there is a lack of dear distinctions between 
the natural and the supernatural, on the one hand, and between what is 
supernatural in itself, as opposed to what is merely supernatural in its mode 
o f realization, on the other hand.55 56

Secondly, Scotuss system is forced to deny the universal applicability 
of the Aristotelian principle that to every natural potency there corre 
sponds a natural active power.^

Third, Scotus uses the notions of natural potency and natural inclina 
tion or appetite in an overly univocal sense. This is not surprising, for one 
of the defects o f Scotuss philosophy is his peculiar thesis that being itself 
is a univocal notion. In a similar way he considers natural inclination as 
something purely univocal in all creatures.57 Furthermore, he treats natu 
ral indination in a univocal way, whether it is directed to a proportionate 
(natural) or a disproportionate (supernatural) object.

A fourth consequence is that in Scotuss system it becomes difficult to 
distinguish conceptually between what is “due” to the creature according 
to Gods plan established in creation, from that which exceeds anything 
due to nature,58 for both are given the same qualification of being “natu-

55 This distinction is discussed on pp. 121-22 below. See P. Dumont, “L’app&it inn<£ 
de la beatitude surnaturelle chez les auteurs scolastiques,” ETL 8 (1931): 209-10.

56 This will be discussed with regard to Cajetan’s critique of Scotus on pp. 123-31 
below.

57 De Lubac also righdy recognizes this weakness in the Scotist view. See Augustinian- 
ism and Modem Theobgy, 124 [139]: “While holding in all essentials the same desire 
for the vision of God as held by St Thomas, Scotus was wrong perhaps to put it for 
ward too insistendy in opposition to a wholly elicited’ desire, like a pondus naturae’ 
analogous to what could be, according to the ideas prevailing at the period, the 
obscure desire of a brute beast or a stone. Fundamentally, of course, it was only an 
analogy, but the spiritual element was not sufficiendy taken into account.”

58 See P. Dumont, “L’appdtit inn£ de la beatitude surnaturelle chez les auteurs scholas- 
tiques,” ETL 8 (1931): 210: “In order to escape from these very serious difficulties, is 
it not wise to give a different name to capacities whose fulfillment is due [capacites
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ral.”50 These adverse consequences continue to make themselves felt in 
several twentieth- and twenty-first-century authors who are inspired by 
the Scotist position.150

d\'exigence] and pure receptive possibilities? The Thomist school has thought so and is 
accustomed to call the former ‘natural’ and the latter ‘obediential.’ ”

59 See ibid., 211.
60 This last consequence can be seen, for example, in H. de Lubac, Mystery, 54—56 

[69-72]; J. Laporta, “Les notions d’app&it nature! et de puissance ob^dientielle,” 
ETL 5 (1928): 277: “Now the end which defines human nature is the beatific 
vision”; J. Laporta, La destinie, 89.



s r



DENIS T H E  C A R T H U S IA N  {Doctor exstaticus) 3 plays a sig 
nificant role in the debate over the natural desire to see God, 
precisely by denying its existence. Writing on this theme from 
1430 to 1435, his approach is both modern and perceptive.1 2 Although 

generally Thomistic in his views (especially in contrast to Scotus), he con 
cludes that he cannot agree with St. Thomas on the natural desire to see 
the essence o f God. Interestingly, the reasons for his disagreement are very 
Thomistic in themselves.

Denis has grasped well and is in full agreement with a fundamental 
aspect o f St. Thomas’s teaching on the supernatural: namely, that an 
intrinsically supernatural end transcends our natural capacity both to 
properly desire and to know. He sets this forth in direct opposition to the 
position o f Scotus. However, defending this position o f St. Thomas against 
Scotus puts him in opposition to the texts of St. Thomas concerning the 
natural desire to see God.

1 Also known as Dionysius of Rickel (1402-1471).
2 See the fundamental study of M. Beer, Dionysius des Kart&users Lebre vom 

Desiderium naturale des Menschen nach der Gottesschau (Munich: Max Hueber Verlag, 
1963), 157: “In Denis the Carthusian, in fact, we find the first theologian . . . who 
already in 1430-1435 . .  • approached St. Thomas’s text of the Summa contra Gen 
tiles with the new way of posing the problem (the natural in opposition to the super 
natural). . . . Thus the ‘last Scholastic’ is at once the first theologian to think in a 
modern way.” See also J. Alfaro, Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural, 300: “It is interesting to 
observe that in the history of the theological problem with which we are concerned, 
Dionysius Ryckel anticipated by half a century the solution that Cajetan was to give 
later. The originality of the latter is seen, therefore, to be much less significant.”
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Denis the  Carthusian's Critique of Scotus
Denis deals with the theme of the innate desire to see God in connection 
with the question concerning the necessity of Revelation, as it appears in 
Scotus’s commentary on the prologue to the Sentences.3 4

In his own commentary on the prologue to the Sentences, Denis 
expounds Scotus’s position, evaluating his definition of the supernatural and 
his division of passive potency, and then criticizes it along Thomistic lines. 
As seen above, Scotus maintains that in the relation of a potency to an act 
considered in itself (abstracting from the agent), there can be no distinction 
of natural and supernatural, but only of natural, violent, and neutral. The 
supernatural only concerns the mode of operation of the agent. Denis rejects 
this position and holds that there are not only two different kinds of 
agents— natural and supernatural—but that there are also two fundamental 
modalities o f receiving a perfection: naturally and supematurally. Those forms 
which perfect the subject “above the grade, condition, and mode of its 
nature” are supematurally received4 The supernatural action of an agent act 
ing above the mode of nature will be matched by a supernatural mode o f 
reception of the perfection that is imparted. For example, an acquired natu 
ral virtue will differ in its mode of reception from an infused supernatural 
virtue. A perfection that exceeds the grade, condition, and modality of the 
nature is properly called a supernatural end, and not a natural one.

However, Denis goes further still, and maintains that not only is the 
mode o f reception different with regard to a natural and a supernatural 
perfection, but also the inclination toward the perfection will differ in a 
fundamental way. Scotus makes no conceptual or terminological distinc 
tion with regard to the inclination toward a natural or supernatural perfec 
tion.5 6 If  the end perfects the subject in any way, then the potency is 
qualified as natural with respect to that perfection. Denis finds this unsat 
isfactory, and distinguishes inclination into natural and supernatural, 
depending on whether the perfection in question fells within the creatures 
proportionality, or exceeds the “grade, modality, and the limitation of its 
natural condition.” Where the perfection exceeds that proportion, there 
will not be a natural inclination toward it, but only a supernatural one: the 
theological virtues o f hope and charity. ̂

3 See J. Alfaro, Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural 285-302.
4 Quaestiones praeviae libris Sententiarum, q. 5, in Opera omnia, vol. 19 (Tournai, 

1902), 86b-87a. See J. Alfaro, Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural 286.
5 In Scotus’s terminology, a supernatural perfection is one that can only be acquired 

by means of an agent acting above the mode of nature.
6 Quaestiones praeviae libris Sententiarum, q. 5 (Opera omnia, 19:86b-87a): “Nor is 

the inclination of the created mind to a supernatural form and habit natural, but 
rather it should be held to be supernatural This means that it is fittin g  to the



D e n is  t h e  C a r t h u s i a n

This distinction o f inclination into natural and supernatural will be 
important for his interpretation of the natural desire to see God. In this dis 
tinction, Denis is clearly following Aristotelian and Thomistic principles, 
especially the principle of proportionality used so often by St. Thomas in 
the texts concerning the necessity of grace and the theological virtues.7

The question then arises: If the supernatural inclination to our super 
natural end is not a natural potency and inclination, then what is it? In his 
work De puritate et felicitate animae, Denis interprets the capacity of the 
intellectual creature to be raised and properly inclined to the vision of 
God as an obediential potency. Often it is said that this position was first 
invented by Cajetan. However, Denis the Carthusian puts this view for 
ward not as his own, but as the position o f “certain theologians o f not 
inconsiderable genius,” whom he does not name:

Therefore certain theologians of not inconsiderable genius say that 
all created natures have a certain innate obediential power, by which 
they obey the command of their omnipotent Creator, also in the 
things that are above nature. This should also be understood to be 
the case in the created mind. The nature itself of the soul with rela 
tion to the supernatural munificence and absolute power of God 
obtains an appetite and capacity for supernatural beatitude; and is 
capable and desirous of those things to which it has been supernatu- 
rally instituted and ordered.8

What Denis is saying is that an inclination for supernatural goods is an 
effect o f a supernatural intervention of God in the intellectual creature. 
The capacity to receive this supernatural inclination is fittingly called an 
obediential potency.9 It seems that St. Thomas must certainly be among

potency above and beyond the grade, mode, and lim it o f its natural condition, in that 
it is directed to a supernatural end.”

7 A more complete discussion of this point will be given in the following chapter 
with regard to Cajetan.

8 De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 59 (Opera omnia, 40:433a).
9 Surprisingly, M. Beer, in Dionysius' des Kart&users Lehre, 196-97, seems to com 

pletely misread this passage. Beer interprets Denis to be setting forth a view regard 
ing obediential potency for grace and glory which Denis himself is implicitly 
rejecting. Beer admits that he is surprised at this rejection, but attributes it to Denis’s 
supposed misinterpretation of St. Thomas’s argument on the natural desire to see 
God (see note 26 in this chapter). This interpretation is very improbable. Denis 
nowhere says that he does not accept this view of obediential potency, nor does he 
advance arguments against it, as he emphatically does with regard to the natural 
desire to see God (in the previous article). On the contrary, this teaching harmonizes 
perfectly with his view in the previous article that there are natural and supernatural 
desires. Natural desires flow from nature and are directed toward goods that can be
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the eminent theologians that Denis has in mind as the source o f this doc 
trine, both with regard to obediential potency,* 10 and with regard to the 
fact that grace and the theological virtues are necessary for man to have a 
sufficient inclination to his supernatural end.11

Denis's Critique of the  Natural 
Desire to  See God
Denis treats St. Thomas’s argument concerning the natural desire to see 
God in two works: De lumine christianae theoriae and De puritate et felici 
tate animae.12 13 O n the basis o f Thomistic principles he feels that he must 
refute St. Thomas’s idea o f the existence of a natural desire to see God, giv 
ing four arguments for this purpose.

"Natural Desire Does Not Extend 
beyond Natural Capacity"
The first argument is based on the principle that natural desire is always 
correlative with connatural active forces. However, it is clear that the 
vision of God’s essence exceeds all the natural powers of any intellectual 
creature. Therefore, no intellectual creature can have a natural desire for 
the vision of the essence o f God. *3

naturally obtained. Supernatural desires are aroused by a munificent intervention of 
God above the ordinary course of nature and are directed toward supernatural 
goods. See De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 58 (Opera omnia, 40:432b). Denis 
develops this train of thought precisely to show that, according to the principles of 
St. Thomas himself, the desire to see God should be interpreted not as a natural 
desire but rather as a supernatural desire (i.e. infused hope and charity) which 
springs from grace and is rooted in the specific obediential potency of the intellec 
tual creature. Furthermore, Denis also speaks of obediential potency in very similar 
terms with regard to the Eucharist, in De Sacramento altaris et missae celebratione 
dialogus, a. 32 (Opera omnia, 35:433).

10 See De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13; 57TII, q. 11, a. 1; etc.
11 See, for example, In I I  Cor. 5:5, lect. 2 (#160-61).
12 De lumine christianae theoriae, bk. 1, aa. 51-52; bk. 2, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 

33:293-94, 455); De puritate e t felicitate animae, aa. 55-58 (Opera omnia, 
40:430-33).

13 See De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 55 (Opera omnia, 40:431b): “Furthermore, 
natural desire cannot extend beyond natural capacity. However, according to what 
has been established above, the nature of a created intellect is not capable by a nat 
ural capacity of seeing the vision of the divine essence.” The same argument is 
stated in De lumine christianae theoriae, bk. 2, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 33:455): “But it 
has been shown there [in book 1], that their arguments do not prove by natural 
deduction that the created intellect will find its happiness in this kind of vision of 
God [in His essence], or that this is desired by a natural desire, since natural desire
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The entire argument, which will be taken up again by Cajetan in the 
following century, rests on the value o f the first premise, which apparently 
is taken from St. Thomas’s III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4: “There can be 
no natural desire except for things which can naturally be possessed. Therefore, 
there is a natural desire for the supreme good in us by nature, insofar as 
the supreme good is capable o f being participated by us by means o f natu 
ral effects.” It certainly seems as if St. Thomas were contradicting himself! 
However, the problem is not insoluble, as will be seen below.14 15 The prin 
ciple used here by St. Thomas is valid for innate natural appetite, but not 
for elicited conditional (imperfect) natural desire.

There Can Be No Rational Demonstration 
of a Supernatural Mystery
Denis’s second argument is that if there really were a natural desire in the 
rational creature for the vision of God, it would prove too much, constitut 
ing a rigorous philosophical argument for the possibility of the beatific 
vision. This, however, he holds to be completely impossible, for a supernat 
ural mystery cannot be demonstrated on the basis of nature.13 Any argu 
ment purporting to show the possibility of the vision o f God can only be a 
probable argument of fittingness, and not a strict philosophical demonstra 
tion. Natural desire can be used to strictly prove the possibility of natural 
happiness, but not the possibility of a supernatural beatitude, because of 
the jump in levels.16 He concludes that there cannot be a natural desire to 
see God. Once again Denis’s argument is based on a priori grounds.

follows the species o f each thing and does not tend to that which it cannot naturally 
obtain. However, it cannot rise up to this vision by its natural powers.”

14 For a discussion of this text, see pp. 93-96 below.
15 De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 40:431a~b): “Again, since 

nature does not tend to what is impossible, if the created mind has an appetite for 
the vision of the divine essence, it will be necessary for a pure philosopher to 
admit that the created intellect can contemplate the essence of God as He is. 
However, no pure philosopher has conceded this, but on the contrary they have 
held it to be impossible. . . .  To be sure, since natural desire cannot be frustrated 
according to the philosophers, whatever the created mind strives after by a natural 
appetite can be deduced to belong to it  by most certain reason and by a natural and 
philosophical demonstration. Thus natural reason will be able to see that the vision 
of the divine nature in its essence is possible for created minds. This, however (as I 
believe), no one wild grant, especially since natural and philosophical investigation 
does not admit or investigate anything other than natural things.”

16 See IV Sent., d. 49, q. 4 (Opera omnia, 25:424a): “With regard to what is said by 
Scotus, that it can be proven that man is capable of the true beatitude promised by 
Scripture, I admit that certain probable and not demonstrative arguments can be 
adduced. However, speaking of natural beatitude, I hold that it can be demon- 
strated that the soul can achieve this, as it can be proven that the soul is immortal.”
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Denis’s argument assumes two things: (1) that the principle that a nat 
ural desire cannot be in vain would produce a rigorous demonstration for 
the possibility of the object of die natural desire, even in the case of the 
natural desire to see God; (2) that there cannot be rigorous rational 
demonstrations for supernatural mysteries.

Many twentieth-century Thomists would say that the error in Denis’s 
reasoning lies in the second assumption, which would need to be quali 
fied.17 However, St. Thomas affirms the second of these principles in 
numerous works,18 such as IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 3, ad 2: “From 
natural things we cannot come to know anything that is not natural by 
means of a demonstrative proof; but by a persuasive argument we can 
come to know something above nature, since natural things bear a certain 
likeness to supernatural realities.”

It will be argued below that the problem with Denis’s reasoning lies not 
so much in his second assumption, as in the first. The principle that a nat 
ural desire cannot be in vain is philosophically certain only if the desire in 
question is proportionate and within the limits o f what is due to nature,19

St. Thomas's Argument Seem s to Imply That the 
Vision o f God Would Be Our Natural End
Denis’s principal argument against St. Thomas’s natural desire to see God 
is that he thinks it would lead to the Scotist conclusion that the vision of 
God would have to be said to be our “natural end,” for it would be the 
only end in which natural desire comes to rest. He thinks, therefore, that 
St. Thomas’s conclusion in ScG III, ch. 50, contradicts other texts and 
principles o f the Angelic Doctor, for he notes that St. Thomas does not 
hold that the vision o f God constitutes our natural end, but rather our 
supernatural end.20 For Denis, the existence o f a natural desire to see God 
would be incompatible with a connatural end for man short of the beatific 
vision. In order to save the full supernaturality of the vision of God and 
the possibility of a natural happiness, Denis thinks that he has to reject a 
natural desire to see God:

17 The position that St. Thomas’s argument provides a strict philosophical demon 
stration for the possibility of the beatific vision is held by G. de Broglie, “De la 
place du surnaturel dans la philosophic de saint Thomas,” RSR 15 (1925): 27; J. 
Laporta, La destinde, 68; Q. Turiel, “Insuficiencia de la potencia obediencial,” 
Divinitas 35 (1991): 29-30.

18 See also I Sent., prol., q. 1, art. 1; In Gal. 5:16 (#308); In I  Cor. 2:9 (#98); In I  
Eth„ lect. 9; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; ScG III, ch. 
149, n. 5 (#3221); De malo, q. 5, a. 3.

19 See the discussion of this question below with regard to Banez and Suirez on pp. 
269-76, and with regard to H . de Lubac on pp. 356-77.

20 Depuritate et felicitate animae, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 40:431a).
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The natural desire of an intellectual substance is directed to that per 
fection of the intellect which corresponds to it according to the natu 
ral dignity, grade, order, and capacity of its own species. If, therefore, 
the created mind naturally desires to see God in His essence, it is clear 
that the vision of God in His essence will constitute his natural rather 
than supernatural perfection, which is a position that cannot be main 
tained. Therefore, the created intellect does not incline or strive to 
attain it with a natural desire.21

It can be seen that Denis comes into conflict with St. Thomas because 
Denis understands natural desire not as a naturally elicited desire, but in 
the Scotist sense of the innate appetite o f the faculty o f the will, referred to 
by St. Thomas as its natural inclination, which would imply that it is nat 
urally ordered to that end. In large part, the problem is one of terminology. 
Denis has failed to realize that natural desire for St. Thomas should not 
simply be equated with innate appetite (as it is for Scotus).

The Created Intellect Naturally Desires 
to Know God with a Perfection Proportionate 
to Its Natural Capacity
Denis then goes on to individually refute the arguments brought forward 
by St. Thomas in ScG III, ch. 50. He does so by distinguishing two senses 
o f “perfect contemplation”: (1) perfect simply speaking, and (2) perfect in 
a certain species, proportion, and intellectual capacity. It is true that the 
created intellect naturally strives for perfect knowledge of the essence of 
the first cause. However, this natural desire will only extend to a perfection 
that is proportionate to the natural capacity o f the intellect.22

21 De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 55 (Opera omnia, 40:430a-b). This argument is 
also given in De lumine christianae tbeoriae, bk. 1, a. 51 (Opera omnia, 33:293): “For 
Thomas in the Summa contra Gentiles says that the natural desire of separate intel 
lects, and also of the human intellect, does not rest in that contemplation of the first 
truth by which it is resplendent and knowabie in created things. . . . Nor does 
Thomas admit that the natural desire of the created intellect can rest in anything less 
than that contemplation of the divine essence, by which He is seen as He is. . . . 
Therefore, according to him, the natural happiness of the created intellect does not 
lie in the contemplation of any created intelligible object, or in the knowledge of the 
first truth as it shines in created ones. For,. . .  as he admits, the natural desire of any 
nature, and especially of an intellectual substance, comes to rest when that has been 
attained, which is its end or natural happiness. Therefore, i f  the natural appetite o f an 
intellectual substance only comes to rest in that contemplation o f the first truth by which 
He is known according to His quiddity and essence, then this will indeed be the natural 
beatitude o f all created intellects." See also ibid., bk. 2, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 33:455).

22 De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 58 (Opera omnia, 40:432b): “ ‘Perfect’ can be 
understood in two ways. Something can be perfect simply speaking and outside of
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Denis does not in fact succeed in refuting St. Thomas’s arguments, 
but simply in defending another Thomistic thesis: the possibility o f a nat 
ural imperfect beatitude.2  ̂ To refute St. Thomas’s argument, it is not 
enough to show the possibility o f a connatural happiness, which is a true 
happiness in its own proportionate level, although not absolutely perfect. 
He would have to show either that the idea of knowledge of the essence of 
the first cause could not even be conceived so as to be desired, or that such 
knowledge could not be naturally grasped to be a fundamental good. 
Denis does not approach the problem in this more psychological perspec 
tive. It seems that he implicitly conceives the natural desire to see God 
only in the sense of an innate desire as held by Scotus, whom he is princi 
pally interested in refuting. 24 In fact, Denis’s arguments are only valid 
with regard to an innate natural inclination.

It is interesting that Denis follows practically the same reasoning as 
Henri de Lubac five centuries later, although they come to opposite conclu 
sions. Both think that St. Thomas’s thesis o f a natural desire to see God is 
incompatible with the possibility of a connatural happiness for man consist 
ing in a natural contemplation of God, and both draw the conclusion that 
the existence of a natural desire to see God—conceived as an innate desire—  
would mean that the vision of God would properly be our natural end. 
However, they resolve this conflict in opposite ways! Denis rightly considers 
it absolutely unacceptable to consider the vision of God as our “natural” 
end, and defends the hypothetical possibility of a purely natural happiness 
capable o f being reached by natural faculties, which will subsequently be 
referred to as a “state o f pure nature.” Therefore he thinks he has to reject * 23 24

any given genus. Again, something can be perfect according to a certain respect or in 
a given genus. Naturally speaking, that knowledge of God to which a created mind 
can naturally attain is perfect in that genus. It will not naturally desire anything 
more, for this knowledge fills its natural capacity.” The argument is restated in 
slightly different form in De lumine christianae theoriae, bk. 1, a. 52 (Opera omnia, 
33:294b): “As the nature of the created intellect is limited, so likewise its intellectual 
desire is restricted to the proportion [analogia] of the nature from which it flows.” 
See also the parallel passage in De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 58 (Opera omnia, 
40:433a): “Since the natural capacity of a created mind is limited, its natural desire 
is also proportionally determined, and does not extend beyond it.”

23 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; STI ,  q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 3, a. 6; I-II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3.
24 This can be seen, for example, in De puritate et felicitate animae, a. 55 (Opera 

omnia, 40:431a): “Natural desire only moves to what the natural power of that 
species is capable of achieving, as can be seen in the natural appetite of heavy and 
light objects. But the vision of the divine nature cannot be attained by the natural 
power of the created mind. Therefore, it is not due to it through natural desire.” 
See J. Alfaro, Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural, 288nl3: “If one observes his texts with 
attention it can be seen that what he denies is the innate appetite or tendency to 
the vision of God.”
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the (innate) natural desire to see God. De Lubac, on the contrary, thinks he 
has to reject the possibility o f a connatural happiness short of the beatific 
vision in order to save the natural desire to see God.

Denis has fallen into this necessity to choose between these two alter 
natives, because he failed to see that natural desire can come to rest in two 
ways: simply speaking, and in a certain respect. The absolute coming to 
rest of natural desire would be the fulfillment o f all natural desire, uncon 
ditional or conditional, proportionate or utterly disproportionate. It is this 
absolute coming to rest that St. Thomas refers to in the articles on the nat 
ural desire to see God, in which he shows that perfect beatitude can only 
consist in the beatific vision. However, he also recognizes a coming to rest 
of natural desire secundum quid, in which all proportionate and uncondi 
tional natural desire comes to rest. This constitutes our connatural happi 
ness, which is perfect with regard to the capacity o f our nature, although 
imperfect, simply speaking.23

Later commentators begin their interpretation of the natural desire to 
see God by distinguishing first elicited and innate natural desire, and then 
conditional and unconditional desire. However, a century and a half of the 
ological reflection was necessary before these distinctions were perfected. 
Denis the Carthusian is one of the first theologians to deal seriously with 
the issues raised by St. Thomas’s argument, and it did not yet occur to him 
to distinguish different senses of natural desire!

For this reason, Denis generally treats the matter not in the experiential 
and a posteriori mode of St. Thomas, but in an a priori way. St. Thomas 
begins with experience: when we observe an effect whose cause is unknown, 
we experience wonder. If we know simply that the cause exists, and we do 
not yet know its essence, we experience that our natural desire to know has 
not yet come to rest. Denis does not enter into this type of reasoning. 
Instead, he argues on the basis o f Thomistic principles that are certainly 
valid with regard to innate appetite, but which cannot be applied in the 
same way to elicited natural desire in intellectual creatures. This is particu 
larly true with regard to the principle that natural desire cannot extend 
beyond what can be obtained by natural forces.

St. Thomas asserts two apparendy contradictory things: (1) there can be 
no natural desire for what transcends the reach of natural forces; (2) there is 
a natural desire to see God in the rational creature. Denis seeks to resolve 
the problem by denying that the latter is truly a natural desire. However, 25

25 See for example De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1: “With regard to the perfection 
of the end, man can be perfect in two ways. First, according to the capacity of his 
nature. Secondly, according to some supernatural perfection. And in this latter 
way man is said to be perfect simply speaking, whereas in the former way he is 
perfect in a certain respect.”
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the correct solution would be to add a distinction with regard to the first 
principle, as seen above. There can be no innate natural inclination for an 
object that transcends the reach o f natural forces, but such an object can 
be naturally desired with an elicited and conditional desire.

Since he lacks a distinction between elicited and innate natural desire, 
and between perfect and imperfect willing in this regard, Denis’s view of 
the problem is too simplistic, forcing him to sacrifice the arguments of 
ScGIII, ch. 50, in order to save the principle of proportionality between 
natural inclination and natural end.26

Importance o f Denis's Arguments
Denis’s arguments against St. Thomas’s natural desire to see God are very 
significant because they stem directly from fundamental Thomistic princi 
ples. Any interpretation of the natural desire to see God in St. Thomas 
must be able to solve these difficulties, which will continually reemerge in 
later centuries. In short, it must be determined how the natural desire to 
see God can be reconciled with the following:

1. It seems that natural desire and inclination cannot extend beyond the 
range o f natural faculties. Our supernatural end is above natural desire, 
according to St. Thomas’s interpretation of 1 Cor 2:9.27

26 M. Beer, Dionysius des Kartdusers Lehre, 173-79, puts forth an entirely different 
interpretation of the reason why Denis felt he had to oppose St. Thomas’s teaching 
on the existence of a natural desire to see God. Beer, following the interpretation of 
Hermann Lais {Die Gnadenlehre des hL Thomas in der "Summa contra Gentiles’’ und 
der Kommentar des Franziskus Sylvestris von Ferrara, 30-87) and W. O’Connor 
(“The Natural Desire for God in St. Thomas,” New Scholasticism 14 [1940]: 
213-65), comes to the conclusion that Denis thought that St. Thomas was attempt 
ing to demonstrate the possibility of the beatific vision, whereas he really was 
attempting to show only the possibility of the vision of the essence o f the first cause. 
In other words, a distinction is made, according to this line of interpretation, 
between the beatific vision, which can only be known by Revelation, and the possi 
bility of the vision of the “God of the philosophers,” which could be philosophically 
demonstrated. Denis’s error would lie in failing to grasp this distinction, and think 
ing that St. Thomas really meant to show the possibility of the beatific vision. This 
Denis righdy felt to be unacceptable, and thus he opposed the entire argument of 
St. Thomas. Furthermore, Beer thinks that Card. Cajetan, Bdfiez, and Henri de 
Lubac have all fallen into the same error. I hold that Beer (as well as Lais, on whose 
work Beefs position is based) is incorrect in this interpretation. It is not that Denis 
has simply misunderstood what St. Thomas was trying to do. The real problem was 
that he did not know how to resolve his objections to St. Thomas’s argument, which 
he could not do without a better analysis of natural desire in the rational creature.

27 See pp. 411-12 below.
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2. St. Thomas frequently asserts that our supernatural end cannot be 
known by the power of reason alone. However, it seems that the natu 
ral desire to see God would provide a strict demonstration.

3. St. Thomas defends the gratuitousness o f our supernatural end by 
showing that it is above what is due to nature. However, it seems that 
a natural desire to see God would imply that the vision of God is 
properly our “natural” end, and thus due to nature.

4. Furthermore, it seems that a natural desire to see God would imply 
that there could be no other connatural end for man, contrary to the 
consistent teaching of St. Thomas.

The Value of Denis the  Carthusian's Contribution
1. Denis’s contribution is valuable above all in that he is perhaps the 

first to pose the problem of how a natural desire to see God can be 
reconciled with the gratuitousness and infinite disproportion o f the 
supernatural order.

2. Denis’s position is very valuable in what he affirms: the possibility of 
a natural beatitude, obediential potency in the intellectual creature 
with regard to grace and glory, and the necessity o f grace for there to 
be a proportionate inclination to a supernatural end. However, he is 
mistaken in what he denies: the natural desire to see God.

3. Denis’s insistence on the possibility of a natural although imperfect 
beatitude is already an implicit affirmation o f the hypothetical possi 
bility o f a so-called state o f “pure nature,” a state in which the intel 
lectual creature could be fulfilled according to its own proportion 
and measure without being elevated to the vision o f God.28

4. Some seventy years before Cajetan, Denis clearly affirms the existence 
of a specific obediential potency in the intellectual creature with regard

28 H. de Lubac, in Sumaturel, 105, supposes that the affirmation of the possibility of a 
state of pure nature was originally due to a nominalist type of speculation with 
regard to the “absolute power of God” (as opposed to His “ordinary power” which 
follows the fittingness discerned by His wisdom within this order of things), which 
was applied to the problem of the supernatural for the first time by Cajetan. How 
ever, Denis the Carthusian, some seventy years before Cajetan and in a definitely 
theological context, clearly affirms the possibility o f a state o f natural beatitude for 
man, within the reach of our natural powers. Moreover, this position is not the result 
of nominalist speculation on the absolute power of God, but rather is motivated by 
the desire to ensure the coherence of the natural order and the gratuitousness of 
grace. See M. Beer, Dionysius des Kart'dusers Lehre, 190n2; J. Alfaro, Lo naturaly  lo 
sobremtural, 300.



co the supernatural gifts o f grace, the infused virtues, and the vision 
o f God. Furthermore, he puts this forward as a received and tradi 
tional doctrine.

5. Denis affirms that one must distinguish natural and supernatural 
desire. For Denis, a desire or inclination for supernatural goods must 
be supernatural and flow from grace.29 30 This is correct if one is speak 
ing about an innate inclination or perfect willing, but not necessarily 
with regard to a conditional elicited natural desire.

6. Denis affirms that it is a matter of universal agreement among theolo 
gians that the possibility of the beatific vision—being a supernatural 
mystery—cannot be demonstrated by natural reason alone. The most 
that can be advanced for such mysteries are arguments o f fittingness. 
Since Denis thought that the existence of a natural desire to see God 
would necessarily produce a rational demonstrative argument, he con 
cluded that there cannot be a natural desire to see God. Indeed, Denis 
was not mistaken in holding that the possibility o f the beatific vision 
cannot be rationally proven. However, he was mistaken in thinking 
that a natural desire to see God would necessarily produce a rigorous 
demonstration, and not just a profound argument of fittingness.

7. It has been claimed that Denis the Carthusian, like Cajetan, had a 
conception of nature that is “closed in on itself, autonomous, and 
self-sufficient.”^0 I hold that this is misleading and unjust to both 
thinkers. Denis is concerned to defend the coherence of created intel 
lectual natures (angelic or human) in the natural order by affirming 
the possibility o f a natural happiness lying in a natural contemplation 
of God through the mirror of creation. However, this system is by no 
means closed and self-sufficient, either in its own order (for the end 
of the intellectual creature is God, even if naturally contemplated) or 
in relation to a higher order. For Denis, God freely creates in us, 
through His gift o f grace, a supernatural appetite for our supernatu 
ral end. The intellectual creature has a specific innate obediential 
potency to receive this supernatural inclination and elevation.

The limitation of Denis’s thought lies not in his affirmation of the possi 
bility of a natural happiness proportionate to our natural powers. Rather,
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29 See Depuritate etfelicitate animae, a. 58 (Opera omnia, 40:432). St. Thomas makes 
a similar affirmation in In I I  Cor. 5:5, lect. 2 (#160-61) (see pp. 96-97 below).

30 See M. Beer, Dionysius’ des Kartdusers Lehre, 181; H. de Lubac, Mystery, 144 
[187]: “Like Denys, Cajetan wanted to see in the human spirit no more than the 
human spirit."
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it lies in not having seen the existence of a conditional natural desire in the 
intellectual creature for an essential knowledge of God. He could not see 
the specific way in which it is possible for there to be a natural desire in 
man or angel for an object that exceeds the natural order.
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Can Tflggeree a Natural Inclination 
y r^J p re rn a tu ra l Perfection? 
uajetan's Refutation of Scotus

ANY discussion of the history of the interpretation of St. Thomas’s 
natural desire to see God cannot fail to investigate the contribution 
o f the great Dominican Cardinal Cajetan (Thomas de Vio, 
1469-1534). An advisor to four popes, twice papal legate to northern 

Europe, sent to dissuade Luther from his imminent break with Rome, 
master general of the Dominicans, author of the most famous commentary 
on the Summa theologiae ordered by Leo XIII to be inserted into the Leonine 
edition of the complete works of St. Thomas, Cajetan was a Thomist of the 
highest caliber. However, his reputation has suffered grievously in recent 
decades, due largely to the full-scale attack of Cardinal de Lubac, who 
charged him with grave infidelity to St. Thomas with regard to the natural 
desire to see God and the relationship of human nature to the supernatural 
order. In fact, this infidelity is supposedly so great that Cajetan is accused of 
portraying human nature as a "closed and self-sufficient whole,”1 and thus of 
being the harbinger of modern naturalism and atheism. Let us see if he mer 
its this opprobrium.

With regard to the natural desire to see God, the position of Cajetan is 
similar to that of Denis the Carthusian, although Cajetans treatment is 
more profound and extensive. Like Denis, Cajetan sees the theological 
problems implied by Scotuss thesis asserting an innate natural inclination 
of the will toward the vision of God. However, the brevity of his commen 
taries on the texts of St. Thomas dealing with the natural desire to see God 
reveal that this problem had not yet fully come to the fore, as it would in 
the following two generations. Cajetan focused his energies more deeply on

1 Mystery> 145 [188].
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countering Scotuss conception of the natural appetite o f the will for our 
supernatural beatitude, than on interpreting the natural desire to see God.

Cajetans contribution will be examined in three chapters focusing on 
the following three points: his critique o f the position o f Scotus asserting 
that we have a “natural inclination” for the vision o f God and other super 
natural perfections (chapter 6); his consequent assertion of an obediential 
rather than a natural potency in that regard (chapter 7); and his commen 
taries on the texts of St. Thomas concerning the natural desire to see God: 
S T l ,  q. 12, a. 1, and I—II, q. 3, a. 8 (chapter 8).

Cajetan's Critique of Scotus 
in D e p o te n tia  neu tra
We have seen above that Denis the Carthusian took issue with the posi 
tion of Scotus, and denied that there can be a natural inclination for super 
natural perfections. On the contrary, he held that for a supernatural object 
there can be a 11 supernatural inclination,” given by grace. We can only have 
natural inclinations for perfections that are proportionate to nature. Caje- 
tan develops the same line of thought. He responds to Scotus in a brief 
early work, De potentia neutra, and in his commentary on the first article 
o f the Summa theologian. I, q. 1, a. 1.

In De potentia neutra, Cajetan asks whether or not the soul has a prop 
erly natural potency for the vision of God and for supernatural perfections. 
First, Cajetan presents Scotuss position which affirms a “natural potency” to 
receive grace and glory, and speaks of the vision o f God as our “natural” end 
with regard to inclination, although not with regard to acquisition.2 Then 
he proceeds to criticize this view. First o f all, he objects to Scotuss termi 
nological imprecision with regard to the notion of the “supernatural,” and 
defines it instead as that which surpasses what is due to nature.3 4 This pro 
foundly Thomistic^ way o f distinguishing the natural and the supernatural

2 As seen in chapter 4 above, Scotus develops this in Ordinatio I, prol., pars 1, q. 
un., n. 20 [75-81]; and Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 3.

3 De potentia neutra, etde natura potentiae receptivae, in Opuscula omnia Thomae de Vio 
Caietani Cardinalis, a. 2, quoad 3 (Lyon, 1587; reprint, Hildesheim: Georg Olms 
Verlag, 1995), 207: “Therefore, unless we wish to abuse terms at anyone’s caprice, 
supernatural is that which is in creatures above the capability of the order that is due 
to them. For we all frequently distinguish the natural from the supernatural accord 
ing to whether something is according to the due order of nature, or whether it is 
above it.” See also his commentary on 57T, q. 62, a. 2, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 5:112): 
“That is said to be gratuitous which is not due to nature, but is freely given.”

4 See Comp, theol. I, ch. 214: “A thing is said to be given gratis if it is in no way 
due. . . . Thus those gifts are given gratis by God to men, which exceed the order 
of nature and are not acquired by merits.”
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orders is crucial for bringing clarity into the question, and is central to Caje- 
tans conception of the relationship of nature and grace. The key defect in 
Scotuss distinction of the natural and the supernatural seems to be precisely 
that he neglects to use this conceptual category (debitum naturae) in his def 
inition of the supernatural.

Next, Cajetan attempts to show the error in Scotuss reasoning when 
he defines how a potency is said to be natural or supernatural. In essence, 
Scotuss reasoning can be summarized as follows:

1. Major premise: “Everything naturally desires its own perfection, and 
thus maximally desires its maximal perfection.”

2. This principle is interpreted by Scotus to mean that the relationship 
of a given faculty to any act which truly perfects it— regardless of 
whether it is proportionate or disproportionate—will be a relation of 
natural inclination, since everything naturally desires its own perfec 
tion. Furthermore, if the perfection is maximal, then the natural 
inclination will likewise be maximal.

3. Minor premise: The rational creature and his faculties of will and 
intellect are truly perfected by supernatural acts such as the vision of 
God, in the highest degree.

4. Conclusion: Therefore, the relation of the soul and its faculties to  the 
supernatural perfections o f grace and glory will be a relation of natu 
ral inclination, in the highest degree. In other words, the will has an 
innate natural appetite for the vision o f God, for grace and the theo 
logical virtues, precisely because these are true and maximum perfec 
tions of the creature and his faculties.5 To deny this for Scotus would 
be to deny that we are truly perfected by grace and glory.

The first proposition is self-evident and accepted by all. The minor prem 
ise is given by Revelation and accepted by all theologians. What then does 
Cajetan object to in Scotuss reasoning?

He holds that Scotuss imprecision lies in his interpretation of the 
major premise (proposition [2] above). Obviously, if there is a natural

5 Cajetan, in Depotentia neutra, a. 2, quoad 2 (207a), states Scotuss argument as 
follows: “Everything naturally desires its own perfection, and naturally desires its 
supreme perfection with a maximum desire, according to a metaphysical princi 
ple. But the supernatural act, such as the vision of God, is the supreme perfection. 
Therefore, etc. We thus have a natural potency for supernatural perfections.” Sco- 
tus’s reasoning can be found in Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 3. It should be 
observed that Scotuss argument for the existence of an innate natural desire to see 
God has nothing in common with the arguments given by St. Thomas in ScG III, 
ch. 50; 57*1, q. 12, a. 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 8; etc.



inclination for any true perfection, it necessarily follows that there will be 
a natural inclination for grace and glory in any creature capable o f being 
perfected in this way. However, the second proposition does not really fol 
low rigorously from the first. When we say that everything naturally 
desires its own perfection, Cajetan points out that the words “its own” 
should be interpreted in terms of natural proportionality. In other words, 
everything naturally desires the perfection which is proportionate to its 
own nature: its “proper” perfection.

However, if there are true perfections— even tremendous, maximum 
perfections—which are not proportionate with the nature of the creature, it 
does not follow that there will be an innate natural inclination to these dis 
proportionate perfections. Such a relation of a perfectible thing to a dis 
proportionate perfection is not properly described as a natural inclination, 
in the same way as the relation of a perfectible thing to its proportionate 
perfection. To speak in this way would be to blur over a very important 
distinction between two totally different kinds of perfection. In other 
words, Scotus’s formulation simply overlooks the question o f whether the 
perfection being considered is proportionate or disproportionate to the 
nature of the creature who is to receive it.6

In other words, Cajetan is saying that the principle that “everything 
naturally desires its own perfection,” is ambiguous in this context. In the 
broad sense, any act that is received by a thing can be said to be “its perfec 
tion.” For example, the marble block that receives the form of Michelan 
gelo’s Pieth has surely received a perfection in the broad sense. Nevertheless, 
we would not say that the marble block naturally desired to receive that 
form, because that form does not represent its natural or proportionate per 
fection. It is the perfection of the statue, as statue, but not the perfection of 
the marble, as marble. The perfection o f the marble is simply to be marble 
and to possess its own properties. Likewise, a cannonball that has been shot 
in the air has received a certain perfection, but we cannot say that it was

6 Unfortunately, Cajetan’s way of expressing this in Depotentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 3 
(207a-b), is not as clear as it might be: “The argument given [by Scotus] is either 
manifestly false or circular. For when he says that ‘a potency is naturally perfected 
by its own act’ and likewise ‘naturally desires its own perfection’; the possessive pro 
noun ‘its’ [suum] signifies either that the perfection is ‘its own’ simply by reason of 
being realized in it in act or in potency, or that it is ‘its own’ by reason of a natural 
proportion or inclination. If the principle is interpreted in the first way, the major 
premise is false: for a heavy object existing high up is not naturally but violently 
perfected by being high. Nevertheless, its being situated in a high place is an act 
and a perfection in the sense simply that this is realized in it. If the principle is 
interpreted in the second way, then there is a petitio principii in the minor premise. 
For this is exacdy what needs to be proved: that a natural potency receives a super 
natural act as ‘its own’ in this way” [i.e. by natural proportion or inclination].
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naturally desired by the metal o f the cannonball. Therefore, Cajetan con 
cludes that the principle that everything desires its own perfection must not 
be interpreted in this broad sense, for it would often be false.

The true sense o f the principle is that everything naturally desires its 
proper perfection, proportionate to its nature. Interpreted in this stricter 
sense, the principle is universally valid. Before one can use the principle, 
therefore, one must first ascertain that the perfection in question is proper 
or proportionate to the nature in some way, so as to be naturally desired. 
Scotus does not do this. He jumps from the revealed truth that our “super 
natural” beatitude constitutes the maximum perfection o f human nature 
to the conclusion that there is a maximum natural inclination for it. He 
has skipped the necessary step of showing that it is a proportionate and 
proper perfection, which o f course it is not, as Scotus would agree. Super 
natural perfections are not such that human nature can claim them as “its 
own” in the proper sense, for they exceed what is “due” to human nature.7

The beatific vision is the proportionate perfection of man already con 
stituted in grace (since grace is the seed of glory), but it is not the propor 
tionate perfection of man as man! Therefore, one would be justified in 
reasoning that a person who possesses sanctifying grace has an intrinsic 
inclination (deriving from grace) toward the beatific vision, which is not 
true of a man who is not in a state of grace.8

Texts of St. Thomas in Support of Cajetan's 
Position, Denying a Natural Inclination for 
a Supernatural End
Since Cajetan has been accused of grave infidelity to St. Thomas in this 
matter, it is useful to examine various texts o f St. Thomas on which Caje- 
tans position is based, and which offer a profound explanation o f why it is 
necessary to insist that everything is naturally inclined, properly speaking, 
only to its proportionate perfection.

7 J. Alfaro in Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural, 98-102, claims that by limiting the valid 
ity of the principle to those perfections which are “its own by natural proportion 
or inclination” {Depotentia neutra, 207a-b), Cajetan is saying that the principle 
can only be used in the tautological sense according to which “everything natu 
rally desires its own perfection to which it is naturally inclined.” Alfaro has missed 
the central importance of the notion of “proportion” in this text, which provides 
the key to understanding the point that Cajetan is trying to make. It is not a tau 
tology to say that everything naturally desires its own perfection—namely, that to 
which it is naturally proportioned.

8 Cajetan does not develop this theological argument in De potentia neutra, but this 
train of thought is implicitly present in Cajetan’s commentaries on STI,  q. 12, a. 
1, and I—II, q. 3, a. 8, discussed below in chapter 8.
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In fact, St. Thomas makes this claim in order to show the necessity of 
sanctifying grace, faith, hope, and charity. This means that this principle has 
fundamental theological importance in defending the role of these supernat 
ural realities. Let us examine some of the most important o f these texts.

D e v e r i ta te ,  q. 27, a. 2: The Distinction 
o f Grace and Charity
In order to determine whether there can be a natural inclination for super 
natural perfections according to the principles o f St. Thomas, it is neces 
sary first to consider the foundation of natural inclination. Every appetite 
is fundamentally an attraction to the good that is fitting  for that particular 
nature. This good must be proportioned specifically to that nature, and 
therefore it will have a certain similarity with it. Every natural inclination 
toward a perfection and every natural love for a good must be founded on 
a certain proportion, similarity, and connaturality between the nature and 
its proper perfection.9

In several texts, St. Thomas analyzes the process o f natural desire in all 
creatures, dividing it into three parts: first, the nature, which provides the 
basis of the natural inclination; then the natural inclination which follows 
on that nature; and finally the exterior act which is a consequence of the 
inclination, to obtain the end naturally desired.10 This threefold scheme 
can also be applied to the supernatural order, in which grace is the super 
natural form permitting the generation of a supernatural inclination to 
gain our supernatural end.11

An interesting example is De veritate, q. 27, a. 2, in which St. Thomas 
seeks to differentiate sanctifying grace and charity, as opposed to certain 
theologians who had identified the two. In order to show their difference, 
St. Thomas makes reference to this threefold distinction of nature, inclina 
tion, and action.12 St. Thomas gives the example of a rock which has a

9 See 571-11, q. 8, a. 1: “There can be no inclination except to that which is simi 
lar and fitting”; I-II, q. 25, a. 2: “Now it is evident that whatever tends to an end, 
has, in the first place, an aptitude, or proportion to that end, for nothing tends to 
a disproportionate end”; I-II, q. 27, a. 1: “Love implies a certain connaturalness 
or complacency of the lover for the thing beloved, and to everything, that thing is 
a good, which is akin and proportionate to it”; II Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 2: “The nat 
ural appetite of a thing is to that which is similar to it.”

10 See In I IDe anima, lect. 5, n. 8 (#286).
11 See C. Ruini, La trascendenza della grazia nella teologia di S. Tommaso d ‘Aquino 

(Rome, 1971), 292-98; J. de Blic, “Bulletin de morale,” Milanges de science religieuse 
4 (1947): 98-99.

12 This same distinction can be found in De malo, q. 6, in which these three factors as 
they exist in creatures without knowledge are compared with the way they exist in 
men: “As in irrational creatures there is found form, which is the principle of action, 
and inclination following form, which is called natural appetite, from which action



Ca je t a n ' s  R e f u t a t i o n  o f  S c o t u s

certain nature, from which there results an inclination toward the center. 
If there is nothing to obstruct it, it naturally moves toward the center to 
which it is inclined.13

If we apply this scheme to man, then we have (1) rational nature, 
which gives rise to (2) a natural inclination o f the w ill for the end to which 
we are naturally proportioned, and which can be (3) naturally attained by 
the operation of our natural faculties.

St. Thomas specifies that this end consists in a certain contemplation 
of divine things such as is possible to man according to the capabilities of 
his nature, and which even philosophers such as Aristotle saw to be the 
final happiness of man:

Man by his nature is proportioned to a certain end, for which he has a 
natural appetite, and which he can work to achieve by his natural pow 
ers. This end is a certain contemplation of the divine attributes, in the 
measure in which this is possible for man through his naturalpowers-, and 
in this end even the philosophers placed the final happiness of man.

It is very interesting to observe that St. Thomas seems to limit “natural 
appetite” in man to that end for which man has both a natural propor 
tionality and the natural active forces to achieve. In other words, he does 
not equate natural appetite in man with the natural desire to see God! 
There is no mention in this context of the natural desire to see God, and 
the same holds for all other parallel texts dealing with the necessity of 
grace and the theological virtues, independently o f their chronology. 
Instead, (innate) natural appetite or inclination is considered to exist only 
with regard to a naturally proportionate end.

However, by faith we know that God has destined man for an end 
which exceeds the proportionality o f human nature or any nature which has 
been or could be created, and which is proportionate only to God Himself.14

follows; likewise in man there is found an intelligible form, and an inclination of the 
will following on the form that is known, from which exterior action follows.”
De veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “Since different natures have different ends, three things are 
necessary in natural things for the attainment of some end: namely, a nature propor 
tioned to that end; an indination to that end, which is the natural appetite for the end; 
and movement to that end. This can be seen in the earth, for example, which has a 
certain nature by which it is fitting for it to be in the center, and there follows on this 
nature an inclination to that center insofar as it naturally desires that place, even 
when it has been removed from the center by a violent motion, and when the vio 
lence is removed it moves downwards.”

14 Ibid.: “But God has prepared man for another end that exceeds the proportional 
ity of human nature. This end is eternal life which consists in the vision of God in 
His essence, an end which exceeds the proportionality of any created nature, 
being connatural to God alone.”
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In order for man to achieve this end, it is not enough for God simply to give 
man the means requisite for attaining it. This would correspond only to the 
third element of the threefold scheme that St. Thomas has analyzed. Each of 
the three elements need to be re-proportioned, so to speak, so that mans 
movement toward his supernatural end can have the same perfection found 
in nature with regard to natural ends. A new proportionality needs to be 
given to mans nature, by which he will be proportioned to the end of eternal 
life. From this new proportionality (participation in the divine nature, 
according to 2 Pt 1:4) there must flow a new inclination to the supernatural 
end. Finally, the acts by which that end is acquired must be proportioned to 
the elevation of that end. The new proportionality is given by sanctifying 
grace, the new inclination by the theological virtue of charity, and the acqui 
sition or meriting of the end is given by means of the other infused virtues, 
which are directed by charity.15

In this way one can clearly see the distinction between sanctifying 
grace and charity, for the former corresponds (on the supernatural order) 
to the nature while the latter corresponds to the inclination flowing from 
that nature. Sanctifying grace perfects nature by giving the creature a new 
proportionality with his supernatural end, and charity perfects the natural 
inclination o f the will by giving it a new orientation so that it is directed 
not merely to God as the Author o f nature, but to God as the Author of 
grace who invites the creature to share in His intimate life.

ST /-//, q. 62, a. 1
St. Thomas also asserts that the natural inclination of our will is directed 
to our connatural— and not our supernatural— end, when he explains the 
necessity of the theological virtues, both in his early commentary on the 
Sentences and in the Summa theologiae. The theological virtues are neces 
sary to rightly order and incline us to our supernatural end, to which we 
are not sufficiently ordered by the nature o f our spiritual faculties.

In order to show the necessity o f the theological virtues in S7T-II, q. 
62, a. 1, St. Thomas distinguishes two types o f  beatitude for man: one 
that is proportioned to human nature and which can be attained by the 
principles o f that nature, and another which exceeds its proportion and 
which can be attained only through grace, according to which we are 
made “partakers of the divine nature” in Christ. Precisely because this lat-

15 Ibid.-. “It is necessary that man be given something not only by which he works 
for the end, or to incline his appetite to that end, but also by which the nature of 
man is elevated to a certain dignity, according to which such an end is fitting to 
him. And for this he is given grace. Charity is given him to incline his affection to 
this end; the other virtues are given him for the execution of the works by which 
this end is acquired.”
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ter type of beatitude exceeds the proportion ofhum an nature, man’s natu 
ral principles are insufficient to order him  to it. For this reason “it is neces 
sary that certain divine principles be super-added to him by God, by 
which he may be ordered to supernatural beatitude just as he is ordered to 
his connatural end by means o f his natural principles, although not with 
out divine assistance.”

O f course we are ordered to our supernatural end in the mind of God 
before we receive grace and the theological virtues, but this is quite dis 
tinct from an intrinsic ordering. The principles naturally belonging to our 
nature order us only to our natural end  and not to our supernatural end. 
This means that the presence in man o f a natural desire to see God does 
not yet serve to order us to the vision o f God.16 This ordering comes first 
from the presence o f grace and the theological virtues.17

The response to the third objection makes the same point. The objec 
tion argues that theological virtues are unnecessary to order us to God, the 
first principle and the final end o f all things, for by the very nature of our 
reason and will, we are ordered to our first principle and last end. St. 
Thomas responds that it is true that our reason and will are naturally 
ordered to God, insofar as He is the principle and end o f nature. However, 
“reason and will, according to their nature, are not sufficiently ordered to 
Him insofar as He is the object of supernatural beatitude.” Reason and will 
without grace are sufficiently ordered to our natural end (contemplation 
o f God through nature), but not to our supernatural end.

ST /-//, q. 62, a. 3
The way in which the three theological virtues give us an inclination to 
our supernatural end is explained in the third article o f the same question. 
St. Thomas establishes a parallelism between the natural inclination of our 
intellect and will in the natural order, and the theological virtues perfect 
ing our intellect and will in the supernatural order. The natural inclination 
o f the will and the first principles o f the intellect order us to our connat 
ural end, whereas the theological virtues order us to our supernatural end.

This is necessary because both our intellect and will naturally lack a 
proper order to our supernatural end. In support of this position, St. 
Thomas cites 1 Cor 2:9*. “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it 
entered into the heart of man, what God has prepared for those who love 
Him.” Therefore, with regard both to the intellect (the “eye”) and to the 
will (the “heart”), “something needs to be supernaturally added to man to

16 The reason for this, as will be seen more fully in chapter 12, is that the natural 
desire to see God is conditional and inefficacious without the aid of Revelation 
and grace.

17 See also De malo, q. 5, a. 1: “the divine vision, to which man is ordered by grace.”
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order him to a supernatural end.” The intellect needs to be perfected by the 
habit of faith in order to know the end to which we are ordered and the 
means by which to arrive. The will or heart needs to be ordered to that end 
in two ways.18 First, it must tend to that end as to something possible to 
attain, for no one can intend to reach an end deemed to be impossible. In 
order to orient ones activity effectively to an end, it is not enough to have 
a mere wish or conditional desire for that end, which can exist even when 
an end is judged to be unattainable. O n the contrary, ordered activity 
toward an end presupposes the intention to gain that end, and an effective 
intention presupposes a judgment o f real possibility. In the case of our 
supernatural end, this is given by the virtue of hope.

However, this intention in itself is insufficient to fully order the will to 
the vision o f God, because nothing tends to something that is not similar 
to itself, and God in His inner life is maximally dissimilar to any created 
nature. For this reason, the will needs to be perfected by a supernatural 
conformity or union with God’s inner life, which is realized by charity.

/// S e n t . ,  d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3
The parallel text from the commentary on the Sentences concerning the 
necessity o f the theological virtues19 is also very significant in this regard. 
Here St. Thomas lays down the principle that everything that acts for an 
end must have both an inclination to the end and a certain germ or seed 
of the end already present. Now the end to which the divine liberality has 
destined man is entirely above the faculties o f created nature, as St. Paul 
shows in 1 Cor 2:9. Because our end is above the reach of our natural 
active powers, man is not sufficiently ordered to it by his natural endow 
ment, in virtue of which he is naturally inclined only to his “connatural

18 See 57T-II, q, 62, a. 3, ad J; “The very nature of the will suffices to give it a nat 
ural order to the [natural] end, both with regard to desire for the end and to its 
conformity with the end. But for the will to be ordered to things above its nature, 
the nature of the power is insufficient in both of these respects. Consequendy it is 
necessary that a supernatural habit be super-added in both respects.” Hope is nec 
essary with regard to intention for the supernatural end, and charity with regard to 
conformity with it.

19 III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3: “In everything which acts for an end, it is neces 
sary that there be an inclination to the end, and also a certain seed [inchoatio] of 
that end. Otherwise it would never operate for the end. Now the end for which 
the divine liberality has ordained and predestined man, the delight [fruitio] in 
Himself, is elevated completely above the power of created nature, for ‘eye has not 
seen . . . ’ as it is said in 1 Cor 2:9. Therefore through his natural gifts alone man 
is not sufficiently inclined to that end. Therefore it is necessary that something be 
added to man by which he receives an inclination to that end, just as he has an 
inclination to his connatural end through his natural powers. And what is added 
are the theological virtues.”
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end.” Therefore it is necessary that something be added to man by which 
he receives an inclination to this supernatural end, and a seed or germ of 
it. For this we need the theological virtues, together with grace.

St. Thomas explains that we are ordered to eternal life not by our nature, 
but by God alone, and therefore we must likewise be inclined, to the end of 
eternal life not by our nature or any natural principle, but by something that 
comes from God alone,20 and which can be known only by Revelation 21

This is very significant with regard to the thesis of de Lubac and oth 
ers who hold that the essential finality of our nature itself is the vision of 
God.22 St. Thomas affirms here that both our ordination to the vision of 
God, and our effective inclination to that end, come not from our nature, 
but only from sanctifying grace and the theological virtues. Therefore, the 
natural desire to see God spoken o f by St. Thomas cannot be understood 
to indicate the underlying finality o f rational nature itself.

In the response to the second23 and third objections,24 according to 
which we should not need any special virtues for our supernatural end, 
since the philosophers had no need to posit any virtues to incline us to our 
natural end, St. Thomas responds that the situation is not the same with

20 “Secondly, with regard to the cause. Since that end has been ordered to us by God 
not through our nature, it follows that the inclination to that end is produced in 
us by God alone. And thus they are called theological virtues, being created in us 
by God alone.”

21 “Third with regard to natural knowledge. Since that end is above the knowledge of 
nature, the inclination to that end cannot be known by natural reason, but by divine 
revelation. And therefore they are said to be ‘theological’ in that they are manifested 
to us by the divine word. Hence the philosophers knew nothing of them.”

22 See Mystery, 54-56, 63 [69-72, 81]. See also J. Laporta, “Les notions d’app^tit 
naturel et de puissance ob&dientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 277: “Therefore the end 
which defines human nature is the beatific vision”; J. Laporta, La destinie, 89: 
“The vision constitutes the destiny which defines every intellectual being.”

23 III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla 3, ad 2: “The happiness posited by the philosophers is 
that which man can attain by his natural powers. Therefore, he has of himself a nat 
ural inclination to that end. No other virtues are needed to give him an inclination to 
that end, but only to direct him in the works which are for the sake of the end [i.e. 
the moral and intellectual virtues]. This is not the case in what we are considering.”

24 III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3: “Theoretical principles are known by a nat 
ural habit different from that by which we know conclusions. The former are 
known by the habit of first principles [intellectus], whereas conclusions are known 
by science. However, in our affective part there is no natural affective habit, since 
from the very nature of the faculty there is an inclination to the final end propor 
tionate to the nature, as was said. But with regard to an end elevated above nature, 
to which natural inclination does not attain, it is necessary that there be a prior gra 
tuitous habit from which others may arise, both in the intellect and the will. In 
the intellect there is faith, and in the will there is charity and hope.”
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regard to the natural end that can be reached by natural powers, and to the 
supernatural end which exceeds those powers. No virtue in the will is nec 
essary to give us an inclination to happiness such as can be achieved on the 
natural level, because that inclination is present in us by nature: “From the 
very nature o f the faculty there is an inclination to the final end propor 
tionate to the nature.”25 However, this is not the case with regard to our 
supernatural end, with which we have no natural proportionality. There 
fore, we need additional principles infused by God— the theological 
virtues— to incline us to that disproportionate end.

D e v e r i ta te ,  q. 14, a. 2: Necessity of Faith
The necessity o f faith is further explained by De veritate, q. 14, a. 2. In 
order for the will to be moved to desire something, that thing must first be 
known by the intellect. St. Thomas explains that “man’s final good” 
{hominis bonum ultimum), which first moves mans will as a final end, is 
twofold: one which is proportionate to the active forces of our nature, and 
one which exceeds those forces. It is interesting to note that St. Thomas 
here considers both of these ends to be a final good and a final end, 
although on two different orders. Our natural forces are sufficient to know 
and desire the first of these ends, but not the second. In support of this 
assertion, St. Thomas once again cites 1 Cor 2:9:

There is a twofold final good o f man which first moves the will as a 
final end. O f these one is proportioned to human nature because 
natural powers are sufficient to attain it. This is the happiness of 
which the philosophers have spoken. . . . There is another good of 
human nature which exceeds the proportionality of human nature, 
because natural powers are insufficient to obtain it, or even to know 
or desire it. It is promised to man only by the divine liberality (1 Cor 
2:9: “Eye has not seen . . .”), and this is eternal life.

The reason for this is that “nothing can be ordered to an end without there 
preexisting in it a certain proportion to that end, out o f which the desire 
for the end may arise.” This proportion is established by a certain germ of 
the final end already established within the creature, as grace is a seed of 
glory. On the natural level, the first principles of reason and the seeds of 
virtue naturally implanted in us form a germ of the fullness of the contem 
plative and moral life (connatural happiness), to which we are ordered by 
nature. The inchoation of the end, already germinally present, makes possi 
ble the movement of natural inclination which is based on the attraction of 
similarity. There can be no natural inclination where dissimilarity reigns.

25 Ibid.
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D e s p e ,  q. un., a. 1, ad 8: Necessity o f Hope
In De spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8, St. Thomas responds to an objection accord 
ing to which it would not be necessary for man to receive the virtue of 
hope as an infused supernatural virtue, because it is natural for man’s will 
to be attracted to the good, whether natural or supernatural. Therefore, 
the supreme good will maximally attract the will in a natural way, and thus 
hope will not need to be a supernaturally infused gift.26 St. Thomas’s 
objection here anticipates by some thirty years the teaching of Scotus in 
Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 3: “For if nature desires its perfection, then 
it supremely desires its supreme perfection.”

In response, St. Thomas notes that the appetite of a thing is moved 
only by a good proportionate to the nature of the creature.27 A maximal 
good does not effectively attract a creature unless it possesses a proportion 
ality with that good. Eternal beatitude, which indicates the vision of God, 
is a good which is proportionate to us only on the basis of the mystery of 
grace. Therefore, the will of its own nature does not move toward the 
vision o f God as “a good which is proportionate for men to possess.” For 
this, an additional supernatural principle needs to be infused into our 
souls: the theological virtue o f hope. This text very clearly supports the 
position taken by Cajetan in Depotentia neutra.

Ul S e n t . ,  d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4: Necessity o f Charity
In III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4, St. Thomas responds to the objection 
that it is unnecessary to posit a virtue— charity in this case—when natural 
inclination suffices to produce an act. However, it is natural to love God 
above all things, because natural reason recognizes Him to be the supreme 
good. Hence a supernatural virtue o f charity would not be necessary.

St. Thomas responds that the object of natural love and desire is differ 
ent from the object o f supernatural love (charity) and desire (hope). 
Although it is natural to love and desire God as the supreme good, He is 
loved and desired in this way as the source o f all natural goods. For this type 
o f love or desire o f God, no virtue is needed in the will because there is a 
sufficient natural inclination generating this type o f love or desire. How 
ever, the glory of the inner life of God which lies beyond the ways in which

26 De spe, q. un., a. I, obj. 8: “Since the good naturally moves the appetite, the 
supreme good, which is beatitude, naturally moves the appetite in a maximum way.”

27 De spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8: “The proportionate good moves the appetite, but those 
goods which are not proportionate are not naturally desired. That eternal beati 
tude is a good proportionate to us comes from the grace o f God. Therefore, hope, 
which tends to this good as something proportionate for man to have, is a 
divinely infused gift.”
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His goodness can be naturally participated by creatures, will likewise lie 
beyond the limits of natural love and desire. St. Thomas formulates this 
with a universal principle: “ There can be no natural desire except for things 
which can naturally be possessed Therefore, there is a natural desire for the 
supreme good in us by nature, insofar as the supreme good is capable o f being 
participated by us by means o f natural effects.” This is evidently based on the 
Aristotelian principle according to which natural appetite or desire in all 
creatures corresponds to the range of their natural active forces.

In the second part o f his response, St. Thomas makes a parallel obser 
vation with regard to natural love. Love is based on similarity, and there 
fore natural love will extend to God as the Creator of natural goods, by 
which we have some sort o f similarity with Him. Natural love will not 
extend to Gods inner life, for we lack a natural similarity or proportional 
ity with the inner life o f God: “Similarly, love is caused by similitude. 
Therefore, we naturally love the supreme good above all, insofar as we 
have a similitude with Him through natural goods.”

W hat is surprising in this text is the axiom that natural desire (and 
love) cannot extend beyond the limits o f that which can naturally be 
obtained. Cajetan echoes this text of St. Thomas in his commentary on 
57*1, q. 12, a. 1, n. 10: “Natural desire does not extend beyond the range 
o f the active powers o f nature; thus I concede that the vision o f God in 
Himself is not naturally desired, absolutely speaking.”

De Lubac, in The Mystery o f the Supernatural asserts that Cajetan is 
unfaithful to St. Thomas when he asserts this principle.28 Actually, the texts 
of St. Thomas and Cajetan are in agreement. St. Thomas does not limit this 
principle to brute nature, as has been suggested,29 for he is speaking here of 
the necessity of charity which obviously pertains only to men and angels. 
Both St. Thomas and Cajetan enunciate the general principle as valid for all 
levels of nature and then apply it to man’s natural desire for God.

28 Mystery, 140 [181]: “For the ardent but in fact unfaithful Thomist—which is 
what Cajetan is here—‘reasonable nature is a closed whole within which the active 
capacities and tendencies are in strict correspondence.’ ‘Natural desire does not 
extend itself beyond the faculty of nature’: this is his principle, and it was to 
become the principle of an entire modern school.. . .  It is the effect of a reduced 
understanding of spirit.”

29 Mystery, 161-62 [210]. After quoting this passage, de Lubac notes: “But this makes 
it all the more important to note that he does not invoke it as a universal principle, 
and that he refuses to apply it automatically to the case of created spirit in relation 
to its last end.” However, St. Thomas is speaking here precisely of the relation of cre 
ated spirit to its last end, which is understood in a twofold way, natural and super 
natural. Natural love and the natural desire for the supreme good are said to concern 
the divine good “ insofar as it can be participated by us by means o f created effects."
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However, it must be remembered that natural desire is an analogous 
term, and in asserting this limit to natural desire (that it cannot extend 
beyond the limits of what can naturally be attained), St. Thomas is taking 
natural desire in one precise analogical sense of the term, which does not 
preclude other senses which are not subject to this lim it\ Otherwise, he 
could not also assert the existence o f a natural desire to see God. It is the 
task of the interpreter of St. Thomas to clearly distinguish between these 
two senses of natural desire or natural inclination: that which is affirmed to 
exist—the natural desire to see God—and that whose existence is denied, 
as when St. Thomas says: "There can be no natural desire except fo r things 
which can naturally be possessed.This is one o f the principal problems that 
must be resolved in the interpretation of the natural desire to see God.

It might be objected that this text o f St. Thomas giving the “Aris 
totelian” principle that “there cannot be natural desire (in the strict sense) 
except for that which can naturally be had,” is an uncharacteristic early 
text.30 One might suppose that St. Thomas later modified this view, 
beginning perhaps with the Summa contra Gentiles, in which the argument 
for the possibility o f the beatific vision from natural desire is first formu 
lated in a complete way.

However, it is very doubtful that the mature St. Thomas has repudi 
ated the principle given in this text, for the basic teaching o f the text is the 
same as that of the other texts cited in this section, which cover all periods 
of St. Thomas’s activity. Furthermore, this passage is parallel with many 
other later texts in which St. Thomas contrasts the different formal objects 
o f a natural and supernatural love o f God.31 The object of natural love and 
desire is God as the Author of nature and the source of all natural goods 
that can be naturally participated by creatures; the object o f supernatural 
charity is God in Himself, in His inner life, as the Author o f grace and 
supernatural beatitude. Ill Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4, extends this teach 
ing on natural love also to natural desire.

It is likely, however, that the mature St. Thomas would not have 
expressed himself using this terminology, categorically asserting that “there 
can be no natural desire except for things which can naturally be possessed,” 
so as not to seem to deny a natural desire to see God. The mature St. Thomas

30 See also IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sed contra 2: “To every natural inclina 
tion there corresponds some natural agent; otherwise nature would be deficient in 
necessary things.” In this text he is denying a natural desire in the dust and ashes 
from our decomposed bodies to be rejoined to our soul in the resurrection.

31 A parallel text with regard to natural love is De caritate, q. un., a. 2, ad 16: “Love 
for the supreme good, insofar as it is the principle of natural being, is in us by 
nature. However, insofar as it is the object of that beatitude that exceeds the entire 
capacity of created nature, this love is not in us by nature, but is above nature.” 
See also ST1, q. 62, a. 2, ad 1; I, q. 60, a. 5, ad 4; I—II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1.
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denies rather a sufficient “natural inclination” (innate) for supernatural beat 
itude, while affirming a natural desire (elicited) to see God.

Ill S e n t . ,  d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5
A very similar position is contained in the following article, III Sent., d. 
27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5, in which the more usual terminology o f “natural incli 
nation” is used instead o f “natural desire”:

Virtues are necessary for us in order to determine our natural faculties 
to the good. Therefore in those faculties in which natural powers are 
already determinal to the good by nature, no other virtues are required.
Now the will has as its object that good which is the end. Therefore, in 
itself it is naturally determined to that good which is the proportionate 
end of human nature. Thus the philosophers have not posited any 
virtue in the will with respect to the final end. . . .  But according to the 
doctrine ofjaith there is a final end which exceeds natural inclination. And 
therefore according to theologians we must posit some virtue in the will 
to elevate it to that end, and we call this virtue charity.

Here St. Thomas explains that it is necessary to have a virtue to perfect a 
faculty whenever that faculty is not already determined with regard to the 
good. If a faculty has a natural inclination toward its proper good, then it 
has no need for a virtue to give it a further determination with regard to 
that good. Since the will is naturally constituted to desire the universal 
good as conceived by the intellect, Aristotle and other philosophers had no 
need to posit any virtue in the will to perfect it with regard to its connat 
ural final end, to which it is already determined by nature. However, this 
is only true with regard to a final end proportionate to human nature. Since 
God has revealed to us that we are ordered to an end that exceeds the 
active powers of any created nature, this end will also exceed the natural 
inclination of the will. For this reason supernatural charity is necessary to 
give the will a sufficient inclination to our supernatural end.

It is very interesting to note that St. Thomas sees it to be a revealed 
truth, not only that our supernatural end is beyond the reach of our active 
powers, but equally beyond the reach o f the natural inclination o f our will. 
Herein lies the necessity of the supernatural gift o f charity.

In II Cor. 5 :5
A beautiful text from the commentary In I I  Cor. 5:5 contrasts the “desire of 
nature” not to be despoiled o f our earthly tabernacle, with the supernatural 
desire, or desire of grace, to be clothed with a heavenly habitation: “God cre 
ates in us natural and supernatural desires. He gives us natural desires when 
He gives us a natural spirit belonging to human nature. . . .  He gives us
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supernatural desires when He infuses in us a supernatural spirit, namely the 
Holy Spirit.”32 Here St. Thomas is using natural desire in contrast to super 
natural desire, which presupposes grace and the gifts o f the Holy Spirit.

He begins with the general principle that every nature carries with it an 
appetite for the ends that are fitting to that nature, as a heavy object naturally 
tends downwards to the center. However, if there is some kind of appetite for 
an object that is above its nature, the creature will not move naturally toward 
it, but only insofar as it is moved by something above its nature. In other 
words, it will not be a natural desire, but a supernatural desire. To see God by 
essence, although it is proper to the rational creature, is nevertheless above its 
nature. Therefore, the rational creature is not m ovtd to desire the vision of 
God by virtue o f its nature, but by God Himself, who creates this supernatu 
ral desire in us by infusing the Holy Spirit into our hearts:

The cause of the natural desire by which we do not wish to be despoiled 
[of our earthly tabernacle] is that the soul is naturally united to the 
body, and conversely. But the desire by which we seek to be clothed in 
a heavenly inhabitation is not from nature, but from G od.. .  . The rea 
son for this is that every nature has an appetite suited for the end o f its 
nature, as a heavy object naturally tends downward, and desires to rest 
there. However, if the appetite of some thing is for an object above its 
nature, that thing is not moved towards that end naturally, but through 
another also above its nature. Now it is evident that to enjoy celestial 
glory and to see God by essence, although it is of the rational creature, 
is nevertheless above its nature. Therefore, the rational creature is not 
moved to desire this by nature, but by God Himself.33

This text seems to affirm that the desire to see God is not a natural desire at 
all, but comes first from the grace o f the Holy Spirit! How can this be rec 
onciled with the existence of a natural desire to see God? I hold that what 
St. Thomas is excluding in this and other similar texts is an innate and 
unconditional desire to see God, which comes first through sanctifying 
grace. He would not, however, exclude an elicited and conditional desire to 
know the essence of the first cause, for which grace is not necessary.

Conclusion
More texts o f St. Thomas could be adduced which make the same basic 
point.34 However, these are more than sufficient to show that Cajetan was

32 In I I  Cor. 5:5 (#161).
33 In I I  Cor. 5:5 (#160—61).
34 See S T l, q. 62, a. 1; I-II, q. 114, a. 2; ScGIII, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229); In loan. 17:23, 

lect. 5 (#2250); In Eph. 2:7 (#90); In GaL 5:16 (#308); II Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 1.
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right to insist that the principle that “everything naturally desires its own 
perfection” must be interpreted in terms of natural proportionality. Every 
thing naturally desires its own connatural and proportionate perfection. 
This is the clear teaching of St. Thomas with regard to innate, uncondi 
tional or efficacious desire. On this depends his argumentation for the 
necessity of grace and charity for salvation.

It is not true to say, with Scotus, that a faculty which is somehow per 
fected by an act is always naturally inclined to it, and that the greater the 
perfection, the greater the inclination. This position overlooks the fact that 
natural inclination is also based on the presence of some fundamental sim 
ilarity (proportionality) to the object desired. The greater the similarity, the 
greater will be the inclination; the more distant the similarity, the weaker 
will be the inclination. A proportionate perfection, although small, actually 
attracts more than a disproportionate greater perfection, as we know from 
human experience. A maximum perfection that is maximally distant from 
and disproportionate to our nature will not arouse a maximum natural 
inclination, but at most a wish. The attraction resulting from the fact that 
the vision of God would constitute the maximum perfection of the intel 
lectual creature is counteracted by the attenuation of the attraction result 
ing from the excessive distance. It is like the gravitational attraction 
resulting from a maximally heavy object at a maximum distance. This is 
why we need grace and the theological virtues to be righdy attracted to our 
supernatural end. In effect, they overcome the distance by establishing a 
new supernatural proportionality which enables the attraction stemming 
from the maximum perfection of the supernatural end to become effective 
and to be experienced as a good which pertains to oneself as a son o f God. 
Thus a “supernatural” inclination is aroused that is parallel to the wills nat 
ural inclination to its connatural end. W ith grace and the theological 
virtues, the will moves toward its supernatural end in a “connatural” way. 
However, without the grace o f adoption of the sons o f God, such a super- 
eminent good does not effectively attract the will, but rather is perceived as 
something above and beyond ones nature and possibilities.

St. Thomas’s position denying sufficient natural inclination is based 
on the truth of faith according to which there is always a greater dissimi 
larity than similarity between the creature and the Creator.35 St. Thomas 
seems to regard the lack o f sufficient natural inclination toward the vision 
of God to be a revealed truth affirmed in 1 Cor 2:9 and Is 64:4.36

35 See the Fourth Lateran Council (DS 806): “Between the Creator and the creature 
so great a likeness cannot be noted without the necessity of noting a greater dis 
similarity between them.”

36 See pp. 411-12 below.
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According to St. Thomass theory that similarity lies at the basis of 
natural inclination, an affirmation o f a maximum natural inclination 
(conceived as innate and unconditional) toward the vision of God would 
seem to imply that rational creatures by nature are divinae consortes natu 
rae P  However, Catholic doctrine affirms this “deification” to be solely the 
result o f grace.

The Scotist position has oversimplified the situation by considering 
only one side of the equation. Scotus has focused on the great perfection 
given by supernatural gifts, but has neglected to consider the attenuation 
of inclination stemming from excessive distance.

St. Thomas, on the other hand, takes both aspects into account, 
insisting that grace provides the basis o f a new supernatural inclination to 
our supernatural end, precisely by giving us a new proportionality with it. 
Charity then flows from the new proportionality that sanctifying grace has 
given us. Charity is precisely a supernatural inclination toward the God of 
grace, as an end that mysteriously and incomprehensibly pertains to us, 
such as to produce in us a love o f friendship with God. Although St. 
Thomas does not mention the natural desire to see God in this context, 
we can infer that it alone is insufficient to make us naturally inclined to 
that end as an end pertaining to us and proportionate to us. For that we 
need grace and the theological virtues.

37 See 2 Pt 1:4: “partakers of the divine nature.” See S7T-II, q. 62, a. 1, in which St. 
Thomas cites this text.
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edientiai Potency

CLOSELY linked to the question of whether there can be a natu 
ral inclination for a supernatural perfection is that o f whether 
there can be a natural passive potency to receive supernatural 
gifts. "What is the exact nature of our capacity to receive supernatural per 

fections? Should it be classified as a natural passive potency? O r an obedi 
ential potency? Although this may seem an abstruse and technical matter, 
it has generated great theological passions, and is a fundamental question 
for theological anthropology, intimately tied to the debate over the natural 
desire to see God.

Cajetan, in harmony with his exclusion of an innate natural inclina 
tion to supernatural perfections o f grace and glory, denies that our capac 
ity to receive such perfections should be conceived as a natural passive 
potency. Indeed, wherever there is a natural passive potency, there is an 
innate inclination for its actualization, for they are correlative terms. If our 
capacity for the beatific vision were a natural passive potency, we would 
have an innate inclination for it, and vice versa.

In his commentary on the first article o f St. Thomass Summa theolo- 
giae, Cajetan defines obediential potency as “the aptitude for there to be 
realized in a thing whatever God has decreed to work in it” above its 
nature. He then specifies that “it is according to such a potency that our 
soul is said to be in potency to our promised beatitude and supernatural 
end, and other things like that.” However, he does not fail to observe that 
this “obediential potency to receive faith and charity is in the nature o f 
man because he is intellectual. It is not in the nature o f a lion, because 
such perfections are incompatible with its nature.”1

1 Commentary on S T l, q. 1, a. 1, nn. 9, 10 (leonine ed., 4:8a).
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Contestation of Cajetan's Position
Cajetan’s position in this matter has generated much controversy in the 
twentieth century and has drawn down upon him much ire and scorn. 
According to a certain line o f interpretation, obediential potency for St. 
Thomas is a notion that is used above all with regard to miracles. The 
application of the notion to the case of the vision o f God is seen to be a 
deviation from the authentic thought of St. Thomas and high Scholastic 
theologians in general. The responsibility for this deviation is attributed to 
the classical sixteenth- and seventeenth-century commentators o f St. 
Thomas, beginning with Cajetan. Henri de Lubac and Jorge Laporta see 
the affirmation that the rational creature has only an obediential potency 
for the vision of God to be in conflict with the natural desire for the vision 
of God, and a distortion of St. Thomas’s conception of the relationship of 
the natural and the supernatural orders.

De Lubac writes:

But it was left to Cajetan . . .  to place natural potency decidedly in 
opposition to obediential potency in the soul, declaring that the 
potency of the soul for grace “is not natural, but obediential”. . . . We 
have here a further indication of that “naturalization” or “materializa 
tion” of the spirit which we have already seen to be at work. It is a new 
application of the principle according to which each thing should find 
its end—corresponding to its natural appetite and its natural 
potency—within the limits of its own nature. The case of the spirit 
should enter entirely within the more general case of natural beings.2

Again twenty years later:

It is to this naturalization of the soul, or the human being, that we 
must attribute Cajetan’s teaching on the potentia obedientiae. Not 
that it was he who invented the name, or the thing. But the applica 
tion he makes of it to the problem of the supernatural end is not that 
made by St Thomas. . . . Someone3 wrote recently that “it is a com 
plete historical mistake to see this as a malicious ‘invention’ on his 
part.” In fact no one has ever suggested that it was a malicious inven 
tion—or even a pure invention at all. But there is none the less a fla 
grant deviation from the master in the commentator. . . . But it 
remains quite clear, from the explanations he has given us, that for 
St. Thomas particularly, the simple idea of potentia obedientialis con 
ceived not “to express the condition in which Gods gift places us of

2 Surnaturel, 137.
3 L.-B. Gillon, “Aux origines de la ‘puissance ob6dientielle,’ ” R T 47 (1947): 310.
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being able to become children of God,” but to account for the possi 
bility of miracle, is not adequate as a definition of the relationship of 
human nature to the supernatural. It does not lay sufficient stress on 
“the absolutely special case of spirit.”

Now for Cajetan the idea of potentia obedientialis is adequate. . . .
In other words, Cajetan rejects St Thomas’s principle: “the soul is nat 
urally capable of grace”; he reverses the contrast formulated by St 
Thomas, and reduces the case of the supernatural destiny of created 
spirit to a particular instance of miracle. The fundamental reason for 
this reversal is that he has first reduced human nature itself to a case 
merely of one species among others in his consideration of natural 
beings. And this double mistake has very grave consequences.4 *

Laporta, in La destinee de la nature humaine selon Thomas d ’A qu in f makes 
the same accusation against Cajetan:

It is sufficient to go through this list [of texts of St. Thomas speaking 
of obediential potency] to ascertain that the notion of potentia obedi 
entiae was never used by St. Thomas with regard to grace and glory.
On the contrary, Thomas carefully and insistently excludes all poten- 
tia obedientiae in order to affirm the potentia naturalis.

Cajetan, on the contrary, begins his commentary on the Summa 
theologiae by proclaiming, in la, q. 1, a. 1, that the relationships 
between nature and grace are defined by potentia obedientiae. . . . 
And he has the audacity to lead one to believe that he is doing noth 
ing more than interpreting his Master.6

In summary, the particular charges leveled against Cajetan are:

4 Mystery, 140-43 [182-85].
3 In a letter to de Lubac of June 20 ,1965> fitienne Gilson gives an interesting account 

of his reaction to this work of Laporta: “An ex-Benedictine, J. Laporta. . . .  married, 
father of a family, dumped an enormous manuscript on my doorstep about two 
years ago. I didn’t understand much of it then, but now I wonder whether I might 
not have happened upon a species of Ba'ianism. . . . What he wanted to prove is 
that the beatific vision is not a case o f potentiality subject to obedience. Very well; 
even now I don’t know if I suceeded or failed in helping him explain that it was, 
or indeed wasn’t, a case o f potentiality subject to nature. I’m going to keep his book 
in my collection, guessing that perhaps he lost his vocation and his faith under 
pressure from orthodox judges who wanted to make him confess that the beatific 
vision is, primo et per se, a case of potentiality subject to obedience. . . . But I’m 
afraid I encountered the opposite error as far as he was concerned.” Quoted in 
Letters o f Etienne Gilson to Henri de Lubac, annotated by H . de Lubac (San Fran 
cisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 82-83.

6 J. Laporta, La destinie, 145- See also 73-89,133-46.



THE N A T U R A L  DES IRE TO SEE GOD

1. He considers “natural potency decidedly in opposition to obediential 
potency in the soul,” treating them as mutually exclusive terms.7

2. He asserts that the capacity of the intellectual creature to receive “super 
natural” perfections (such as grace, infused virtues, and the vision of 
God) is properly to be spoken of as an obediential potency and not a 
natural passive potency, and he claims that this is the teaching of St. 
Thomas. Those who accuse Cajetan of deviating from St. Thomas in 
this regard claim on the contrary that the notion of obediential potency 
is never properly applicable to the case of the final end of a creature 
(even if that end is “supernatural”).8 Furthermore, Laporta claims that 
St. Thomas has never spoken o f obediential potency with regard to our 
supernatural end.9 De Lubac admits that St. Thomas has spoken of the 
soul’s capacity for grace as “obediential,” but only in the “generic” or 
improper sense in which justification can be said to be miraculous.10

3. By applying the notion of obediential potency to our capacity to 
receive grace and glory, Cajetan reduces our relationship to our heav 
enly beatitude to “a particular instance o f miracle.”11

4. He insists on the universal validity of an Aristotelian axiom frequently 
used by St. Thomas, according to which natural passive potency always 
corresponds to a natural agent capable o f realizing it. Where there is 
no natural agent, there can only be obediential potency. In this, Caje 
tan fails to realize that St. Thomas supposedly limited the validity of 
this axiom to the sub-rational world.12

7 H. de Lubac, Sumaturel 137.
8 See J. Laporta, “Les notions d’appdtit nature! et de puissance ob^dientielle,” ETL 5 

(1928): 273: “Things are only in obediential potency for that which is not their end.”
9 J. Laporta, La destinie, 145. See also E. Gilson, “Sur la probl&natique thomiste de 

la vision b&tifique,” AHDLM  39 (1964): 76, 81, who observes that St. Thomas 
never speaks o f our capacity for the beatific vision as an obediential potency in book 
III of ScG. However, he also recognizes that neither does he ever speak of this 
capacity, in any of his works, simply as a natural passive potency.

10 Mystery, 141 [182]: “It is quite certain that for St. Thomas, human nature can be 
said to be in potentia obedientiae to receive sanctifying grace, and that one may 
speak of it as a miracle. . . . But it must be noted that he only admits these terms, 
miracle or potentia obedientialis, in a generic sense.”

11 Mystery, 143 [185].
12 See J. Laporta, La destinie, 87-88: “Rightly interpreted, the axiom of Averroes is 

the law for the non-intellectual universe. . . . From the beginning of his career, 
when speaking about intellectual creatures, Thomas has replaced the axiom of 
Averroes with another broader principle, valid for all creatures without exception: 
‘Natural appetite cannot be in vain.’” On 87n58, Laporta charges Cajetan
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5. Cajetan considers the notion of obediential potency to adequately 
define the relationship o f human nature to the supernatural.13

6. Cajetan (implicitly?) rejects St. Thomas’s principle: “The soul is nat 
urally capable of grace.”14 •

7. In his treatment of obediential potency, Cajetan’s teaching represents 
a “naturalization” or “materialization” o f the spirit, treating spiritual 
creatures on a par with sub-rational creatures.15

In order to evaluate the validity of these grave charges, it will be necessary 
first to consider the notion of obediential potency in depth, especially 
insofar as it is specific to the spiritual creature. Secondly, we shall examine 
Cajetan’s arguments, and finally compare them with a series of texts of St. 
Thomas, in order to determine Cajetan’s fidelity to his master.

The Notion of Obediential Potency
Starting with the theologians of the thirteenth century, obediential potency 
is used to indicate a capacity in the creature to receive a perfection direcdy 
from the power of God, working above the order of natural causes. It 
means that the specific nature of the creature and the natural laws that gov 
ern it do not bind the hands of the Creator, so to speak; they do not. make 
Him incapable of intervening in His work beyond the limits o f the natural 
order that He has established. Because of Gods sovereign power over cre 
ated being, all creation has the innate capacity to obey the will of the Cre 
ator and to be caused to do whatever He wills.16 In the words of the 
centurion in the Gospel (Mt 8:8): “Only say the word, and my servant will 
be healed. For I am a man under authority, with soldiers under me; and I 
say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes.” And 
after the miraculous calming of the sea, the Apostles exclaim: “What sort of

with failing to recognize St. Thomas’s correction of the principle of Averroes: “The 
principle which Thomas corrects, Cajetan and his disciples maintain intact and 
constandy invoke. This is a definitive abandonment of the route traced by the 
Master.” I would respond to Laporta that St. Thomas consistently uses both prin 
ciples: (1) natural passive potency always corresponds to a natural agent capable of 
realizing it, and (2) natural desire cannot be in vain. They are both metaphysical 
principles that apply to all creation.

13 H. de Lubac, Mystery, 143 [185].
>4 Ibid.
15 Mystery, 140-41 [181-83]; Sumaturel, 137.
16 De virtutibus, q. un,, a. 10, ad 13: “In every creature there is a certain obediential 

potency, according to which every creature obeys God so as to receive in itself 
whatever He wills.”
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man is this that even winds and sea obey him?” (Mt 8:27). Obediential 
potency is a thoroughly Biblical idea.17

Is there a limit to this potency? It is as wide as God’s omnipotence itself. 
God’s omnipotence stretches to all being. However, even Gods omnipo 
tence cannot realize something contradictory, for such a “thing” cannot be. 
Thus the only limit to obediential potency in general is contradiction. All 
creatures are open to receive, above their nature, whatever is not intrinsi 
cally contradictory.

This capacity to obey God above nature is used in contrast with nat 
ural passive potency; which is the capacity to receive a perfection through 
connatural active powers (agents), in accordance with the laws o f nature. 
Thus natural passive potency and obediential potency are rwo different 
kinds o f passive potencies, corresponding to two different kinds of agents: 
natural and divine.

In the Summa Jratris Alexandri (compiled before 1250), obediential 
potency is defined in precisely this way: “Active potency is twofold: cre 
ated and uncreated. Passive potency is also twofold: with respect to created 
power and with respect to the uncreated power.”18 The latter is referred to as 
a potency of obedience. For example, the capacity of Adams rib to be 
made into a woman is said to be an obediential potency.

St. Thomas inherited this term from his predecessors, and defines it in 
the same way as the Summa fratris Alexandri. A good example is given in 
S7TII, q. 11, a. 1: “It must be borne in mind that in the human soul, as 
in every creature, there is a twofold passive power. One is in comparison 
with a natural agent; the other in comparison with the First Agent, which 
can bring any creature to a higher act than a natural agent can bring it, 
and this is usually called the obediential potency of a creature.”19

Natural Active and Passive Potencies 
and Obediential Potency
This distinction o f natural passive potency and obediential potency 
depends on a general Aristotelian principle according to which active and

17 See also Ps 148:8: “Fire and hail, snow and frost, stormy wind fulfilling his com 
mand!”; Ps 104:30: “Send forth your spirit, and they shall be created.” See F. 
Gaboriau, Thomas d'Aquin en dialogue (Paris: Fac, 1993), 52.

18 Bk. 1, pars 1, inquisitio 1, tract. 4, q. 3, ch. 1, ad obiecta n. 3, ad 2 (Summa the 
ologies vol. 1 [Quaracchi, 1924], 233a-b).

39 In this article, St. Thomas brings in this distinction in order to determine the par 
ticular kind of potency that existed in Christ’s human soul for receiving infused 
knowledge of all Revelation. See also ST III, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; De veritate, q. 8, a. 
12, ad 4; q. 29, a. 3, ad 3; q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; De vtrtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13; III 
Sent., d. 1, q. 1, a. 3, ad 4.
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passive powers correspond to each other, and belong in the same genus.20 
If  the active power is natural, then the passive power will likewise be natu 
ral. If the active power is God alone working above the nature, then the 
passive power will not be natural but obediential

St. Thomas explains this in his article from the commentary on the 
Sentences (III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 1) dealing with the possibility of 
the Incarnation. He says that the capacity for a human nature to be 
assumed by God

does not signify a natural passive potency of the creature, for there is no 
natural passive potency in nature which does not correspond to the active 
power o f some natural agent. Therefore, we must say that there is only 
an obediential potency in the creature according to which the creature 
can become whatever God wishes, as from wood a calf can be brought 
forth, through the operation of God. This obediential potency corre 
sponds to the divine power, according to which it is said that the crea 
ture can become whatever God can make from it.

Understood in this way, the notion o f obediential potency is a simple 
concept. It is the creatures passive recepdvity to being moved directly by 
God. There are two types of passive potency: natural passive potency to be 
moved by secondary causes, and obediential potency to be moved by the 
will o f God above secondary causes.21 The notion o f obediential potency 
is especially important in the context of rationalism and naturalism, in

20 St. Thomas often cites Averroes’ commentary on bk. 9 of the Metaphysics as the 
authority for this principle, as in III Sent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 2. In IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, 
a. 1, qla. 3 (SuppL, q. 75, a. 3), he attributes the principle directly to Aristotle in 
bk. 9 o f the Metaphysics> which would refer to ch. 1, 1046al9: “The potency of 
acting and being acted on is one.” In Depotentia, q. 6, a. 1, obj. 18, he explains 
the axiom as a consequence of Aristotle’s principle that every genus is divided into 
act and potency, as stated in the Physics3 .\.2Q \z\Q . St. Thomas uses the principle 
in many other texts as well without citing any authority. Although this principle 
can be referred to both as an Aristotelian principle and a principle of Averroes, it 
is no less a principle o f St. Thomas, since he uses it with much greater frequency 
and clarity than his predecessors, as we shall see.

21 Although generally St. Thomas gives this twofold division of passive potency, 
occasionally he refers to a third kind o f potency, lying between natural and obedi 
ential. This intermediate type indicates the capacity of a thing to receive an act 
which does not correspond to a connatural agent on its own level or to its own 
natural inclination, but which is not obediential because it can be realized by 
some higher created agent, such as man. Examples include the capacity for a rock 
to be projected against its gravitational attraction, for wood to be made into a 
table, or for a statue to be carved out of marble, etc. An interesting example of this 
can be seen in the important text of Comp, theoi I, ch. 104.
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which Gods capacity to intervene in His creation is denied. Naturalism 
denies the very existence o f obediential potency.

History o f the Notion o f Obediential Potency
It appears that the paternity of the doctrine of obediential potency lies with 
St. Augustine, although he does not use this technical term. The notion is 
developed in the course of a discussion of the creation of Eve from Adam’s 
rib, in his work The Literal Meaning o f Genesis. What kind of potency lay in 
Adams rib such that it could be made into Eve? Did this potency pertain to 
the seminal reasons22 that God inserted into nature at its creation?

St. Augustine answers in the negative, for it does not belong to the nat 
ural order that a rib can generate a living human being. But yet there must 
be some potency in the rib. It can be nothing else than a power to obey the 
will of God in what lies above the natural order of causes. He writes:

Over this whole movement and course of nature there is the power 
of the Creator, who is able to do in all creatures something other 
chan what the seminal reasons would bring about, but not something 
that He Himself had not originally made possible to be done in 
them. . , . But that a tree which has been cut down, dried out, pol 
ished, without any root or earth or water, should suddenly flower 
and bring forth fruit, that a woman sterile in her youth should bear a 
child in her old age, that an ass should speak, and so on with other 
examples—God gave to the substances which He created the possi 
bility that these actions could happen in them (for not even He 
would do in them what He Himself predetermined was impossible 
to be done in them, since He Himself is not more powerful than 
Himself); nevertheless, according to another mode of being He gave 
to these creatures the determination that these occurrences would 
not happen by virtue of natural forces but by virtue o f the fact that 
they had been created so that their nature would be under the influence 
o f a more powerful will.

God, therefore, has in Himself the hidden causes of certain things 
which He has not placed in creatures, and He makes them operative 
not in the work of His ordinary providence by which He brings 
things into being, but in that work by which He administers accord 
ing to His will the things that He has created as He has willed. In this 
sphere o f God’s action is the grace by which sinners are saved.22 23

22 St. Augustine’s use of the notion of “seminal reasons” (rationes seminales) here is 
basically equivalent to “natural potency” in the vocabulary of St. Thomas.

23 The Literal Meaning o f Genesis 9.17-18.32-33 (PL 34, 406), trans. J. H. Taylor, 
S.J., vol. 2 (New York: Newman Press, 1982), 92-94 (my iralics).
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The natures created by God have an openness to obey God above their 
own natures. St. Augustine has clearly enunciated the notion of obedien 
tial potency without giving it a technical name. Nevertheless, the way he 
describes it already suggests the technical name that will be given it in the 
thirteenth century, for he characterizes it as a potency in the creature to obey 
the w ill o f God above the natural order constituted by the “seminal reasons” 
that God has inserted into nature. It is interesting that St. Augustine puts 
forward his view in a tentative way, noting that this was a new problem 
that had not yet been treated.24

This profound reflection of St. Augustine was not taken up and fur 
ther developed until the Scholastic period. St. Anselm reflects on it briefly, 
when he indicates that there are three orders: natural, voluntary/moral, 
and wondrous (mirandum).2  ̂ Peter Lombard initiated further reflection 
on this theme by including a discussion of this text in the Sentences II, d. 
18, chs. 6-7.

The thirteenth-century theologians, in discussing this very chapter of 
St. Augustine, will call this potency "obediential.” The term “obedience” is 
linked to this potency in the Summa aurea (1215-1220) o f William of 
Auxerre, who refers to it as “natural obedience.”26 The term “obediential 
potency” appears around the year 1230 (in Paris) in the Summa de bono of 
Philip the Chancellor27 and in the anonymous Summa duacensis, which is 
closely related to the Summa de bono. The author o f the Summa duacensis

24 Ibid., 9.17.31 (Taylor 2:92): “Did the reason-principle [ratio] which God con- 
created and mingled with the works that He made in the world have the determi 
nation by which the woman would necessarily come from the rib of the man? Or 
did it have only the potency from which this development could come, so that the 
actual determination would have been hidden in Gods plans and not necessarily 
determined in the reason-principle?

“If this is the question, I will give my opinion without holding it tenaciously; 
but when I have proposed it, perhaps believers who are well grounded in the faith, 
upon thoughtfully weighing my suggestions, will accept them without doubt even 
though this is the first time they have considered them.”

25 On the Virginal Conception and on Original Sin, ch. 11 (PL 158, 446).
26 William of Auxerre, Summa aurea Magistri Guillelmi Altissiodorensis, bk. 1, tract. 11, 

ch. 1, ed. J. Ribaillier, vol. 1 (Paris: Editions du Centre national de la recherche sd- 
entifique, 1980), 205: “Augustine says that in every thing there is a natural obedience 
[naturalis obedientia] by which God can do whatever He wishes with it, such that 
water can be made into wine. Thus a man can be made from an ass.”

27 Philippi Cancellarii Parisiensis Summa de bono, ed. N. Wicki (Bern: Editiones 
Francke, 1985), 1:483: “An obediential potency has been created from the begin 
ning with respect to all the divine works. . . . But it does not thereby follow that 
this is a potency with respect to the act, because this possibility is according to the 
obedience of the creature, by which God can do what He wills, and it is a passive 
possibility.” See also 474: “Miraculous works demonstrate that there is an obedi 
ential potency [potentia obedientiae] in creatures.”
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writes: “There is a certain obediential potency in each thing according to 
which God can make o f it whatever He wills. . . . This is a passive potency 
in things according to which they obey their Creator in that way by which 
from the trunk o f a tree He can make a calf.”28 Shortly thereafter it 
appears in the Summa fratris Alexandria and is further developed by St. 
Bonaventure.29

Obediential Potency Is Not Limited to Miracles
In order to illustrate the notion of obediential potency, the simplest exam 
ples are taken from sensible things, and are miracles: the conversion of 
water into wine; the conversion of Adam’s rib into Eve or the dust of the 
earth into the body o f Adam; the conversion of bread and wine into the 
Body of Christ; the conversion of stones into sons o f Abraham; the con 
version o f dead bones into living bodies in the resurrection. In these cases 
there is a substantial change, worked direcdy by God without the inter 
vention o f secondary causes disposing the-matter to receive the new form.

However, not all obediential potency should be understood as the 
mere capacity of a given nature to be turned into something else by God. 
To repeat, these are the simplest examples to illustrate the notion, because 
they can be grasped by our senses. It is always helpful to use sensible 
examples to illustrate metaphysical notions. For example, philosophers 
illustrate the notion of form  with the figure o f a statue. But this does not 
mean that form  is limited to external figure! The metaphysical notion 
extends analogously beyond the sensible.

As mentioned above, de Lubac objected vehemently to the use of the 
category of obediential potency in Christian anthropology to refer to our 
capacity for the supernatural because he thought it was a category only 
suitable to refer to miracles.30 If this were the case, he would be absolutely 
right to object!

28 La “Summa duacensis” (Douai 434), ed. P. Glorieux (Paris: Vrin, 1955), 120: “In 
rebus est quaedam potentia obedientiae secundum quam Deus de re potest facere 
quicquid vult. . . . Est autem haec potentia in rebus passiva secundum quam obe- 
diunt suo creatori in hunc modum quod de trunco potest facere vitulum.” St. 
Thomas seems to have known this text, for he uses the same example in his article 
on the possibility of the Incarnation, III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 1, quoted above.

29 St. Bonaventure, I Sent., d. 42, a. un., q. 4; d. 44, a. 1, q. 1, ad 3 (Opera omnia, 
vol. 1 [Quaracchi, 1882], 758, 782-83).

30 Denis Bradley follows de Lubac on this point, in Aquinas on the Twofold Human 
Good, 449: “Miracles, then, serve as the Thomistic prototype for understanding 
the obediential potency of a creature.” Gilson also came to agree with de Lubac on 
this. See his letter to de Lubac of June 20, 1965, published in Letters o f Etienne 
Gilson to Henri de Lubac, 81.
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It is true that the theologians o f the first half of the thirteenth century 
who drew on the text of St. Augustine mentioned above seem to use the cat 
egory of obediential potency only in the discussion of miracles. However, it 
is not Cajetan who first extends the notion to include our capacity for grace, 
but St. Augustine himself, in the same text in which he first introduced the 
notion of obediential potency. He begins by discussing Adam’s rib, but then 
carries the discussion to the question of the justification of the sinner and 
the mystery of grace. Furthermore, he says that it is fitting that the mystery 
of grace, which transcends the seminal reasons inserted into nature, be pre 
figured by miracles which also transcend those seminal reasons.31

Likewise, although St. Thomas and St. Albert illustrate the category of 
obediential potency with examples o f miracles, they employ it above all to 
refer to the capacity of spiritual creatures to receive supernatural perfec 
tions from God. For example, it was used by St. Albert to describe our 
capacity to receive the vision of God during the time that St. Thomas was 
his student in Cologne. In his commentary on Dionysius’s Divine Names, 
St. Albert writes:

Our intellect comprehends all those things to which it is in potency 
according to its natural proportionality, in analogy with prime mat 
ter. However, with regard to the vision of God, our intellect is not in 
potency according to natural proportionality, but only according to 
obediential potency\ like prime matter with regard to the form of 
glory [in the resurrection].32

31 The Literal Meaning o f Genesis 9.18.34 (PL 34, 407) (Taylor, 2:94): “Hence, St. 
Paul has said that the mystery of this grace was hidden, not in the world, in which 
the causal reasons of all things destined to come forth in the processes of nature 
have been hidden, as Levi was hidden in the loins of Abraham when he paid 
tithes, but in God who created all. Therefore, all things that have been made not 
in the natural development of things, but in a miraculous way to signify this 
grace, have had their causes also hidden in God. An example of such a thing 
might be seen in the fact that the woman was made from the side of the man.”

32 Ch. 1, n. 27, ad 7, in Opera omnia, vol. 37/1, ed. Paulus Simon (Munster: 
Monasterii Westfalorum AschendorfF, 1972), 13b, lines 58-66: “Intellectus noster 
comprehendit omne illud ad quod est in potentia secundum proportionem natu- 
ralem sicut et materia prima: sed ad videndum Deum non est in potentia secun 
dum proportionem naturalem, sed tantum secundum potentiam oboedientiae sicut 
materia prima ad formam gbrificationis." St. Albert is responding to the objection 
that the created mind should be capable of comprehending God, just as prime 
matter is capable of receiving every form. See L.-B. Gillon, “Aux origines de la 
‘puissance obedientielle,’” R T 47 (1947): 304. This commentary was composed 
around 1250 (see Opera omnia, 37/l:vi). See also G. Fr^naud, “Esprit et grace 
sanctifiante,” La pensee catholique 5 (1948): 25—47, for other early Thomists 
before Cajetan who teach that the capacity of the human soul for supernatural 
perfections is properly an obediential potency.
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St. Thomas himself, as will be seen more fully below, explicitly uses the cat 
egory of obediential potency to refer to (1) the capacity o f human nature to 
be assumed in the Incarnation;33 (2) the capacity of Christ’s soul to receive 
the fullness of infused knowledge of supernatural Revelation and the gifts 
of the Holy Spirit;34 (3) the capacity of Christs soul to receive the fullness 
of sanctifying grace;35 (4) the capacity of our souls to receive supernatural 
infused virtues;36 (5) the capacity of the angels to receive revealed knowl 
edge of anything beyond the power o f the natural light o f their intellects;37 
and (6) the capacity of our soul to receive the light of prophecy.38 Like St. 
Albert, he denies that the capacity of our soul to see God is a natural pas 
sive potency.39 Using Thomas’s definitions of obediential potency, it is clear 
that this capacity also is an obediential potency.

In summary, St. Thomas uses the category o f obediential potency to 
refer to the capacity o f a spiritual nature to be elevated above its natural 
powers by the intervention of God, who works in and above that nature, 
infusing sanctifying grace, faith, hope, charity, the gifts o f the Holy Spirit, 
and the light of glory. This is not a sinister innovation of Cajetan, but 
rather a development forged by St. Albert and St. Thomas on the basis of 
the insight o f St. Augustine.

Specific Obediential Potency Unique to the Spiritual Creature
Let us now look more closely at the notion of obediential potency insofar as 
it is uniquely present in men and angels and specific to them. As mentioned 
above, obediential potency, since it is based on Gods omnipotence, extends 
to everything that does not imply a contradiction. It is not contradictory 
for a stone to be turned into a son o f Abraham, but it would be contradic 
tory for it to remain a stone and simultaneously be a son o f Abraham. 
Non-spiritual natures cannot receive spiritual perfections without losing 
their irrational nature and receiving a new spiritual nature. Spiritual crea 
tures, on the contrary, can receive new spiritual perfections above their 
nature without losing their nature! This is the most sublime dignity of 
man. Thus spiritual creatures have transcendent obedientialpotencies that are 
unique to them.

To say that the rational creature has a unique obediential potency to 
receive grace and glory is to say something very specific and mysterious. It 
means that the reception o f grace and glory does not violate or contradict

33 STIII, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; III Sent., d. 1, q. 1, a. 3, ad 4; III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 1.
34 STIII, q. II , a. 1.
35 De veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3.
36 De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13.
37 De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13.
38 De veritate, q. 12, a. 3, ad 18.
3̂  Comp, theol. 1, ch. 104.
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human nature, making it into another nature. A lion or a rock, for example, 
is not capable o f receiving grace and glory without first ceasing to be a rock 
or lion and becoming a rational creature. Balaams ass could be made to 
make intelligible sounds, but not to receive grace while remaining an ass.

This capacity to receive supernatural perfections without losing ones 
own nature and identity has come to be called specific obediential 
potency.40 We could also refer to it as an obediential potency unique to men 
and angels. Thus we distinguish obediential potency in the generic sense, 
and specific obediential potency that is proper to the spiritual creature. The 
former simply refers to the capacity that is to be changed in obedience to 
the omnipotent will o f God. The latter refers to the capacity to be elevated 
to share in some prerogatives o f the divine nature without losing one's spe 
cific nature and personal identity.

In other words, this criterion o f non-contradiction can be considered 
in two ways: (1) with regard to any possible nature, or (2) with regard to 
the specific nature o f the rational creature. I f  non-contradiction is taken in 
the former sense, then any nature has an obediential potency to be 
changed into any other nature, “as a calf can be brought forth out of 
wood, through the operation o f God.”"*1 If, however, non-contradiction is 
taken in the latter sense, then it indeed poses a very significant limitation 
on obediential potency.

It follows that the criterion of non-repugnance or non-contradiction is 
not an entirely negative principle. Obediential potency that is specific to a 
rational nature can only be oriented toward the further perfection o f that 
nature. When an intellectual nature realizes an act on a higher level not in 
contradiction with that nature, the act will unfailingly perfect that nature.42 
To define obediential potency by means of a criterion of non-repugnance is 
not at all to overlook the question o f the enormous perfection that it imparts.

Only a spiritual creature created in the image o f God has the specific 
obediential potency to be perfected further in that image> by being carried 
from a natural to a supernatural likeness, without losing its nature or per 
sonal identity. It is the unique privilege o f every intellectual creature to 
possess a nature capable o f this elevation, and hence to possess this specific 
or unique obediential potency. An intrinsic consequence o f being created

40 This terminology is found only in the twentieth century, but the concept is much 
older. For the term "specific obediential potency,” see A. Raineri, “De possibilitate 
videndi Deum per essentiam,” Divas Thomas (Piacenza) 40 (1937): 3: “The 
potency for the vision of the divine essence is an obediential potency specific to 
man, insofar as he is an intellectual creature.”

41 See III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 1.
42 See S T III , q . 11, a. 1. H ere St. Thom as is speaking about th e  obediential potency 

in the soul o f  Christ to receive all the gifts o f  wisdom  and the o ther gifts o f  the 
H oly Spirit, as well as all knowledge o f  Revelation.
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in the image of God is the capacity to be further perfected in that image 
through supernatural elevation (deification), while retaining ones essential 
and personal identity.

History of the  Notion of Specific 
Obediential Potency, Proper to  Spiritual Nature

S t  Augustine
St. Augustine refers to this notion of specific obediential potency, without 
using this terminology, by speaking of man as being capax Dei, insofar as 
he is imago Dei. In De praedestinatione sanctorum he writes: “To be capable 
of having faith and charity belongs to man’s nature; but to have faith and 
charity belongs to the grace of the faithful.”43 In other words, the capacity 
to receive faith and charity is proper to the spiritual creature alone and is 
rooted in our spiritual nature. Nevertheless, these perfections are not from  
our nature but from grace. This perfecdy describes the idea of an obedien 
tial potency specific to the spiritual creature. It is obediential in that grace 
is not from us, but from God alone. However, it is specific to us in that it 
is rooted in our spiritual nature.

In De Trinitate, St. Augustine connects this capacity of man to be ele 
vated to a supernatural possession of God to the fact that man is made in 
God’s image: “It [the soul] is His image by the very feet that it is capable of 
Him and can participate in Him. Indeed, how could it achieve so great a 
good except by being His image?”44 In more technical Scholastic language of 
a later age, we could say that man has a specific obediential potency for grace 
and glory because, as a spiritual creature, he is made in the image of God.

S t  Thomas Aquinas
St. Thomas expresses the idea o f specific obediential potency using the lan 
guage of St. Augustine. In feet, he cites both o f these Augustinian texts 
several times to indicate the specific or unique capacity o f the spiritual crea 
ture for supernatural participation in God.

43 5.10 (PL 44, 968). Peter Lombard cites this text in his Sententiaell, d. 28, ch. 3, n. 
5 (PL 192, 718), and comments: “This is not meant to imply that free will is suf 
ficient to produce faith or charity, but rather that man’s mind has a natural aptitude 
for faith and charity. Through the prevenient movement of God’s grace, it believes 
and makes an act of charity, which it could not do without grace.”

44 De Trinitate 14.8.11 (PL 42, 1044). St. Bernard also expresses this idea of specific 
obediential potency in De gratia et libero arbitrio 1.2 (PL 182, 1002b): “God is 
the author of salvation; free will is only capable of it. No one could give it except 
God, nor is anything capable of receiving it, except free will.”
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In S7TII, q. 9, a. 2, ad 3, he says that although “the beatific vision is 
in some way above the nature of the rational soul, inasmuch as it cannot 
reach it of its own strength,” the soul is nevertheless “capable o f it  by 
nature, having been made in the image o f God." In other words, although it 
transcends our natural active and passive potencies, we have a specific 
capacity—rooted in our spiritual nature— for the beatific vision. This 
expresses the notion o f specific obediential potency uniquely possessed by 
the spiritual creature.45

However, he goes on to add that we are not capable by nature of 
receiving the uncreated knowledge o f God, or of comprehending God, for 
that would imply a contradiction with the finite nature o f the creature. 
Thus the human soul has no obediential potency at all for comprehensive 
knowledge o f God (to know Him as well as He can be known).

Another very interesting text is 5 T I-II, q. 113, a. 10, on whether the 
justification o f the sinner is miraculous. Here he makes use o f both of the 
aforementioned texts o f Augustine. He makes use o f the former in the sed 
contra; and the latter text he cites in the body, as follows:

In certain miraculous works it is found that the form introduced is 
beyond the natural power of such matter. In the resurrection of the 
dead, for example, life is above the natural power of such a body. And 
thus the justification of the ungodly is not miraculous, because the soul 
is naturally capable of grace; since from its having been made in the 
image of God, it is capable of God through grace, as Augustine says.

The notion of the miraculous is closely linked to obediential potency in 
the generic sense, in which something receives a substantial change 
directly by the agency o f God. In the resurrection, for example, the scat 
tered bones and dust are converted into a living body, undergoing sub 
stantial change.

The justification o f the sinner is not miraculous in the sense of generic 
obediential potency, for it involves a capacity specific to die nature of the

45 In his commentary on S7TII, q. 9, a. 2, n. 4 (Leonine ed., 11:141-42), Cajetan 
notes that it is not incorrect to say that our capacity for the vision of God is “natu 
ral,” in a certain sense. It is natural in that man has a capacity for the beatific vision 
which is specific to his intellectual nature. He writes: “It only follows that man has 
a nature that can be elevated to that act. For man differs from the animals precisely 
in this: that he has an intellectual nature. Consequendy brute animals cannot be 
elevated to the act o f seeing God, whereas man can. This comes from the fact that 
intellectual nature is capable o f the vision whereas sensitive nature alone is not. 
Therefore, the vision of God is in some way natural to our soul, but only in a cer 
tain respect: in that it is capable of it on the basis of our nature. However, it is not 
natural to man, simply speaking, or to any other creature, but to God alone.”
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spiritual creature, and in this sense is natural, in a certain way. The soul is 
naturally capable of grace by being made in the image of God. It is capa 
ble of a transformation into a closer likeness with God which elevates 
without destroying the specific nature and identity o f the creature. Further 
more, this capacity finds a foothold o f some kind in the nature of the crea 
ture itself.

Some scholars, such as de Lubac46 47 and Laporta, have taken this text of 
St. Thomas as a repudiation o f the notion o f obediential potency as a cat 
egory to refer to our openness to the supernatural. In reality, it repudiates 
only the generic notion o f obediential potency, but not the obediential 
potency specific to or uniquely possessed by the spiritual creature.

We have seen de Lubac accuse Cajetan of repudiating the Augustinian/ 
Thomistic principle that “the soul is naturally capable of grace.” Why? Sim 
ply because Cajetan has said that the souls unique capacity for the supernat 
ural is obediential De Lubac comes to this conclusion because he identifies 
obediential potency with the capacity for miracles, and seems to be 
unaware o f the notion o f specific obediential potency, proper to the 
rational creature. This explains his zeal in vilifying Cajetan. Nevertheless, 
although St. Thomas has not used the term, he is clearly expressing the idea 
of specific obediential potency with an Augustinian language.

St. Thomas also refers to the idea of specific obediential potency by bor 
rowing a metaphor from Aristotle’s On the H e a v e n s He poses the objec 
tion that man should be capable of attaining his perfect beatitude through 
his own forces, because lower creatures attain to their end through their 
connatural active powers. To this he responds that “a nature that can attain 
perfect good, although it needs help from without in order to attain it, is 
of more noble condition than a nature which cannot attain perfect good, 
but attains some imperfect good, although it needs no outside help in order 
to attain it, as the Philosopher says.”48 In other words, mans great nobility 
is seen in that he has a capacity (surely an obediential potency) specific to 
his spiritual nature, to attain to a disproportionate and divine beatitude 
through the aid o f grace.49 Spiritual nature is unique in having a capacity

46 Mystery, 143 [185].
47 On the Heavens 2.12.292a22.
48 STI-II, q. 5, a. 5, ad 2. See the parallel text, De malo, q. 5, a. 1: “Therefore, the 

rational creature transcends all other creatures in this, thac he is capable of the 
supreme good through the vision and enjoyment of God, although the proper 
principles o f his nature are insufficient to attain this end, for which he needs the 
aid of divine grace.”

49 The same idea is expressed in S7T-II, q. 109, a. 4, ad 2: “What we can do with 
the divine assistance, is not completely impossible for us; for as the Philosopher 
says: ‘What we can do through our friends, in a certain sense we can do by our 
selves’ ” (Nichomachean Ethics 3.3.1112b27).
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for further perfection in our likeness with God, a capacity that can only be 
realized through His aid.

Theologians after St. Thomas
The notion of specific obediential potency is found in an early follower of 
St. Thomas, Bernard o f Auvergne.50 Writing in the last decade o f the thir 
teenth century with regard to the capacity of the will to receive charity or 
other infused virtues, this early Thomist expressed himself as follows:

The creature has no natural receptivity for supernatural habits . . .  for 
both nature and her receptivity do not extend beyond natural things 
by means of natural potency. Therefore, the capacity of the will for 
charity or other supernatural habits is an obediential potency, 
according to which God can put in the creature anything He wishes 
that does not imply a contradiction. Therefore, because. . .  it does not 
imply a contradiction ifa  habit ofthe love o f God is posited in a creature 
who can love God by nature, only the intellectual creature has an obedi 
entialpotency for charily. Other creatures do not have this potency, by 
which God could make charity in them while they remain in their 
nature, because it would imply a contradiction.51

This text o f Bernard o f Auvergne makes the very interesting point that obe 
diential potency is not the same in all creatures, even though God can do 
whatever He wishes in them. Only the rational creature has the obedien 
tial capacity to receive the supernatural perfections of grace, the infused 
virtues, the gifts o f the Holy Spirit, the light o f glory, and the vision of 
God, while yet retaining its nature.

Capreolus (1380-1444), the greatest Thomist o f the fifteenth century, 
expressed this idea in his commentary on the aforementioned text of St.

50 The Dominican Bernard of Auvergne (also known as Bernard of Gannat) was at the 
Dominican house of St. Jacques in Paris in the 1290 s and was prior there in 1303. 
He was elected bishop of Clermont in 1304, but the election was annulled by the 
Pope in 1307. See F. Roensch, Early Thomistic School (Dubuque, IA: The Priory 
Press, 1964), 104-6; P. Stella, Teologi e teologia nelle “Reprobationes" di Bernardo 
d’Auvergne ai “Quodlibet" di Goffredo di Fontaines (Turin: Societi Editrice Inter- 
nazionale, 1957), 22-46.

51 Impugnationes, Ms. Vat. Borgh. 298, fol. 74rb, in L.-B. Gillon, “Aux origines de la 
‘puissance ob^dientieUe/ ” RT47 (1947): 308. See also fol. 74va (in Gillon, 309): 
“Whether this obediential potency or capacity is the same as the being of the will? 
One should reply in the affirmative, except that this capacity adds to the essence a 
relation to the divine power such that God can do in it whatever He wills. . . . 
This potency is not natural to the will, except in a broad sense, according to 
which we say that obediential potency is natural in that, improperly speaking, it is 
natural that God do whatever He wills in and with the creature.”
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Augustine from Depraedestinatione sanctorum: “Augustine does not intend 
to say that the potency of human nature for faith and charity and other 
things of this type is a natural potency in the proper sense. . . . Indeed, 
human nature has an obediential potency fo r this kind o f supernatural habit 
from the fact that it  is an intellectual nature. Therefore, this potency is 
improperly said to be natural.”52 The notion of a specifically spiritual obe 
diential potency could hardly be more clearly stated.

Cajetan makes this same point in his interpretation of this Augustin- 
ian text: “That obediential potency to receive faith and charity is in the 
nature o f  man because he is intellectual. It is not in the nature o f a lion, 
because such perfections are incompatible with its nature.”53 Sylvester of 
Ferrara echoes Cajetan: “To have faith or charity is not contrary to the 
nature o f man, as it would be to the nature o f a rock.”54

Bcinez also develops the notion o f specific obediential potency. Inter 
estingly, he cites the two texts o f St. Thomas that we have discussed above:

In man there is a capacity and aptitude o f nature according to obedien 
tial potency to be elevated to the vision of God. This is proved first as 
follows. A rock cannot be elevated to that operation, nor any irra 
tional creature. Man, however, can be elevated. Therefore, there is a 
natural capacity in man for this dignity which is not in other creatures. 
Secondly, it is proved from St. Thomas, I-II, q. 113, a. 10, in which 
he says that “by the feet that the soul is made in the image of God, it 
is naturally capable of grace.” It should be observed chat sometimes 
St. Thomas asserts that that beatitude [i.e. supernatural] is in accor 
dance with the nature of man on account of this capacity, as he says, 
for example, in III, q. 9, a. 2, ad 3.55

The notion o f specific obediential potency is developed along the same 
lines and beautifully expressed by Matthias Scheeben:

The notion of obediential potency in general—parallel with that of 
natural potency in the strict sense, which is its opposite—is not 
restricted to expressing the aptitude of spiritual natures for grace. 
Instead, it can be applied to all created natures to the extent that they 
are capable of receiving an effect of God which is elevated above the

52 Defensiones theolagiae D'tvi Thomae Aquinatis, in prol., q. 1, a. 2, B, n. 5, vol. 1 
(Turin, 1900), 18b-l9a. As seen above (pp. 68-70), Denis the Carthusian, in De 
puritate et felicitate animae, a. 59 (Opera omnia, 40:433a; written c. 1430-1435), 
interpreted the capacity of the intellectual creature to be raised and properly 
inclined to the vision of God as a specific obediential potency.

53 Commentary on STJ, q. 1, a. 1, n. 10 (Leonine ed., 4:8a).
54 Commentary on ScGl, ch. 5, n. 5/4 (Leonine ed., 13:l6b).
55 Bdfiez, Scholastica commentaria inprimampartem, q. 12, a. 1 (250).
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level of natural law. . . . However, since not all created natures are 
capable of receiving the same effect of God, it remains true that the 
particularpotentia obedientialis with which we are concerned here is a 
specific privilege of spiritual nature as such, and coincides with the 
capacity for a supernatural similitude of God to be brought forth out 
of the simple image of God.56

Recently, the notion of specific obediential potency has been masterfully
expounded by Steven Long:

Inasmuch as creatures can be said to be in potency to that which only 
the divine power can bring forth in them, it nonetheless remains true 
that God can bring about certain effects only in certain natures. For 
example: only a knowing and loving creature can, through the active 
agency of God, be brought to graced knowledge and love of God. If 
God can raise up sons of Abraham from the very rocks, this can only 
be by rendering them no longer to be rocks. By contrast, the life of 
grace through the active agency of God perfects human persons, 
uplifting human nature without destroying or mutating it.57

Or again:

A rock cannot know and love God without ceasing to be a rock—it 
cannot even be “helped” to know and love because it lacks any such 
faculties that might so be helped. By contrast while a human person 
cannot know and love God in direct vision and embrace without 
supernatural aid, with such aid the human person may partake in 
intrinsically supernatural divine friendship: and this is the specific 
notion of obediential potency as applied to the relation of grace to 
nature. It is a wholly passive potency that yet presupposes as its subject 
some determinate nature that is such that when aided by the active 
agency of God it may achieve a certain specific range of actuation. It 
is because of mans essentially spiritual nature that he has an obedien 
tial potency to the supernatural life.58

5̂  M. J. Scheeben, Handbuch der katholischen Dogmatik, bk. 3, Schopfungslehre, §171, 
n. 925, in Gesammelte Schriften, 3rd ed. (Freiburg: Herder, 1961), 5:440-41. See 
also 438: “This receptivity, which among all created natures only belongs to spiri 
tual beings, is rooted in their specific perfection, which marks out spiritual natures 
from all others.”

57 “Obediential Potency, Human Knowledge, and the Natural Desire for God,” Inter 
national Philosophical Quarterly 37 (March 1997): 45. See also “On the Possibility 
of a Purely Natural End for Man: A Response to Denis Bradley,” The Thomist 64 
(2000): 214-18.

58 “O n the Loss, and the Recovery, of Nature as aTheonomic Principle,” Nova et Vet 
era (English ed.) 5 (2007): 165-66.



Response to de Lubac
We are now in a position to give a preliminary response to the criticism 
leveled by de Lubac against the use o f the category of obediential potency 
to refer to our capacity to receive supernatural perfections.

First of all, this category was clearly used in this context above all by St. 
Thomas himself, as well as by St. Albert and other thirteenth-century mas 
ters. Secondly, St. Thomas does not exclusively or primarily identify obedi 
ential potency with the capacity for the miraculous, but uses it especially to 
explain the capacity of the spirit for supernatural elevation. Third and most 
importantly, the notion o f a specifically spiritual obediential potency does 
not treat the spiritual creature as if it were no different from any other nat 
ural thing. This was de Lubacs most serious charge against the Thomistic 
commentators. On the contrary, the Thomistic tradition consistently rec 
ognizes that the spiritual creature has sublime obediential potencies rooted 
in the nature o f the spirit, and not shared by any lower nature.

St. Thomas lays down the wise rule that one should never fight over 
terminology alone, but rather keep the mind focused on the content that it 
expresses. It is clear that Thomists such as Capreolus, Cajetan, Sylvester of 
Ferrara, BAnez, Scheeben, and so forth, are all in profound agreement with 
St. Augustine and St. Thomas in speaking of a unique or specific capacity 
of the spiritual creature for supernatural perfection, rooted in the fact that 
the spiritual creature is made in the image and likeness of God. Why vilify 
them for this?

The ironic thing is that one would have thought that the notion of 
specifically spiritual obediential potency should have been attractive to de 
Lubac, because it underlines the unique capacity o f a spiritual creature for 
the supernatural extension o f his natural privilege to attain to God by 
means of his own acts.59

Three Arguments of Cajetan against Scotus
Let us now look at Cajetans arguments against Scotuss thesis that our 
capacity to see God should be classified as a natural potency, and that the 
beatific vision should be considered our natural end. In the final section of 
De potentia n eu tra l Cajetan gives three proofs that the potency of the 
rational creature to receive supernatural perfections is to be qualified as 55 * * * * 60

55 In Mystery, 142-43 [ 184], de Lubac recognizes that it is possible to speak of a
“specific obediential potency” in man for supernatural gifts “without in any way
departing from the spirit of the past.” Nevertheless, the notion of obediential
potency remains for him—like Laporta—fundamentally identified with the
capacity for the miraculous (praeter or contra naturam), and therefore inadequate 
to define mans relationship with the supernatural.

60 De potentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b).
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obediential rather than natural. These three proofs are based respectively 
on an analysis o f the act, the potency, and the subject.

Som e Gifts o f God Are Intrinsically Supernatural
Cajetan’s first argument draws an important distinction between perfec 
tions that are supernatural in themselves, and natural perfections that are 
brought about in a supernatural way.61 Something is supernatural in itself if 
it cannot ever belong to the nature of any creature, such as grace, the theo 
logical virtues, the light of glory, and the vision of God.62 Something is 
supernatural in its mode of realization, if a perfection—which in itself 
belongs to the natural order— is realized by an agent acting above the order 
o f nature. Examples o f this include most miracles: sight given to the blind, 
resurrection of the dead, and so forth.

Given this distinction, it is clear that the vision of God is supernatural 
in itself, and not just by its mode o f realization.63 Now all agree that there 
is no natural potency for most miracles, but an obediential potency alone. 
However, an act which is supernatural in and o f itself is immeasurably 
more elevated than an act which is supernatural only with regard to the 
mode in which it is realized. So if the potency to receive miracles— as when 
the blind receive sight—is said to be obediential rather than natural, then

61 Cajetan expounds this distinction also in his commentary on STl,  q. 12, a. 5, nn. 
6-12 (Leonine ed., 4:124-25). In n. 6 he comments on the term gratuitum with 
regard to the augmentation of the intellectual light necessary for the beatific 
vision: “It is necessary . . . that this augmentation be above the nature of every 
intellect that is created or that could be created, and above the whole order of 
what is connatural. It follows that it is of the order of the gratuitous, not only by 
way of the means o f realization, as is the life of those resurrected from the dead, but 
from its very substance or essence, as in the case of charity.” On the basis of this fun 
damental distinction, he points out that Scotus’s way of defining the supernatural 
only in terms of the agent is a poor mode of definition, because it tends to blur 
over the very important distinction between that which is supernatural in itself, and 
that which is supernatural only by mode o f realization: “From this can be seen the 
falsity of the opinion of Scotus, in I Sent., prol., q. 1, in which he states that the 
terms natural’ and supernatural’ do not distinguish things, but only relationships 
to active causes. However, the light of glory, charity, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 
and other things of this kind, are all supernatural beings. This is not only because 
they can only be caused by a supernatural agent, but also because they cannot be 
natural to any creature that has been made or could be made. For this reason they 
are called beings o f the supernatural, or rather, o f the divine order” (n. 12, 125b). 
See also Cajetan’s commentary on 5TIII, q. 76, a. 7, n. 6 (Leonine ed., 12:190).

62 St. Thomas does not use this terminology (supernatural secundum se, entitative or 
quoad substandard), which belongs to a later period, but he indicates this notion 
when he says that the vision of God is something that can be connatural only to 
God, as in S T  I, q. 12, a. 4.

63 See ST l,  q. 12, a. 4.
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the same should be still more true o f the potency specific to the spiritual 
creature to receive the vision of God, glory, grace, and the infused virtues.64

In other words, if there is no natural potency in creatures for miracles 
to be worked in them, but only an obediential potency (as all theologians 
agree), this should be even more true with regard to the capacity to receive 
the strictly supernatural perfections of grace and glory, because these 
exceed the natural order in an immeasurably higher way.

It should be noted that the distinction of the supernatural into two 
categories— a perfection that is supernatural in itself, and one that is super 
natural in its mode of realization— also implies that we can distinguish dif 
ferent levels o f obediential potency. Obediential potency for what is 
supernatural in its mode o f realization must be distinguished from obedien 
tial potency for what is supernatural in itself An example of the former is 
the capacity of the blind to receive sight or o f dead bodies to receive life. An 
example of the latter is the capacity of the soul to receive grace and glory. 
Obediential potency in the former sense is limited to the potency to receive 
miraculous interventions, and is present in all creatures. This can be referred 
to as generic obediential potency. The obediential potency to receive perfec 
tions which are supernatural in themselves is much more elevated. Insofar as 
these intrinsically supernatural perfections are spiritual, the obediential 
capacity to receive them is specific to the rational creature created in the 
image of God. Furthermore, the nature of the subject is not destroyed by 
their reception, but immeasurably perfected. Although neither St. Thomas 
nor Cajetan uses a different terminology to distinguish these two distinct 
cases, Cajetan emphasizes the importance o f this distinction.

Furthermore, some examples of specific obediential potency are 
higher than others. As Cajetan mentions, the capacity o f human nature to 
be assumed by a divine Person has the highest place. The vision of God is 
second highest;65 and all our other supernatural gifts serve to order us to 
that vision.

64 De potentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b): “There are two kinds of supernatural 
acts: those that are supernatural in themselves, like grace; and those that are super 
natural according to the particular way in which they are caused, as when sight is 
given to the blind. Sight in itself is a natural act of man; but that it is given to the 
blind man in an instant is supernatural. Charity, on the other hand, and other 
things of this type, are supernatural acts in themselves. This is true to such an 
extent that it implies a contradiction to say that they could be connatural to any 
creature that has been created or could be created, as Scotus himself admits in II, 
d. 23. Therefore, if there is no natural potency to acts that are supernatural in 
their mode o f realization, then with mudi greater reason there will be no natural 
potency to acts that are supernatural in themselves.”

65 See Cajetan’s commentary on 5TI-II, q. 62, a. 2 (Leonine ed., 6:403): “You should 
think that the whole universe, composed of natural and supernatural realities, is one
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In conclusion, it is false to say that Cajetan reduces the case of our super 
natural destiny to “a particular instance of miracle.”66 On the contrary, he 
very clearly distinguishes these two categories of the supernatural,67 which 
enables him to place our supernatural destiny on a plane immeasurably 
higher than miracles, second only to the Incarnation.

Natural Passive Potencies Are Always Parallel 
to Natural Active Powers
Cajetan’s second argument that our capacity to receive supernatural per 
fections should be referred to as “obediential” rather than “natural” is 
taken from a consideration o f the way in which passive potencies corre 
spond to active powers. A natural passive potency in the proper sense 
requires the existence o f a natural agent, which means an agent working 
according to the mode o f nature. A passive potency which does not corre 
spond to any natural agent, but only to God, should not be considered to 
be a “natural” passive potency.68

Cajetan’s argument here is very powerful, and richly supported by 
texts of St. Thomas. However, it has recently been severely contested by de 
Lubac and Laporta,69 who claim that the metaphysical principle invoked 
is valid for sub-rational nature, but not necessarily for an intellectual

whole. God, as end of natural realities, is the final end with respect to them, but not 
simply speaking. However, as supernatural end. He is completely the final end of all 
things. In this way He is the object of our beatitude, which belongs among super 
natural realities. And if it does not have the first place, which belongs to the personal 
union in the Word, it nevertheless seems to receive the second place.” See J. Alfaro, 
Lo naturaly lo sobrenatural, 135-36.

66 H. de Lubac, Mystery, 143 [185]. See S. Long, “Nature as aTheonomic Princi 
ple,” Nova et Vetera (English ed.) 5 (2007): 158-66.

67 This is recognized also by B. Hallensleben, Communicatio: Anthropologic und 
Gnadenlehre bei Thomas de Vto Cajetan (Munster, 1985), 308n4l: “In this regard, 
H. de Lubac’s critique of the theology of the late Middle Ages—according to which 
mans supernatural vocation was expressed in a terminology originally developed to 
denote the characteristics of (extraordinary) miracles—is not applicable to Cajetan.”

68 De potentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b): “To every natural passive potency there 
corresponds some proximate active power, which must therefore be a natural active 
power. The first premise is a maxim used by Aristotle in book 3 of De anima to 
prove that there is an agent intellect. It is based on the feet that in every nature 
where there is a passive principle, one must also posit an active principle. And it is 
certain that he is speaking of a proximate agent, and not the First Agent; otherwise 
he would not have made it distributive, saying “in every nature,” etc. By this the 
response of Scotus is excluded, when he says that it is sufficient if the active power 
is the First Agent. The consequence is proven: because a supernatural power is not 
the proximate active principle of a natural potency, as is clear from the terms them 
selves. What is natural is related only to that which is natural.”

69 For Laporta, see note 12 in this chapter; for de Lubac, see Mystery, 140-46 [181-88].
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nature, since one cannot simply assume that intellectual nature follows the 
same principles as sub-rational natures.

Cajetan’s argument is based on an Aristotelian principle o f propor 
tionality: every natural passive potency must have a proximate correlative 
active power in the same genus. Therefore, natural passive potency must 
always correspond to a natural active power. As Cajetan observes,70 it is 
precisely for this reason that Aristotle affirms the existence of the agent 
intellect. The possible intellect, which is a natural passive potency, must 
correspond to a connatural active power.

If  this principle of proportionality is applied to the case of the capac 
ity of the intellectual creature to receive grace and glory, it is immediately 
evident that there cannot be a natural active force capable o f bringing this 
capacity into act. Only God, working above the mode of nature, can infuse 
grace, theological virtues, and the light o f glory into the creature. There 
fore, it follows that the corresponding passive potency is not natural but 
“obediential,” because it corresponds only to a disproportionate active 
power: Gods omnipotence.

Scotus is aware of this principle adduced by Cajetan, but he is unable 
to accept its universal validity because o f the way in which he defines nat 
ural potency in terms of perfectibility. For Scotus, every passive potency 
corresponds to an active power, but not every natural passive potency cor 
responds to a natural active power, for it may correspond directly to the 
active omnipotent power o f God.71

Scotus denies the universal validity of this Aristotelian axiom in Ordi- 
natio I, prol., q. 1, n. 4, where he expounds the position of the “philoso 
phers” who accept the Aristotelian principle without limitation, and has 
them draw the conclusion that since the possible intellect has a natural 
passive potency with regard to any intelligible object whatsoever (St. 
Thomas would disagree!), then according to the Aristotelian principle, 
there must be a corresponding natural active power for knowing any intel 
ligible object, including the vision o f God:

To every natural passive potency there corresponds some natural 
active power. Otherwise, passive potency would seem to be in vain in

70 De potentia neutra, 207b. See also the interpretation of Sylvester of Ferrara in his 
commentary on ScG I, ch. 3, n. 6 (Leonine ed., 13:10).

71 See A. Wolter, “Duns Scotus on the Natural Desire for the Supernatural,” New 
Scholasticism 23 (1949): 315: “Since this ‘desire’ of nature is nothing more than an 
ontological relationship of perfectibility, it is said to be in vain only if its realiza 
tion involved an extrinsic impossibility, namely if no cause whatsoever existed— 
neither natural nor supernatural—that could impart this perfection. Hence his 
vehement opposition to the Aristotelian thesis that to every natural passive 
potency there is a corresponding natural active potency.”
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nature, if there were nothing in nature by which it could be brought 
into act. However, the possible intellect is a natural passive potency 
with respect to any intelligible object. Therefore, there must be some 
natural active power corresponding to it.72

O f course this conclusion is unacceptable to the “theologians,” for there 
can be no natural active power capable o f realizing the vision of God.

At this point there are two possible ways to resolve the difficulty. One 
could deny that there is a natural passive potency for the vision o f God, 
and continue to affirm the validity o f the Aristotelian principle that natu 
ral passive potencies always correspond to natural agents. This is the 
Thomistic solution. On the other hand, one could affirm a natural passive 
potency for the vision o f God (although it can only be actualized by a 
supernatural agent), and deny the universal validity of the Aristotelian 
principle. Here we have the Scotist solution.

Because of the way in which Scotus has defined natural passive poten 
cies, he must affirm that there is a natural passive potency for the vision of 
God, for the vision realizes the maximum perfection o f the creature. 
Therefore, Scotus concludes that the Aristotelian axiom is not universally 
valid. However, this conclusion o f Scotus only follows if one accepts the 
Scotist definition of natural passive potency. In the Thomistic framework, 
the human intellect does not have a natural passive potency with respect 
to any knowable object whatsoever, but only with respect to those know- 
able objects which can be gained through abstraction from sense images 
and through reasoning.7̂

This position of Scotus follows immediately from his limitation of the 
supernatural to refer only to the agent, and not to the relationship of a 
potency to its act. In other words, the one category o f “natural potency” for 
Scotus includes what St. Thomas divides into the two categories of natural 
and obediential.74 Scotuss notion of “natural potency” is broader than that 
of St. Thomas because it is not limited to a perfectibility or inclination that 
is proportionate to the nature, as it is for Aquinas. This difference in the def 
inition o f natural potency explains Scotuss rejection of the universal validity 
of the Aristotelian parallelism between natural active and passive potency.

72 Ordinatiol, prol., pars 1, q. un., n. 4 [9].
73 See Comp. theoL I, ch. 104.
7<* See P. Bastable, Desire for God, 92: “Scotus. . .  describes a capacity for any perfec 

tion as natural when it is not repugnant to the perfection. Thus man has a natural 
capacity for supernatural life; for supernatural life perfects and does not destroy 
human nature. In Scotuss terminology, natural capacity does not connote exi 
gence. That is to say, it does not imply that, if a thing has a natural capacity for 
perfection, the perfection is due to it. But it does not exclude exigence either; for 
it embraces both the natural capacity and the obediential of Thomists.”



St. Thomas, on the contrary, frequently affirms the universal validity of 
this Aristotelian principle of proportionality.75 Any capacity which cannot 
be realized by some natural agent in the same genus is not considered to be 
a natural, but an obediential, potency. This enters into the very definition of 
natural passive potency and obediential potency, as seen above.

One series of relevant texts concerns the assumption of human nature 
in the Incarnation. In III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 1, St. Thomas explains 
that the capacity o f human nature to be assumed by a divine Person does 
not imply any natural active or passive potency in the creature:

When it is said that “a creature can be assumed,” this does not signify 
any active power in the creature, because only the infinite power could 
realize it. . . .  Likewise, it does not signify a natural passive potency of 
the creature, for there is no natural passive potency in nature which does 
not correspond to the active power o f some natural agent. Therefore, we 
must say that there is only an obediential potency in the creature 
according to which the creature can become whatever God wishes, as 
from wood a calf can be brought forth, through the operation of 
God. This obediential potency corresponds to the divine power, 
according to which it is said that the creature can become whatever 
God can make from it.

The later parallel text from 5 T ill, q. 4, a. 1, gives a similar response: “A 
thing is said to be assumable insofar as it is apt to be assumed by a Divine 
Person, and this aptitude cannot be taken with reference to natural passive 
potency, which does not extend to what transcends the natural order, as the 
personal union o f a creature with God transcends it.” Although St. 
Thomas does not explicitly use the term “obediential potency” here, he 
explicitly denies that there can be a natural passive potency with regard to 
a perfection that transcends the natural order. His reasoning is based on 
the axiom that for every natural passive potency there must exist a corre 
sponding natural active power.

Occasionally St. Thomas applies this axiom to lower nature and prime 
matter. In II Sent., d. 30, q. 2, a. 1, St. Thomas states that if there were a 
passive potency in nature which could not be brought into act by a natu 
ral active force, then such a potency would be superfluous and irrational: 
“Prime matter is not in potency to forms other than those which are in
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75 For example, see ScG III, ch. 45, n. 6 (#2222): “For a passive potency is only in 
potency to those things which can be realized by its own proper active power. For 
every passive potency corresponds to an active power in nature; otherwise the pas 
sive potency would be in vain, for nothing can be brought into act except through 
an active power.”



C a je ta n  a n d  O b e d ie n t i a l  P o te n c y

natural things, or which can be educed from natural principles. For if 
there were some passive potency in matter to which no active power in 
nature corresponded, that passive potency would be superfluous, as the 
Commentator [Averroes] says.”

In III Sent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 2 ,7<> St. Thomas applies this axiom in order 
to distinguish the rational appetite in man from the sensitive appetite, 
because an appetite—which is a passive potency—cannot extend beyond 
the range o f its corresponding active power. Now what moves the sensitive 
appetite is sense knowledge. It follows that the sensitive appetite cannot 
extend beyond those particular goods apprehended by the senses (external 
and internal).

The Aristotelian principle is also applied in IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 1, 
qla. 3 {SuppL, q. 75, a. 3), with regard to the question o f whether the res 
urrection is natural. In this article, the resurrection is said to be supernat 
ural precisely because it exceeds the power o f natural active forces: “The 
passive principle o f natural generation is the natural passive potency which 
always has an active principle corresponding to it in nature, according to 
book 9 o f the Metaphysics.76 77. . . But in nature there is no active principle 
of the resurrection. . . . Therefore the resurrection, strictly speaking, is 
miraculous and not natural, except in a certain respect.”78

In ScG II, ch. 60, n. 19, St. Thomas also uses this axiom with regard 
to the human intellect, to show that the natural passive potency o f our 
intellect (possible intellect) does not extend beyond the active power of 
abstraction o f our agent intellect. “In every genus the passive potency is 
equal in its scope to that o f the correlative active power, and so there does 
not exist in nature a passive potency to which there does not correspond 
some natural active power. But the agent intellect only makes intelligible

76 “Passive potencies vary according to the different active powers by which they are 
apt to be moved, properly speaking. . . . The passive potency does not extend 
beyond what can be reached by its active power, according to the Commentator 
[Averroes] in book 9 of the Metaphysics, who says that that ‘there is no passive 
potency in nature which does not correspond to a natural active power.’ Therefore, 
the sensitive appetite only extends to those goods to which extends the apprehen 
sion of the senses.”

77 Metaphysics 9.1.1046al9.
78 Also with regard to the resurrection, see IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3 {SuppL, 

q. 78, a. 3), sed contra 2, where St. Thomas establishes that there cannot be a nat 
ural inclination on the part of dead or decomposed bodies for reunion with their 
souls, because there is no natural agency to realize this: “Further, to every natural 
inclination there corresponds a natural agent; otherwise nature would be lacking 
in what is necessary. Now the aforesaid ashes cannot be reunited to the same soul 
by any natural agent. Therefore there is not in them any natural inclination to the 
aforesaid reunion.”
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what has been apprehended through the senses. Therefore the possible 
intellect is not moved by other intelligible objects except those abstracted 
from sense images.”79

Many texts o f St. Thomas concerning supernatural knowledge presup 
pose the universal validity of this Aristotelian axiom. For example, in De 
veritate, q. 18, a. 2, St. Thomas asks whether man in a state of innocence 
could see God through creatures. The response makes a distinction 
between two types of perfection: one of nature and another “of grace given 
by God exceeding anything due to natural principles.” According to his 
natural perfection, man could not see God except through creatures, in 
virtue o f this axiom of proportionality.

According to natural perfection, however, man could fittingly know 
God only from creation. This is clear from the following. In any 
genus a passive power extends only to those things to which an active 
power extends. Therefore, the Commentator [Averroes, in his com 
mentary] on book 9 of the Metaphysics says that there is no passive 
power in nature for which there does not exist a corresponding active 
power. In human nature, however, there is a twofold power for 
understanding. One is passive, which is the possible intellect, and the 
other active, which is the agent intellect. Consequently, the possible 
intellect according to the natural order is in potency only to those 
forms which become actually intelligible through the agent intellect.
But these are only the forms of sensible things which are abstracted 
from phantasms. . . . Therefore, our possible intellect cannot reach 
any intelligible objects except through those forms which it abstracts 
from phantasms. Thus through our natural power we can know God 
and other immaterial substances only through sensible things.

According to this text, within every order or genus, passive potencies 
always correspond to active potencies. This is conceived to be a universal 
rule applicable also to the human intellect.

In De veritate, q. 18, a. 5,80 the question is posed as to whether Adam 
in the state of innocence could see the angels by essence. The response

79 #1388. In this text St. Thomas is using this principle, used also by Averroes, 
against him, in order to refute his error positing one possible intellect for all men.

80 “In no genus does a natural passive power extend beyond that to which the active 
power of the same genus extends, just as in nature there is a passive power only 
with reference to those things to which some natural active power can extend, as 
the Commentator says in [his commentary on] book 9 of the Metaphysics. In the 
understanding of the human soul, however, there is a twofold power: one passive, 
the possible intellect, and the other active, the agent intellect. Consequently, the 
possible intellect is naturally in potency to have produced in it only those things 
which the agent intellect is naturally constituted to produce. However, this does not
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again distinguishes a double knowledge in Adam: natural and by grace. By 
natural knowledge, o f course, it is certain that Adam could not see the 
angels, because natural passive potency in any genus never extends beyond 
the active power in that same genus. St. Thomas’s conclusion is that the 
possible human intellect is only in natural potency for what the agent 
intellect is adequate to realize. St. Thomas here treats intellectual nature in 
the same way as sub-rational nature. As in De veritate, q. 18, a. 2, no 
exception for intellectual natures is made to the Aristotelian axiom that 
active and passive principles must always correspond; natural potency 
extends only to what can be realized by a connatural agent.* 81

Other texts use this axiom to distinguish between the acquired and 
the infused virtues. The axiom is alluded to with regard to the mode of 
increase o f charity in I Sent** d. 17, q. 2, a. 2 (in fine)?2- St. Thomas states 
that the origin o f an increase o f charity must be different from the origin 
of an increase in natural qualities, such as the natural virtues, which are 
educed from the natural potency o f the soul. An increase in charity must 
be directly infused by God and cannot be educed from any natural potency, 
for there can be no natural potency that cannot be brought into act by a 
natural agent.

St. Thomas is more explicit in the profound text o f De virtutibus, q. 
un., a. 10, ad 13, where acquired and infused virtues are compared. He 
specifies that the soul has a natural potency for the acquired virtues, but 
only an obediential potency for the infused virtues.83

Because the notion of natural passive potency is broader in Scotus than 
in St. Thomas, it is easy for the debate on this issue to become confused by 
terminological equivocation, using the term in the Scotist sense when dis 
cussing St. Thomas, and vice versa. Furthermore, it seems to me that the Sco 
tist system itself is liable to cause confusion, because of its lack o f a 
symmetrical treatment of the supernatural, and because it does not always

exclude the possibility of other things being produced in it by divine activity, as 
they are produced in physical nature through the operation of miracles.”

81 See De veritate, q. 8, a. 9: “Now, just as a form is related to matter as act is to 
potency, so too is the relation between an active and a passive potency, because a 
thing acts insofar as it is in act, and is passive insofar as it is in potency. Moreover, 
since a given act corresponds to its proper potency, a given passive potency corre 
sponds to its proper agent and wee versa. . . . Consequently, what is active and 
what is passive must belong to the same class, for potency and act divide every 
class of being.”

82 “The reason for this is that natural qualities are educed from the potency of the 
matter.. , .  Gratuitous gifts are not educed from the potency of nature, for there 
is nothing in natural potency that cannot be brought into act by a natural agent. 
And thus the origin of grace is through a new infusion.”

83 See pp. 150-53 below, in which this text is discussed in greater detail.



THE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GOD

conceptually distinguish natural passive potency (the fulfillment of which is 
due to nature) and obediential potency (whose fulfillment is never due)

It is interesting to compare the attitude of St. Thomas and Scotus 
when faced with a certain apparent discrepancy between the claims o f phi 
losophy and the claims of faith. Aristotelian philosophical principles could 
be used to attack the notion of a supernatural end, by arguing that if God 
had really intended man to reach such an end, He would have given him 
natural means to attain it. The fact that natural means are lacking shows 
that man cannot be considered to be in potency to that end. This is a 
problem that both Scotus and St. Thomas had to confront, but they 
respond to the difficulty in ways that are characteristically distinct.

Both agree that there is no problem in an intellectual creature being 
destined for a perfection that exceeds the reach o f natural powers. With 
regard to the objection that it is unfitting for the dignity of man that he 
cannot reach his final perfection or fulfill the divine law by his own natu 
ral powers, since even lower creatures have enough self-sufficiency to reach 
their end by themselves, St. Thomas invokes two sayings o f Aristotle: what 
a man can do through the help of a friend, in some sense he can do him 
self;84 85 and it is better to be capable o f a greater good, even if one needs 
outside help, than to be capable only of a lesser good that one is sufficient 
to realize by oneself.8̂

Is this an attempt to maintain a sort o f Aristotelian orthodoxy, by 
invoking Aristotle himself in order to open up an exception against his own 
axiom, as some have thought?87 Is it a tacit admission that the Aristotelian 
axiom of proportionality is absolutely valid only in the realm of sub- 
rational nature, whereas it is no longer valid if one enters into the realm of 
the spirit, as Scotus explicitly maintained in response to the “philosophers”? 
There is no reason to think so, for the objection that St. Thomas is 
responding to here does not directly concern the Aristotelian axiom that 
natural passive potencies must correspond to natural active powers. Rather, 
it stems from a completely distinct principle, according to which the higher 
the nature, the more self-sufficient it must be in reaching its end. St. 
Thomas invokes Aristotle’s authority concerning the aid of friends to show 
that the principle o f increasing self-sufficiency is insufficient in itself to 
characterize the dignity o f a nature, and that it must be subordinated to the

84 For the notion of debitum naturae in St. Thomas, see pp. 223-29 below.
85 See S7T-II, q. 109, a. 4, ad 2: “What we can do with the divine assistance, is not 

completely impossible for us; for according to the Philosopher: ‘What we can do 
through our friends, in a certain sense we can do by ourselves’ ” (Nichomachean 
Ethics 3.3.1112b27).

86 See S T l-ll, q. 5, a. 5, ad 2; De malo, q. 5, a. 1.
87 See H. de Lubac, Sumaturel, 119-20.
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greatness o f the end, as Aristode himself would agree. In this matter there is 
no difference between the principles of Scotus and St. Thomas,88 for this 
answer is equally valid whether one recognizes a natural passive potency for 
an end that can only be achieved by a supernatural agent (as for Scotus), or 
whether one only recognizes a unique or specific obediential potency for 
that supernatural end (according to Cajetans interpretation of St. Thomas, 
which I hold to be correct). In either case, man is surely destined for an end 
that immeasurably exceeds his natural powers.

According to St. Thomas’s principles, the fact that we need the aid of a 
divine Friend to reach the sublime end to which we have been destined in 
no way requires St. Thomas or Cajetan to make a breach in the principle 
that natural passive potency must always correspond to a natural agent.89 
The nature of the spirit should not be considered to form an exception to 
this metaphysical principle. All that is necessary is to" establish a double 
symmetry: natural passive potencies corresponding to natural agents, and 
obediential passive potencies corresponding to an agent outside the genus of 
natural things: God. In this way the  principles both of the theologian and 
the philosopher are maintained without any conflict. St. Thomas defines 
his terms in such a way as not to have to violate either the analogy of 
metaphysical reason or revealed truth.

From this examination o f the texts of St. Thomas, it seems that Caje- 
tan’s position is vindicated. However, there is one apparent exception to 
this general rule: the question o f whether the justification of the sinner is 
miraculous. This exception will be examined below.90

88 Here, de Lubac is perfecdy correct in pointing out the concordance between Scotus 
and St. Thomas. See Sumaturel 121: “Scotus, in effect, proclaimed with St. 
Thomas, in perhaps more striking terms but with an identical conviction, that the 
fundamental inadequacy that exists between the end of the spiritual creature and the 
natural means that it has for attaining it is the proper mark of his dignity.” This is 
beautifully expressed. In other words, according to the terminology of St. Thomas, 
the proper mark of the diginity of the spiritual creature is the fact that he alone is 
capable of being elevated to a supernatural end (capax Dei), and in fact has been so 
elevated. However, de Lubac is mistaken in thinking that St. Thomas is in agree- 
ment with Scotus in denying the validity of the Aristotelian principle with regard to 
spiritual nature, as de Lubac asserts in Sumatural, 119 and 432. St. Thomas very fre- 
quendy affirms the validity of the Aristotelian principle; he never points out that 
there is an important exception to it; and de Lubac produces no texts to this effect.

89 See De vtrtuttbus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13: “According to the differentiation and order 
of active powers in agents, there corresponds the differentiation and order of pas 
sive potencies in that which is passive. For passive potencies always correspond to 
active ones. . . .  Likewise in the soul. . .”

90 See pp. 154-62 below.
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Cajetan's Third Argument: There Can Be No Natural 
Knowledge o f Supernatural Mysteries
Cajetan’s third argument in Depotentia neutra against the position of Sco- 
tus is very interesting, and concerns the possibility of natural knowledge of 
supernatural mysteries:

Since quidditive knowledge of something provides a sufficient 
account of all its properties . . .  it follows that if one has quidditive 
knowledge of something, one can know all its natural potencies. And 
since the knowledge of a potency depends on knowledge of its act, as 
is said in book 9 of the Metaphysics, it follows that the acts which cor 
respond to natural potencies will likewise be known. Since these acts 
[i.e. faith, charity, the vision of God, etc.] are supernatural also for 
Scotus, it follows from this line of thought that from the quidditive 
knowledge o f something natural, supernatural things can be known. This 
is manifestly false. And it is confirmed by the following. We know with 
certainty this major premise: no natural potency is in vain. Therefore, 
if we know the minor premise, that there is a natural potency for a 
supernatural act either in matter or in the soul, or in any other thing, 
it must be conceded from this that we know that these supernatural 
things must exist. Thus we will know the future resurrection of the 
dead, grace justifying the sinner, etc., which is ridiculous.91

Cajetan reasons that if there were a natural potency for grace, glory, and the 
vision of God, and if we had a perfect knowledge o f what is in man, then it 
could be possible by purely natural means to know a reality that is supernat 
ural in itself. This is conceded by Scotus, as well as by de Lubac92 (both of 
whom, however, deny that in this current state we have, or even can have, a 
perfect knowledge of man). Cajetan, however, believes it is absurd to hold 
that an intrinsically supernatural mystery could be known by natural reason, 
even by the natural intellect o f the angels or separated souls. He does not 
explicitly say why this is absurd, but it clearly rests both on Revelation and 
reason. St. Paul proclaims, for instance, that “eye has not seen, nor ear heard 
. . . ” (1 Cor 2:9). Reason also can arrive at the same conclusion, by means of 
the principle that being and truth are convertible. A reality that is intrinsi 
cally supernatural corresponds to a truth that is equally intrinsically super 
natural, which means that it can only be known by Revelation.93

Cajetan here implicidy states another very significant argument against 
the position of Scotus which turns on the gratuitousness of grace. He says

91 Depotentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b).
92 See Mystery, 208-9 [274-75].
93 Cajetans argument here is very similar to that of Denis the Carthusian in De 

puritate etfelicitate animae, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 40:431 a-b).
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that if one knew the existence of a natural potency for the vision of God (or 
for other supernatural acts), one would not only know the possibility of 
such an act, but one would also know the fact that at some time, in some 
subject, it must be realized. Otherwise it would be in vain. Cajetan inter 
prets the principle that a natural potency cannot be in vain to imply not 
only the sheer possibility of its realization, but also its actual realization, at 
least in some individuals. He poses this problem in terms of the absurdity 
of having natural knowledge of free acts of God that are intrinsically super 
natural. Scotus attempts to resolve the problem by asserting that we do not 
have this natural knowledge of supernatural things because of the limita 
tion of our knowledge in our current state. This solution o f Scotus, how 
ever, seems quite insufficient.

The problem also concerns the deeper question o f how such acts 
would be gratuitous if they corresponded to a natural potency, given that 
natural potencies cannot be in vain. It is not clear how Scotus would 
respond to this objection.94

In this regard, it is very important to determine whether our capacity 
to receive the supernatural perfections of grace and glory is properly an 
obediential or a natural potency. An obediential potency lays no claim to its 
realization. A natural potency, on the other hand, “cannot be in vain.” If 
Cajetan has correctly described our potency for grace and glory as obedi 
ential, then we cannot strictly say that this potency “cannot be in vain,” for 
the realization of obediential potencies is not due to nature. In this way 
the gratuitousness of our supernatural destiny is clearly guaranteed.

An interesting example o f this distinction in the work of St. Thomas 
can be seen in III Sent., d. 1, q. 1, a. 3, ad 4,95 dealing with the famous 
question o f whether God would have become incarnate if man had not 
sinned. The fourth objection stated that if man had not sinned, God 
would still have become incarnate because the potency for incarnation was 
present before as well as after sin, and God would not have denied the

94 See J. Alfaro, Lo natural y  lo sobrenatural, 112-29, in which Alfaro discusses the 
merits o f this argument of Cajetan, and holds that it is his strongest argument. See 
especially 113-14.

95 “The capacity of a creature can be understood in two ways. First, according to nat 
ural potency,. . .  and in this way God leaves no capacity of our nature unfulfilled in 
general, although the capacity of some particular creature may not be realized due to 
some impediment. Secondly, it can be understood according to obediential potency, 
according to which every creature has the capacity to become whatever God wills it 
to be. And in this way there exists in human nature the capacity for this dignity, to 
be assumed into union with a divine Person. But it is not necessary that all such 
capacity be realized, just as it is not necessary for God to do all that He can do, but 
only that which is fitting for the order of His wisdom.”



T HE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GOD

creature any good which he was capable o f receiving.96 97 In order to 
respond to the objection, St. Thomas specifies that the natural capacity of 
a creature can be understood in two ways: natural potency and obediential 
potency. Natural potency is always realized in general, although it may not be 
realized in any given individual, because of an impediment. If  the potency 
were never realized in any individual, it would be in vain. However, this is 
not true o f obediential potency, which need not ever be realized. Since the 
capacity o f human nature to be assumed by a divine Person is an obedien 
tial potency, there is no need for God ever to realize it, even though it rep 
resents the highest good possible for human nature.

God has no need “to do whatever He can do, but only what is in 
accord with His wisdom,” and what is in accord with the order that He has 
established in nature. Unlike the case of natural potency, the realization of 
obediential potency is not required for the perfection o f the natural order. 
In other words, the realization of natural potency falls within the notion of 
debitum naturaep whereas that of obediential potency does not. The real 
ization of natural potency (in at least some individuals) is “due” to the nat 
ural order that God Himself has established in creating that potency.

Therefore, if we say that the capacity to receive grace and glory is a 
natural passive potency in the sense defined by St. Thomas in this article, 
then we would be implying that at least in some individuals it must neces 
sarily be realized. This is not because God is a debtor to His creature, but 
rather for the sake of the order that He Himself has established by creating 
such a natural passive potency. If  this is the case, then how is the granting 
of grace and glory absolutely gratuitous on Gods part? This is a very seri 
ous problem for those who hold that the capacity for grace and glory is a 
properly “natural” potency.

However, if we hold— as does Cajetan— that the capacity to receive 
grace and glory is a properly obediential potency, then there is no problem 
at all. There is no necessity o f any kind for God to realize this capacity, 
even for the sake o f the order God has established in creating intellectual 
natures. If God does realize it, this will always be gratuitous in the fullest 
sense. In other words, it will be gratuitous even with regard to the order o f 
nature that God has already established in creation.

Cajetans solution, therefore, fully manifests the gratuitousness of grace 
and glory. However, the question remains as to how this position is to be

The same basic objection could be made with regard to the vision of God. If man 
has this capacity (and we know by Revelation that he does), then it seems that 
God would necessarily give the vision to man, because He could not deny to him 
any good which he is capable of receiving. However, as St. Thomas shows, the 
principle used in the objection is valid only for natural passive potencies, and not 
for obediential potencies.

97 For a fuller discussion of this notion, see pp. 223-29 below.
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reconciled with St. Thomas’s argument showing the existence of a natural 
desire to see God, in which St. Thomas uses the axiom that a natural desire 
cannot be in vain. I f  the natural desire to see God corresponds to a properly 
obediential potency—as Cajetan holds— then in what sense can it be said 
that such a desire cannot be in vairti This question will be examined below.98

The problem that had to be confronted by Cajetan— together with all 
who follow him in holding our capacity for grace and glory to be properly 
obediential— is how to reconcile this position with St. Thomas’s assertion 
o f the existence o f a natural desire to see God. As will be seen below, Caje 
tan was unable to resolve this problem satisfactorily in his commentary on 
S7T, q. 12, a. 1. However, in his later commentary on I—11, q. 3, a. 8, this 
deficiency is corrected, and he briefly observes that there can be an analo 
gous natural desire for the object o f a specific obediential potency unique 
to the spiritual creature.

For Scotus, the existence of a natural desire necessarily implies a natu 
ral potency. This is because he defines natural potency in terms o f a natu 
ral inclination for any object which perfects it. Therefore, if the problem is 
conceived in this way, to deny a natural potency to see God would be to 
deny a natural desire to see God, and it would also deny that the vision of 
God realizes our ultimate perfection, which would be heretical.99

However, for St. Thomas, natural potency and innate natural desire 
always go strictly together, but elicited natural desire in the rational, crea 
ture does not necessarily imply the existence o f a natural potency. This is 
because natural desire in the intellectual creature follows on natural knowl 
edge with regard to the good.100 If something can be naturally known to be 
good (such as essential knowledge of the first cause of things) > then it can 
be naturally desired, at least in a conditional way, even if it exceeds the 
power of all natural active forces.101 Thus, there can be a conditional natu 
ral desire o f the will for something which exceeds natural passive potency.

Furthermore, for St. Thomas, natural passive potency is not equated 
simply with the ability to receive a true perfection (whether from natural 
agents or from God alone). Rather, it corresponds to the ability to receive a 
proportionate perfection from a connatural agent. Thus, according to the prin 
ciples o f St. Thomas, denying the existence of a natural passive potency for 
the vision of God and asserting instead an obediential potency, does not

98 See the discussion of the demonstrative value of this axiom on pp. 356-77 below.
99 It seems that the fundamental reason why de Lubac and Laporta react so strongly 

against Cajetans assertion of a properly obediential potency in the rational crea 
ture for the vision of God is that they are conceiving the matter essentially in 
terms of Scotist categories, rather than those of St. Thomas.

100 See ST I, q. 60, a. 1, sed contra-, I-II, q. 10, a. 1, sed contra.
101 Sylvester of Ferrara explains this point well in his commentary on SeGIlI, ch. 51. 

See pp. 186-88 below.
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imply a denial of any natural (elicited) desire for that vision, and it certainly 
does not imply a denial that the vision of God constitutes the maximum 
perfection of human nature! It does imply, however, that the granting of the 
vision by God is entirely gratuitous and need not ever be realized.

Has Cajetan Been Faithful to  St. Thomas's 
Teaching on Obediential and Natural Potency?
Here we may ask whether Cajetan has given a faithful interpretation o f St. 
Thomas’s position with regard to natural and obediential potency.

The simplicity of Cajetan’s position, dividing passive potency into nat 
ural, violent, and obediential, corresponds well with that o f St. Thomas, 
who frequently divides passive potency into two distinct categories, natural 
and obediential. This can be seen, for example, in III Sent., d. 1, q. I, a. 3, 
ad 4, discussed above, dealing with the question of whether God would 
have become incarnate if man had not sinned. It is clear that the receptive 
capacity of a nature is considered here as divided into two mutually exclu 
sive species: natural and obediential. This mutually exclusive division 
defended by Cajetan102 is repeated in many texts o f St. Thomas.103

For Scotus, however, natural and obediential potency are not mutu 
ally exclusive terms. Instead, he considers a passive potency to be natural if 
it has an inclination toward a given act. However, at the same time, a nat 
ural potency may be considered by Scotus also to be an obediential 
potency, with regard to a perfection that can only be conferred by the first

102 J- Laporra, on the contrary, claims there are no texts of St. Thomas which directly 
support Cajetan’s position maintaining the existence of an obediential potency for 
grace and glory, whereas he cites five texts of St. Thomas which he believes assert 
a natural potency for the vision of God. Two of these texts (IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, 
a. 5, qla. 1; and 57*1—11, q. 113, a. 10) concern the question of whether the justi 
fication of the sinner is to be considered as miraculous, and will be considered 
below. The other three texts he cites are De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; q. 29, a. 3, 
ad 3; and ST III, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3, which are examined in the following pages. See 
La destinie, 85n48. In the appendix to this work, Laporta gives the major texts of 
St. Thomas on obediential potency with a brief commentary.

103 See especially III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a.l; De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; q. 8, a. 12, ad 
4; q. 29, a. 3, ad 3; and 57*111, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; III, q. 11, a. 1; Comp. theoL I, ch. 
104; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13. See also De potentia, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1: “And 
for this reason there is distinguished in them a twofold potency. One is natural: for 
the proper operations or motion of a thing. Another potency is said to be obedien 
tial, with regard to those things which are received from God”; De potentia, q. 6, a. 
1, ad 18: "Therefore nothing prohibits a created nature from being in potency to 
becoming something through the divine power, which an inferior power cannot 
accomplish. And this is called obediential potency, according to which any crea 
ture obeys the Creator.”
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cause.10̂  For example, the capacity to receive grace is considered by Scotus 
to be an obediential potency.104 105 106 Nevertheless, according to Scotuss dis 
tinction o f potencies, the capacity to receive grace should be considered to 
be “natural” with regard to the perfection received, because grace is a per 
fection o f the subject. In other words, Scotuss use of “natural passive 
potency” does not serve to distinguish it from “obediential potency,” as is 
the case in Cajetan and the Thomistic school in general.

In the following, we will examine the position of St. Thomas himself in 
this matter. Does St. Thomas’s usage correspond with Cajetan, Scotus, or 
neither? De Lubac is o f the opinion that St. Thomas’s usage was fundamen 
tally that of Scotus, according to which the potency o f the soul to grace and 
glory would be natural because it corresponds to a profound inclination, 
and also obediential in a generic sense, because it can only be realized by a 
supernatural agent. De Lubac faults Cajetan for making a rigid separation 
between natural passive potency and obediential potency, and holding the 
capacity of the soul for grace and glory to be properly obediential.10̂

We shall see that the texts of St. Thomas are decidedly in favor of 
Cajetan’s interpretation. These texts concern the capacity o f human nature 
for assumption by a divine Person (5TIII, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3), and the capac 
ity for grace (De veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3), supernatural knowledge (ST  
III, q. 11, a. 1\ De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; q. 8, a. 12, ad 4; Comp, theol 
I, ch. 104), and supernatural virtues (De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13).

ST///, q. 1, a. 3, a d 3
In the celebrated article 57TII, q. 1, a. 3, St. Thomas asks whether God 
still would have become incarnate if man had not sinned. In ad 3, he 
states that not every capacity in the creature need be realized. Such a 
demand is only true for natural passive potency, which is always filled by 
God. However, this is not true of obediential potency:

A double capacity may be discerned in human nature. One concerns 
the order of natural power, and this is always fulfilled by God, Who 
apportions to each thing according to its natural capability. The 
other concerns the order of the Divine power, which all creatures 
obey according to His wish. And the capacity we speak of [i.e. the

104 See Ordinatio III, d. 1, q. 4, n. 2: “Obediential potency in the creature corresponds 
to the causality of the First efficient Cause, and not to any other active power.”

105 See Ordinatio III, d. 13, q. 4, n. 11: “Anything that is capable of receiving grace is 
in obediential potency for any degree of grace.”

106 See SumatureL, 137; Mystery, 140-41 [182]. However, Cajetan admits a sense in 
which de Lubacs claim is true: our capacity to receive supernatural perfections 
can be said to be natural in that it is a specific capacity of the rational creature, 
rooted in his spiritual nature.
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capacity to be assumed by a divine Person] pertains to this. But God 
does not fulfill ail such capacity, for otherwise God could do nothing 
in creatures other than what He does, and this is false.

When St. Thomas says that natural potency “is always realized by God” (at 
least in the species, although not necessarily in the individual), he is saying 
that the realization of natural potencies is “due” to a given nature. However, 
obediential potencies are not always actualized by God, for their realization 
is not due to it but above it. If we apply the principles given in this text to 
the case of the vision of God, it is clear that since it is not due to human 
nature, it should be understood as the fulfillment of an obediential potency 
which God need not ever realize, even though He creates human nature.107

De veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3
This same twofold mutually exclusive division of “capacity” into natural and 
obediential can be seen in De veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3. St. Thomas main 
tains here that habitual grace in Christs human soul is finite, absolutely 
speaking, although it can be said to be infinite or “without measure” in that 
Christ’s soul contains everything that pertains to the nature of grace.

The third objection presents a rather sophisticated argument that 
sanctifying or habitual grace in the soul o f Christ should be infinite, since 
one cannot say that the grace o f Christ is finite on account of a limitation 
in Gods power to create grace. Therefore, finitude in the grace of Christ 
must be caused by the fact that the capacity o f His soul to receive grace was 
limited. However, the objection continues, this seems to be false, because 
the capacity to receive additional grace increases ad infinitum  with each 
gift of grace. I f  Christs habitual grace is finite, that finiteness cannot be 
caused by an intrinsic limitation o f his soul. Therefore, since Christ’s 
habitual grace is limited neither by God’s power nor by any intrinsic limi 
tation in the soul o f Christ, it seems it would be infinite.

In his response, St. Thomas accepts the basic argument of the objection. 
He agrees that habitual grace in Christ’s soul must be finite, not because of 
an intrinsic limitation in His soul’s capacity for grace. That would be true

107 See De veritate, q. 6, a. 2, ad 6: “It pertains to the divine goodness insofar as it is 
infinite, that of the perfections required by each thing according to its nature, 
each thing be given that perfection which it is capable of receiving. However, this 
is not required for super-added [i.e. supernatural] perfections, among which are 
glory and grace.” For Laporta (La desunie, 85n48), on the contrary, this text 
speaks of a natural potency for the vision of God. However, there is nothing in the 
text to support such a reading. If Laporta were correct, St. Thomas would be say 
ing that God would necessarily realize our capacity for the vision of God. Thus, 
contrary to Catholic doctrine, the vision would no longer be gratuitous!
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only for a natural potency. Habitual grace in Christ must be finite for 
another reason, which follows from the nature of an obediential potency.

In order to clarify the matter, St. Thomas distinguishes between natural 
and obediential potency. He does not give a proper definition of the terms, 
but characterizes natural passive potency as the potency that stands in rela 
tion to “natural perfections.” Natural potency can be completely realized 
because it stands only in relation to natural perfections which are limited. 
Obediential potency, on the other hand, can never be completely realized, 
because it is open to receive whatever God wills, which has no limit.

The capacity of a creature is spoken of according to the power of 
receptivity that it has in it. Now there is a double power of a creature 
to receive. One is natural; and this can be entirely fulfilled, because it 
extends only to natural perfections. The other is obediential potency, 
according to which the creature can receive something from God.
And this capacity cannot be filled, because no matter how God trans 
forms a creature, it still remains in potency to receive from God.

The intention of the response is to show why the capacity of Christs soul 
for habitual grace cannot be “infinitely” filled by an infinite gift of grace, 
such that no more could be given, absolutely speaking. This is true even 
though Christs capacity for grace is unlimited in itself, being an obedien 
tial potency.108

The actualization o f natural potencies is always finite, because the capac 
ity of a natural potency is intrinsically limited, being correlative with natural 
perfections which can be realized by natural active powers. Once those lim 
ited natural perfections are realized, the potency is completely filled.

However, an obediential potency can never be completely filled, but 
remains always open to receiving an additional gift. This is because it does 
not correspond to determinate natural perfections but rather to whatever 
can be worked in it by the omnipotence of God. Since this is infinite, it 
follows that obediential potency can never be completely filled. Any par 
ticular realization o f obediential potency could always be exceeded by 
another gift. No particular realization o f obediential potency can claim to 
be the absolutely maximum amount, containing all possible supernatural 
perfections, which would therefore be infinite. Even though obediential 
potency implies an unlimited capacity, it can still never be infinitely filled, 
so that nothing more could be added. For example, none o f the blessed in 
heaven receive the maximum glory that God could give, because He could 
always give still more.

108 The objection impliddy recognizes this, since it asserts that Christs capadty for grace 
is not fixed by his nature (natural potency), but increases with each gift of grace.
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A proper understanding o f the text depends on a correct interpreta 
tion of the expression “natural perfections,” which are those that can be 
realized by our natural active powers. Obediential potency, on the other 
hand, is introduced here to refer to the capacity o f Christs soul for grace 
or supernatural gifts. Obediential potency is unlimited in the sense that no 
matter how much grace God gives, He could always give more, absolutely 
speaking. It follows then that the habitual grace of Christs soul is necessar 
ily finite, simply speaking, because no matter how much grace Christ 
received, God could still have given additional supernatural gifts. Since 
more can always be given, that which is possessed is necessarily finite. 
However, in a certain respect, Christ’s habitual grace is infinite, in that He 
received the fullness of all grace for His Mystical Body. This text, there 
fore, clearly uses the category of “obediential potency” to refer to the 
capacity o f the soul to receive grace and glory.109

Laporta gives a diametrically opposed interpretation of this text. He 
cites it as one of five texts in which St. Thomas supposedly affirms that 
there is a natural passive potency for the vision of God. The reason he 
comes to this conclusion is that he interprets, in the manner o f Scotus, the 
expression “natural perfections” to refer here to the vision of God!110

The distinction made by St. Thomas between two types o f passive 
potencies in the soul o f Christ is understood by Laporta as follows:

1. The natural potency for natural perfections that can be completely real 
ized refers to the capacity in the soul of Christ for the vision of God.

2. The obediential potency to receive gifts from God, which cannot ever 
be fully realized, refers to other secondary supernatural gifts “which 
do not constitute any contribution for the perfection o f a being.”

Laportas interpretation is untenable, first of all, because St. Thomas in 
other texts never refers to the vision of God as a “natural perfection” or as a 
“natural end.” This would be a very ambiguous way o f speaking, which

See Capreolus, Defensiones theobgiae D ivi Thomae Aquinatis, I Sent., d. 43, q. 1, C, 
§4, ad 4, vol. 2 (Turin, 1900), 559, with reference to this article: “And he speaks of 
the capacity of the soul for grace, which can increase without limit [in infinitum]." 
He also treats this text in I Sent., d. 17, q. 2, a. 2, C, 3, ad 2 (2:137).

110 La destinie, 139: “The development that is in conformity with a certain nature, 
which corresponds to its natural appetite—its finality—can be perfecdy realized. 
In an intellectual creature God does this through the beatific vision. From this 
point of view, the capacity of Christ was realized. Here there is a distinct limit, 
finitum. On the contrary, the potentia obedientiae will never be filled. There is an 
infinity of possible developments. Righdy understood, these additions do not 
constitute any contribution for the perfection of a being. The grace of Christ is 
finite according to its essence. The number of secondary additions is infinite.”
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could easily give rise to a Pelagian interpretation. In fact, St. Thomas always 
refers to the vision o f God as our “supernatural” end, if there is any doubt 
as to what end or perfection is intended. Laporta simply assumes that St. 
Thomas is speaking o f the beatific vision when he says “natural perfections” 
because Laporta, like Scotus, considers the vision as our properly “natural” 
end, although supernatural from the point of view of attainment.111

Secondly, Laporta’s interpretation fails to grasp the sense o f St. 
Thomas’s response to the objection. St. Thomas is saying that Christ’s grace 
is finite according to its essence, not because it corresponds to a limited 
capacity which can be completely filled (natural passive potency), as 
Laporta interprets. On the contrary, it is finite precisely because it corre 
sponds to an obediential potency which can never be filled. No matter how 
much supernatural perfection God gives, He could still always give more. 
Therefore any particular gift given to a creature (even to the human soul of 
Christ!) will always be essentially finite, in that more could always be given, 
absolutely speaking.

The beatific vision is not spoken of here at all by St. Thomas. How 
ever, by saying that the capacity for grace is obediential, St. Thomas is 
clearly implying that the capacity for glory is equally obediential.

ST ///, q. 11, a. 1
Another text that divides passive potency into two types— natural and 
obediential— is the article in the Summa theologiae treating infused knowl 
edge in the human soul o f Christ:

It was fitting that the soul of Christ should be wholly perfected by hav 
ing each of its potencies reduced to act. Now it must be borne in mind 
that in the human soul, as in every creature, there is a twofold passive 
power. One is in comparison with a natural agent; the other in compar 
ison with the First Agent, which can bring any creature to a higher act 
than a natural agent can, and this is usually called the obediential 
potency of a creature. Now both potencies of Christ’s soul were actual 
ized by this divinely imprinted knowledge. And hence, by it the soul of 
Christ knew, first, whatever can be known by man through the power 
of the light of the agent intellect, such as all that pertains to the human 
sciences. Secondly, by this knowledge Christ knew all things made 
known to man by divine revelation, whether they belong to the gift of 
wisdom or prophecy, or any other gift of the Holy Spirit. Indeed, the

111 Ibid., 103: “The vision is the only final term of blossoming of an intellectual 
nature. It is only supernatural, Thomas insists, in a certain respect [quodammodo, 
secundum quid], from the point of view of attainment.” See also J. Laporta, “Les 
notions d’app&it naturel et de puissance ob^dientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 277: “The 
end which defines human nature is the beatific vision.”
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soul of Christ knew these things more fully and completely than others.
Yet He did not know the essence of God by this knowledge, but only by 
that knowledge treated first, of which we spoke above [q. 10].

Infused knowledge in the soul o f Christ is divided into two categories: 
(1) that which could be naturally known by acquired knowledge and which 
therefore is classified as the realization of a natural potency, and (2) that 
which could not be naturally known because it concerns supernatural Rev 
elation and the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and is classified as the realization 
o f an obediential potency. The criterion for the distinction o f these two 
potencies is whether or not this infused knowledge could also have been 
produced by Christs natural human power of abstraction.

This text is significant because it makes the division of passive potency 
into natural and obediential also apply to the human soul, which is not 
treated as an exception, as de Lubac maintains.112 Here St. Thomas has 
done precisely what Cajetan was faulted for doing—treating the human 
soul in this matter just “like any other creature.”

It could be objected that St. Thomas has not applied his twofold dis 
tinction to the capacity to receive the beatific vision, but only to infused 
knowledge.11̂  In response, I would say that St. Thomas has laid down a 
general metaphysical principle. If he really meant to exclude the capacity 
of the soul for grace and glory from this principle, he should have said so 
explicitly, and explained why it would be true for infused knowledge, but 
not for the beatific vision.114

The capacity to receive the beatific vision is not discussed in this text, 
except in the last sentence, in which St. Thomas clarifies that the infused 
knowledge (whether natural or obediential) in Christs soul did nor enable 
Him to know the essence of God, which could only be known by the 
“knowledge discussed above” (i.e. in the preceding question), which was

112 See Mystery, 140 [181—82].
See Sumaturel, 136.

114 See G. Frinaud, “Esprit et grace sanctifiante,” La pensee catholique 5 (1948): 39, 
in which Fr^naud is opposing de Lubac’s interpretation of this text and defending 
Cajetan’s general position: “If this conclusion [that Christ’s infused knowledge of 
Revelation is the realization of an obediential potency] has some value, is it not 
because it supposes, as an already certain truth, that all knowledge of the soul 
superior to that attained by the natural operation of the agent intellect corre 
sponds not to a natural potency, but to an obediential potency? Thus it is not only 
the infused knowledge of Christ, but all supernatural knowledge which, by reason 
of its object, finds only an obediential potency in our spirit. The response to the 
first objection of the same article again confirms this interpretation. The natural 
potency of the intellectual soul is there defined ‘by comparison with a natural 
agent, which is the agent intellect.’ ”
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the scientia beata—the beatific vision. St. Thomas is saying that by infused 
knowledge, the soul o f Christ knew all that was naturally knowable (natu 
ral potency, but supernaturally realized), as well as all that which is not nat 
urally knowable, but which can be made known to man by Revelation, 
which pertains to obediential potency. However, St. Thomas points out 
that this infused knowledge did not give Christ the science of vision, which 
exceeds infused knowledge.11̂  The vision of God thus was not known by 
“this knowledge” (i.e. infused), but only “by that knowledge treated first” 
(in q. 10, which treats the beatific vision in the soul of Christ).

Surprisingly, Gilson misinterprets the last line of this response (“Yet He 
did not know the essence o f God by this knowledge, but only by that 
knowledge treated first, of which we spoke above”) in a way that has impor 
tant consequences for this discussion. He interprets the words "by this 
knowledge” to refer to obediential potency in particular, rather than to 
infused knowledge in general1 ̂  Thus according to this reading, St. Thomas 
would be practically denying that the capacity to receive the vision of God 
is a case o f obediential potency.

It seems that Gilson’s reading is incorrect on two accounts. First, he 
would make St. Thomas contradict himself within the same article. At the 
beginning o f the response, St. Thomas distinguished two types o f potency 
with regard to two agents: natural and supernatural. Natural potency is 
what corresponds to a natural agent. If St. Thomas really meant to say that 
Christs capacity for the beatific vision is not an obediential potency, then 
he would be implying that there is a natural agent capable o f realizing it. 
This, of course, is false, as all admit. 115 116

115 Infused knowledge is by means of infused “species,” which, being finite, are inad 
equate to realize the vision of God.

116 See E. Gilson, “Sur la probl&natique thomiste de la vision b&tifique,” AHDLM  39 
(1964): 85: “By ‘this science’ St. Thomas understands that ofwhich he was speaking, 
that is, the science received by potentia obedientiae. Never did he come closer to mak 
ing the simple affirmadon that the vision of the divine essence by the created intellect 
is not a case of obediendal potency.” Gilson’s position in this controversy is neither 
that of Cajetan nor Laporta, although it is closer to the latter. He holds that the intel 
lectual creatures capacity for the vision of God is not properly described either as a 
natural passive potency or as an obediential potency. In one sense it is natural (as for 
Laporta) because it actualizes our potency for beatitude “in the sense of nature” (87). 
However, it is also like an obediential potency in that this capacity is realized by a 
supernatural cause. Nevertheless, according to Gilson, St. Thomas does not call it an 
obediential potency because it is not a miracle (86). In summary, it is a unique case. 
See also the analysis of Gilsons position by G. Colombo, Delsoprannaturale, 313: “It 
is a case of natural passive potency which, contrary to every rule, does not correspond 
to a natural active power. . .  as if it were an obediential potency.” Laporta responded 
to this article of Gilson in “Sur la probkmatique thomiste de la vision b&tifique (k 
propos d’un article de M. E. Gilson),” Sophia 34 (1966): 101-10.
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Secondly, Gilsons reading is unconvincing simply from the philologi 
cal point o f view. In order for the expression per hanc scientiam (in the last 
sentence) to be understandable, it must refer to the subject of St. Thomas’s 
considerations in this article, which is inhised knowledge in general.117 It is 
true that St. Thomas has distinguished two categories of things known by 
this infused knowledge. However, in this last sentence, St. Thomas is saying 
that the vision o f God does not belong to infused knowledge at all 
(whether of the first or second type), but only to the type o f science or 
knowledge spoken of previously (question 10 on the beatific vision). Read 
in this way, the last sentence is not asserting anything controversial, but 
stating the limits o f infused knowledge, which cannot attain to the beatific 
vision.118 It is not explicitly stated whether the vision of God pertains to 
natural or obediential potency. However, according to the definition given 
here by St. Thomas, it is obvious that the vision of God corresponds to an 
obediential potency, for it cannot be realized by any natural agent.

In his commentary on this article, Cajetan makes some very interesting 
observations. He notes first that St. Thomas does not mean to say that all 
the obediential capacity in the soul o f Christ was completely actualized, 
because this potency is unlimited. He asserts rather that “the obediential 
potency for every act proportionate to the nature o f the soul was actualized,”119 
through the gift o f  all knowledge pertaining to the sphere o f Revelation.

In other words, Cajetan is saying that within the genus of obediential 
potency (all that which God can work in the creature), there is a specific 
kind of obediential potency which in some way is “proportionate”120 or fit 
ting to a given nature, and which does not violate that nature or change it 
into another nature, but, on the contrary, immensely perfects it. It is above 
the nature, but not against it or outside o f it.121 As noted above, neither St. 
Thomas, Cajetan or the other classical Thomiscs give a special name to this

112 If we look for the antecedent of the phrase “hanc scientiam,” we find it used twice 
before, to refer simply to infused knowledge according to either modality.

118 See Cajetan’s interpretation in his commentary on 57*111, q. 11, a. l ,n . 1 (Leo 
nine ed., 11:158).

119 Ibid., n. 2.
120 Simply speaking, supernatural perfections and the vision of God are certainly not 

“proportionate” to the intellectual creature without grace, as indeed Cajetan 
stresses in De potentia neutra. However, here Cajetan is saying that the nature of 
the soul is “proportionate” in a certain sense to receiving these perfections because 
the intellectual creature is capable of receiving them (naturaliter capax gratiae) as 
immense perfections of that same nature. In other words, man has a specific obedi 
ential potency. Furthermore, supernatural perfections are “proportionate” to the 
intellectual creature insofar as he has been gratuitously ordered by God to the 
vision of God, as Cajetan goes on to specify.

121 See De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13.
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kind of obediential potency, but they clearly refer to that which has later 
come to be called specific obediential potency.

Laporta, on the contrary, opposes the interpretation o f Cajetan and 
holds that the capacity for the vision o f God is properly a natural potency, 
even though the capacity to receive infused Revelation and the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit is said to be an obediential potency. The underlying reason for 
this is that Laporta conceives obediential potency as the capacity to receive 
an act outside the normal destiny of a creature, which therefore does not 
essentially perfect the creature. If a fundamental perfection is given by a 
supernatural intervention o f God (especially if this constitutes the final 
end o f the creature), he considers this to be the (supernatural) actualiza 
tion o f a natural potency rather than o f an obediential potency.122 123

In order to maintain this position, Laporta is forced to create an exces 
sive distinction between (1) the vision of God and (2) all that which is 
essentially ordered to the vision and provides a disposition for receiving it: 
infused knowledge o f Revelation, gifts o f the Holy Spirit, sanctifying grace 
(De veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3), infused virtues (De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, 
ad 13), and so forth, all o f which are explicitly spoken of by St. Thomas as 
actualizations .of an obediential potency. If that which is essentially 
ordered to the vision o f God is above human nature and beyond the reach 
o f natural agents, and therefore an- actualization o f an obediential rather 
than a natural potency, why will this not be even more true of the vision 
of God itself, to which all other supernatural gifts are ordered?12̂

The underlying reason for Laportas claim that the realization of obe 
diential potencies does not perfect a being is that, like de Lubac, he fails to 
appreciate the notion of a specifically spiritual obediential potency, and 
because he is evaluating the presence or absence o f obediential potency

122 “Sur la probkmatique rhomiste de la vision bdatifique (i propos d’un article de M. E. 
Gilson),” Sophia 34 (1966): 105n8: “The filling of an obediential potency does not 
constitute an improvement for the subject. The potentia obedientiae is not simply 
defined as ‘the possibility to evolve under the divine activity.’ It is a possibility of 
evolution outside of the normal development of the subject: ‘to that which God can 
work in it above nature’ (De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13); ‘to some higher act which 
cannot be realized by a natural agent’ (5. Theol III, q. 11, a. 1 ) ... . Potentia natu- 
ralis extends to the end of a thing; potentia obedientiae extends to all that which is 
outside this line of normal development.”

Laporta fails to see that an action of God above the nature of a thing will 
immensely perfect that thing if it is able to retain its specific identity while receiv 
ing that perfection (specific obediential potency). For example, who would deny 
that the human soul of Christ is immensely perfected by the supreme actualiza 
tion o f the specific obediential potency to receive all knowledge of Revelation and 
all the gifts of the Holy Spirit (III, q. 11, a. 1)?

123 Cajetan makes a similar point in De potentia neutm, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b); dis 
cussed on pp. 121-22 above.
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according to the Scotist criterion of defining natural passive potency as 
every capacity to receive an act which truly perfects the subject. Cajetan, 
on the other hand, bases his interpretation on a clear understanding of 
specific obediential potency, and a cogent rejection o f the Scotist mode of 
defining natural passive potency.

D e v e r i ta te ,  q. 8, a. 4, ad 13
A similar text, De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13, concerns knowledge in the 
angels. In this response, St. Thomas’s purpose is to show that it is not nec 
essary for the blessed angels—-who see the vision of God—to have all 
knowledge concerning creatures that is above the limits of their connatural 
intellectual power. In answering this particular objection, St. Thomas has 
taken the opportunity to give general characteristics of obediential and 
natural potency. The angels are said to be in natural potency to all that 
which the natural light o f their intellect can manifest to them. The power 
to know what God could reveal to them beyond the reach o f their natural 
intellectual light is said to be only an obediential potency:

A thing can be in potency to something else in two ways. First, it can 
be in natural potency; and it is in this way that a created intellect is 
in potency to knowing all those things that can be manifested to it 
by its own natural light. A beatified angel is ignorant of none of these 
things, for were he ignorant of these his intellect would be imperfect. 
There exists, however, a certain potency which is merely obediential-, 
when something is said to be in potency for those things which God 
can realize in it above its nature. If such a potency is not actualized, 
the potency is not imperfect. Consequently, the intellect of a beati 
fied angel is not imperfect if it does not know all the things which 
God could reveal to it.

On the basis of the distinction that has been drawn between natural and 
obediential potency in this text, it can be inferred that the capacity to 
receive the vision of God must be properly classified as an obediential 
potency rather than a natural potency, for it is indisputable that the vision 
of God lies “above” the reach o f the natural light o f any created intellect.

Laporta, on the contrary, comes to an opposite conclusion,124 and 
cites this text as one o f five places in which he claims that St. Thomas

124 See La destinie, 138: “An important text.. . .  The angels enjoy two forms of knowl 
edge: one that is essential, which they need to be happy, and a second accidental type 
of knowledge which is not necessary for their beatitude. With regard to the elements 
that are indispensable for happiness and which constitute the final end of the elect 
there is potentia naturalis. On the contrary, with regard to supplementary revelations 
which God could communicate to them, there is only potentia obedientiae.”
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speaks of the capacity to receive the vision o f God as a natural potency.125 
This is just the opposite o f what St. Thomas seems to be saying.

Laporta supports his position with an interesting argument. He rea 
sons that to consider the capacity of the angels for the vision as an obedi 
ential potency, would lead to a contradiction with the teaching o f St. 
Thomas, who says here that if an obediential potency is left unrealized, 
that potency would not be “imperfect.” Therefore, if the capacity to 
receive the vision is truly an obediential potency, then St. Thomas would 
be saying that the angelic or human potency would not be imperfect if it 
did not receive the vision. According to Laporta this is impossible because 
it would contradict the existence o f a natural desire to see God, and the 
fact that the intellect is truly perfected by that vision. Thus he concludes 
that St. Thomas intends to class the potency for the vision as a natural 
rather than obediential potency.12̂

However, Laportas interpretation cannot be reconciled with the text of 
this article. St. Thomas has not made the distinction that Laporta supposed. 
On the contrary, St. Thomas has divided the two kinds of potency on the 
basis of whether or not they can be realized by means o f natural active forces, 
which in this case is the “natural light of the intellect.”127 Clearly, the vision 
of God—as well as any particular supernatural knowledge of creatures seen 
in the vision, with which St. Thomas is concerned in this response—is 
something God works in the intellectual creature “above its nature.”

In response to the argument of Laporta, certain distinctions need to be 
made regarding the way a potency or faculty is said to be imperfect or perfect. 
An intellect can be said to be “perfect” if it has achieved everything for which 
it has a natural potency and which can be realized by its connatural intellec 
tual light, even though it is not able to know higher intelligible objects— like 
the vision of God—which transcend the range of that light. In this case it will 
be perfect for an intellect of such a species (perfect secundum quid), although 
not perfect like the divine intellect. In this article, St. Thomas says that the 
angelic intellect is “imperfect” only if it is ignorant of what it can know by its 
natural intellectual light. The vision of God, however, obviously cannot be 
known by the natural intellectual light of any intellectual creature. Therefore,

125 J. Laporta, La destinie, 85n48; and “Sur la probkmatique thomiste (k propos d’un 
article de M. E. Gilson),” Sophia 34 (1966): 109.

1 26 See J. Laporta, “Sur la probkmatique thomiste (k propos d’un article de M, E. 
Gilson),” Sophia 34 (1966); 108—9.

127 As Laporta later acknowledged in “Sur la probMmatique thomiste (& propos d’un 
article de M. E. Gilson),” Sophia 34 (1966): 108, die text of this article that he 
quoted in La destinie, 138, does not correspond to the critical text (see the Leo 
nine critical ediuon of 1972, which reads “lumine” instead o f“lumini”), removing 
the basis for his interpretation.
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ignorance of the essence of God cannot be said to render the created intellect 
“imperfect,” properly speaking.128

To foil short of absolute perfection does not render a creature imper 
fect. It will be imperfect, properly speaking, only if it lacks what is due to it 
according to its nature and thus foils to attain its connatural end. If it 
attains that end, it will be perfect fo r such a nature. However, it will be per 
fect absolutely speaking only if it is elevated above its nature to share in the 
perfection of God.

Without the vision of God, a created intellect that has fully realized its 
connatural knowing power is not said to be “imperfect” in itself, according 
to its nature, but only in comparison with the divine intellect, or in com 
parison with that knowledge to which God can bring the created intellect 
above its own natural capacity. Thus there is no contradiction in saying that 
the capacity to receive the vision o f God is an obediential potency whose 
lack of realization would not make the creature “imperfect,” as long as it 
does not come about through the creatures own fault, as in the damned.

De veritate, q. 8, a. 12, ad 4
Another parallel text is De veritate, q. 8, a. 12, ad 4, which states that

there are two kinds of potency. One is natural and can be actualized 
by a natural agent. . . .  It is not according to this kind of potency, 
however, that our possible intellect is in potency to know all future 
things. But there is another potency o f obedience according to which 
anything can be realized in a creature that the Creator wishes to be 
realized in it. Our possible intellect is in this kind of potency to the 
knowledge of all future things, in that they can be divinely revealed 
to it.

Here again natural and obediential potency are distinguished from one 
another on the basis of whether or not the potency can be realized by natu 
ral active forces. According to this criterion, it clearly follows that the created 
intellect has only an obediential potency for receiving the vision of God.129

128 Likewise, in his commentary on Dionysius’s De divinis nominibus, ch. 13, lect. 1 
(#967), St. Thomas says that something is imperfect if it lacks that which it should 
have according to its nature, which for human nature includes “hands and feet, 
knowledge and virtue.” But “if it has all that it should have according to its nature, 
it is said to be perfect, not simply speaking, buc according to its nature.” See also 
De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1.

129 Laporta comments {La destinie, 138): “Let us note that here also potentia obedien- 
tiae is put in relation not with the beatific vision, but with accessory revelations.” 
This is true, but nevertheless, St. Thomas has defined the criterion by which the 
two types of potency are to be distinguished.
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Comp, theol. /, ch. 104
In Comp. theoL I, ch. 104, St. Thomas does not speak o f obediential potency, 
but of non-natural potency, which is a broader term including both “artifi 
cial” and obediential potency. In this text, the human intellect is said to be in 
non-natural potency with regard to those things which transcend what can 
be learned by way of the senses. It seems that St. Thomas speaks o f non- 
natural rather than obediential potency here simply because he wishes to use 
the examples of non-natural potency taken from common life, such as the 
capacity of wood to be transformed into a table.

Non-natural passive potency is what can be brought into act by an 
agent other than the natural active potency possessed by the nature. This 
can be an agent within the created order, as in the case o f the arts, where 
the artisan or technician realizes a capacity o f the material to be trans 
formed, which in one sense is natural, but in another sense is not. Marble 
does not have a natural agency to carve itself into a statue, or wood into a 
table, but it has a natural aptitude to undergo such action on the part of a 
higher natural agent. In the language of St. Thomas there is a natural capac 
ity {habilitas) for such transformation, but not a natural passive potency in 
the strict sense. There is a natural potency for a child to become a man, 
but not for wood to become a bench, or for a blind man miraculously to 
gain his sight, or for the mind to attain the vision of God. In the first case, 
the non-natural agent remains in the created order, an artisan. In the sec 
ond and third cases, the non-natural agent can only be God, but with the 
difference that the miracle of sight given to the blind is supernatural only 
in its mode of realization, whereas the vision o f God is supernatural in 
itself. In both cases, however, we are dealing with obediential potency, 
because the agent exceeds the natural order entirely.

Although St. Thomas does not use the term here, it seems that there is 
no reason why we cannot use the expression specific obediential potency to 
refer to the capacity to receive the vision of God, since St. Thomas has 
been very careful to specify that we are not dealing with a natural passive 
potency, precisely because the vision transcends what can be realized on 
the basis of a connatural agent.130 According to the many definitions of 
obediential potency given by St. Thomas, its application in this case is per 
fectly justified.

St. Thomas always distinguishes obediential potency from natural pas 
sive potency, and defines it as a capacity to receive a perfection from a

130 Even Laporta admits that in this article St. Thomas clearly denies that there is a 
natural potency for the vision of God. However, for Laporta it is very significant 
that St. Thomas does not explitidy use the expression “obediential potency.” It 
seems to me that such an argument from St. Thomas’s “silence” is very weak. See 
La destinit, 81.
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supernatural agent— God— “who can bring any creature to a higher act 
than that to which it could be brought by a natural agent.”131 Why should 
this not be applicable to the case of the vision of God?

D e v ir tu t ib u s ,  q. un., a. 10, ad 13
In De virtutibus, q. un. a. 10, ad 13, from his second Parisian sojourn, St. 
Thomas discusses the infused virtues. He begins by enunciating once 
again the general metaphysical principle that passive potencies correspond 
to their respective active potencies. If  the active potency is natural, the 
respective passive potency will be natural, and if the active potency is 
supernatural, the respective passive potency will not be natural, but obedi 
ential. Secondly, he applies this metaphysical principle to the human soul 
with regard to virtue. He does not treat the human soul as an exception to 
this principle, but says rather: “Likewise in the soul . .

When a passive subject is by nature constituted to receive various per 
fections from diversely ordered agents, the diversity and order of the 
passive powers in the passive subject will correspond to the diversity 
and order of the active powers in the agents, for an active power will 
correspond to each passive potency. For example, water or earth have 
some potency whereby they are naturally apt to be changed by fire 
and another potency whereby they are naturally apt to be changed by 
a heavenly body; and still another, whereby they are naturally apt to 
be moved or changed by God. Just as from water or from earth some 
thing can be made by the power of a heavenly body which cannot be 
made by the power of fire; so, from the same elements something can 
be formed by the power of a supernatural agent which no natural 
agent can produce. For this reason we say that in the whole of cre 
ation there is a certain obediential potency whereby every creature 
obeys God by receiving into itself whatsoever God wills.

Likewise in the soul there is something in potency which is by 
nature constituted to be actualized by a natural agent. In this way the 
acquired virtues exist potentially in the soul. In another way, there is 
something potential in the soul which is not naturally ordered to be 
actualized except by divine power, and in this way the infused virtues 
exist potentially in the soul.132

Acquired virtues correspond to a natural agent and thus there is a natural 
passive potency for them in the soul. The infused virtues are not in potency 
in this way, since there is no natural agent that can realize them. It is clear 
therefore that the infused virtues are to be classified as realizations of an obe-

>3i s n n ,  q. 11, a. 1.
•32 Trans, by J. P. Reid, O.P., slightly modified.
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diential potency, and not of a natural potency. Although St. Thomas does 
not state this explicitly, it is the obvious consequence of his argument, and 
he clearly expects the reader to draw this conclusion. Such is the reasoning, 
for example, of Conrad Kollin, a contemporary o f Cajetan and a fellow 
Dominican. In his commentary on 57T-II, q. 113, a. 10, Kollin writes that 
in De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, St. Thomas “holds that the soul is only in 
obediential potency for the infused virtues, as in many other texts.”133

This conclusion is denied, however, by Laporta, who sees the refer 
ence to obediential potency in the first part o f the response to be only a 
pedagogical analogy, not strictly applicable to the case o f the souls rela 
tionship to the infused virtues, but introduced by St. Thomas as a similar 
example from irrational nature.134

The text has been the subject of a short article by Mark Johnson, who 
challenges Laportas interpretation. He notes that Laportas explanation is 
quite improbable since it fails to explain the logic o f the text, and the way 
in which it responds to the objection.135

133 Scholostica commentaria subtiUssima simul ac lucidissima in Primam secundae Angelici 
Doctoris S■ Thomae Aquinatis (Venice, 1602), fol. 964b. Cited by M. Johnson, “St. 
Thomas, Obediential Potency, and the Infused Virtues: De virtutibus in communi, a. 
10, ad 13,” in Tbomistka, ed. E. Manning (Leuven: Peeters, 1995), 28.

13̂  See J. Laporta, La destinte, 141: “Thomas does not speak of obediential potency with 
regard to infused virtues. In effect, in giving them, God does not intervene to realize 
a pure potentia obedientiae of intellectual creatures. On the contrary, he comes to lead 
them to an end which they pursue by natural potency, but which they cannot attain 
by their connatural agent. As a good teacher, St. Thomas seeks an example to show 
how God intervenes, elsewhere as well, to lead non-intellectual creatures to an effect 
superior to the end that can be attained by their connatural active power.”

In response, see the comments of M.-M. Labourdette, in his review of La des- 
tinee de !a nature humaine selon Thomas d ’Aquin, by J. Laporta, R T  66 (1966): 
288: “I would not dare to say, as does Laporta, that he never had recourse to it 
[obediential potency], for, with the best will in the world, I cannot understand 
otherwise the text of De virtutibus, a. 10, ad 13, on the infused virtues.”

135 “St. Thomas, Obediential Potency, and the Infused Virtues,” in Thomistica, 33-34: 
“Now quite apart from the fact that the straight-forward meaning of this text 
becomes lost in such a reading—after all, the transitional phrase Sic igitur et in 
anima ceases ro have meaning—Laportas interpretation has St Thomas doing what 
speakers of English call ‘overkill’—St Thomas is providing here much more infor 
mation than is necessary to answer the difficulty. In this text then St Thomas 
would be invoking and explaining the notion of obediential potency, while having 
no intention of employing this notion in his answer to the difficulty, and having no 
intention of telling his reader that his deliberate mention of obediential potency 
actually has no place in the discussion of man’s potency for the infused virtues.

“It is unlikely that St Thomas does not intend here to explain man’s potency 
for the infused virtues as obediential. Indeed, St Thomas rather seems to think 
that the notion of obediential potency is the best way to answer the difficulty, for,
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Sc. Thomas is replying here to an interesting objection based on the 
Aristotelian principle according to which act and potency must be in the 
same genus. The objection reasons that if a given virtue is infused, then 
the potency to receive that virtue must also have been infused as well, so as 
to belong to the same genus (in this case the genus would be that of 
infused rather than natural qualities). However, before receiving a virtue, 
the soul must naturally have been in potency to receive it. Thus it is clear 
that the potencies to receive infused virtues cannot be themselves infused. 
Since the potencies to receive virtues are not infused, it seems that the 
virtues cannot be infused either.

In his response, St. Thomas notes that a given nature, considered as a 
passive principle, can be acted upon by different orders of agents: both nat 
ural and supernatural. In this case, the Aristotelian principle of proportion 
ality between passive and active potencies is to be applied as follows: the 
passive potencies are to be distinguished and classified according to the level 
of the active potencies to which they correspond. A passive potency will be 
natural if its corresponding active power is natural. If the corresponding active 
power is supernatural, acting above the power o f any natural agent, then the 
passive potency will not be classified as natural, but as obediential.136 Such a 
potency is not supernatural in the sense of being supernaturally received or 
added to the soul above its nature, as the infused virtue is. It is really noth 
ing other than the very nature o f the spiritual faculty considered in reference 
to the power o f God. It is obediential precisely in the sense that it is open to, 
or obedient to, what can be realized in it by God, who can work in our spir 
itual nature above the natural order, without doing violence to that nature, 
but rather perfecting it immensely. Thus it is clear that for St. Thomas, the

having explained that passive potency corresponds to the active power, he is able 
to detect in man a passive potency whose corresponding agent is God alone. He is 
thus able to assert that man is in potency to the infused virtues without having to 
posit the infusion of the potency for those virtues, for by being a creature, man is 
immediately subject to the virtus divina, and can be acted upon by God, the most 
active of all agents. . . . My only point here has been that, in this late and impor 
tant text, St Thomas does speak of mans potency for the infused virtues in terms 
of obediential potency, and that he is very deliberate in so doing. Conrad Kollin’s 
claim about this text is correct, I think, and one must wonder whether St Thomas 
is more amicable towards the use of obediential potency in his doctrine of grace 
and the supernatural than recent writers suggest.”

136 "The same basic objection, although with regard to miracles, is posed in De poten- 
tia, q. 6, a. 1, obj. 18. In the response to this objection (as in De virtutibus, q. un., 
a. 10, ad 13), St. Thomas distinguishes natural passive potency from obediential 
potency: “Therefore nothing prohibits a created nature from being in potency to 
becoming something through the divine power, which an inferior power cannot 
accomplish. And this is called obediential potency, according to which any crea 
ture obeys the Creator.”
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capacity to receive supernatural virtues is not natural in the proper sense, 
nor something supernatural, but rather obediential.137

It should be observed that St. Thomas has not made use of the Scotist 
criterion according to which a potency is classified as natural if the act 
received constitutes a true perfection for it. On the contrary, he uses the 
Aristotelian principle according to which every natural passive potency 
must correspond to a natural active power.

In summary, it seems that the texts examined up to this point com 
pletely confirm Cajetans interpretation: natural passive potencies must 
always correspond to natural active powers, and intrinsically supernatural 
perfections will correspond to potencies that are not to be classified as 
“natural” (in the proper sense), but rather as "obediential.”138 139

Although the term “obediential potency” is not always used by St. 
Thomas in this context, it is still much more frequent than any other 
term. It has been suggested that St. Thomas is not entirely happy with this 
term, because it does not express the perfection that is imparted by super 
natural acts such as grace and glory. Nature does not only "obey” God in 
accepting supernatural perfections, but is immensely perfected and “ful 
filled” beyond her proportion in doing so.13̂  True, but yet it is a glorious 
thing to be able to obey a divine call to ascend higher, like the guest at the 
wedding in the parable of Christ (see Lk 14:10), and the capacity to obey 
such a call is proper to the spiritual nature; hence: a specifically spiritual

137 De Lubac, in Surnaturek 136, recognizes that this text refers to the capacity of the 
soul to receive infused virtue as obediential, but only in a “very broad sense.” De 
Lubacs position is criticized by G. Frdnaud, who notes that the response to the 
objection is effective only if St. Thomas intends to make a strict opposition 
between natural and obediential potency in the soul. Thus Fr^naud thinks that 
this text dearly justifies the position of Cajetan; see “Esprit et grace sanctifiante,” 
La pensie catholique 5 (1948): 41: “To answer that the potency of the soul to the 
infused virtues is an obediential potency only in a very broad sense compatible 
with being a natural potency in the proper sense of the word is . . .  to let the 
objection retain all its force. St. Thomas’s response is not effective unless we 
understand him to speak of an obediential potency that would exclude any natu 
ral potency in the proper sense. . . . This, we believe, is the true thought of the 
Master. It is in this way, as we have seen, that his disciples have always understood 
him, before Cajetan. We do not believe that there are any serious reasons to revise 
this interpretation.”

138 III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 1; De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; q. 8, a. 12, ad 4; q. 29, a. 3, 
ad 3; ScG III, ch. 45, n. 6 (#2222); Depotentia, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1; q. 6, a. 1, ad 18; 
57TII, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; III, q. 4, a. 1; III, q. 11, a. 1; Comp. theoL I, ch. 104; De 
virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13; etc.

139 See M.-M. Labourdette, review of La destinie. . . .  by J. Laporta, R T 66 (1966): 
288-89; E. Gilson, “Sur la probkmatique thomiste de la vision b&tifique,” 
AHDLM 39 (1964): 86; H. de Lubac, Mystery, 143 [185].
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obediential potency. Perhaps there is no single term to express this reality 
that is satisfactory in all its associations, because we are dealing with a 
great mystery.

It is important to bear in mind that when Thomists assert that there is 
only an obediential potency and not a natural passive potency for supernat 
ural gifts, they are not denying that the supernatural act which is the object 
of the obediential potency is a true and substantial perfection of the sub 
ject, or asserting that there is no special aptirude in the subject for receiving 
such a supernatural perfection! This would be the case only within the 
Scorist terminology. All that they are affirming is that by definition there 
can be no natural passive potency where there is no corresponding natural 
active power.

If one speaks of potencies to receive supernatural perfections as “natu 
ral,” then one satisfactorily expresses two aspects of the mystery: (1) that it 
is rooted in the specific nature o f the spiritual creature and implies nothing 
more than this nature in reference to the power of God,140 and (2) that the 
realization of this potency has been intended by God as the final end of the 
intellectual creature. However, there are great drawbacks in referring to this 
kind of potency as “natural.” First of all, it would become confused with 
the “normal” natural passive potencies to which there correspond both a 
natural active power and a sufficient natural inclination. It would thus 
open the way for grave equivocation. Secondly, it fails to express the aspect 
of transcendence above that which is “due to nature.” Thus it is not surpris 
ing that St. Thomas almost always avoids referring to this kind of potency 
as a “natural passive potency,” according to the principle that natural pas 
sive potency must always correspond to a natural agent.

Is Justification of the  Sinner a Miraculous 
Work of God?
Since all the texts examined above141 assert that there can be no natural 
passive potency without a corresponding natural active power, it is quite 
surprising that some interpreters srill doubt that St. Thomas asserted the 
universal validity of this axiom, also with regard to spiritual creatures. It is 
true that there is one text o f St. Thomas that refers to the capacity of the 
soul for the reception o f grace as “not above natural potency.” This occurs 
in 5T I-II, q. 113, a. 10, sed contra, which asks whether the justification of 
the sinner is miraculous.

See Cajetaris commentary on ST111, q. 9, a. 2, ad 3 (Leonine ed., 11:141—42); as
well as Capreolus, Definsiones theohgiae D ivi Thomae Aquinatis, in prol., q. 1, a.
2, B, §5 (l:18b-19a).

14> q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; III, q. 11, a. 1 \D e veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3; q. 8, a. 4, ad
13; q. 8, a. 12, ad 4; Comp, theol. I, ch. 104; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13.
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Sc. Thomas deals with this question in II Sent., d. 18, q. 1, a. 3, ad 2; 
IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 5, qla. 1; De potentia, q. 6, a. 2, ad 6; S T  I, q. 105, 
a. 7, ad 1; and I—II, q. 113, a. 10. The question was already an established 
one, appearing in the Summa fratris Alexandri,142 and in St. Bonaven- 
ture,142 143 and so forth. Like St. Thomas, both o f these authors deny that the 
justification o f the sinner is a miraculous work in itself (although it can be 
so under special circumstances, as in the conversion o f St. Paul).

According to the Summa fratris Alexandri and St. Bonaventure, justifica 
tion, as well as other intrinsically supernatural acts such as the Incarnation, 
are not said to be “miraculous” but “marvelous.” The category o f miraculous 
is applicable stricdy only to what is against the course of nature, not to what 
is above nature. In other words, the miraculous is restricted to what is super 
natural in its mode o f realization, not for what is supernatural in itself The 
latter exceeds the level o f the miraculous, but is still cited as an example of 
obediential potency (e.g. with regard to the Incarnation).144

142 Bk. 2, pars 1, inq. 2, tract. 3, §2, q. 3, titulus 3, ch. 2, a. 4, contra {Summa tbeolog- 
ica, vol. 2 [Quaracchi, 1928], 284a): “The notion of miracle . . . does not apply 
here, for it is not arduous and rare, nor does it always happen without the coopera 
tion of the will of the creature, but rather with it. . . . Furthermore, it principally 
manifests the divine mercy whereas a miracle manifests rather the divine power.”

See also ibid., a. 2 (on whether the Incarnation is miraculous), 282a-b: 
“Against: a. Miracles are those things which occur contrary to a particular nature, 
but not simply above it, as when a blind man receives sight, etc.”

143 II Sent., d. 18, a. 1, q. 2, ad 5 (Opera omnia, vol. 2 [Quaracchi, 1885], 437b-438a): 
“With regard to the objection that the production of the woman from the rib [of 
Adam] was not against nature, it should be said that nature can be taken in two 
senses. In one sense, nature is said of all that which belongs to a thing from its natu 
ral origin, and in this sense it belongs to the creature that from it can be produced 
whatever God wills. Indeed the work with respect to its artisan has in it a potency o f 
perfect obedience, for it is subject to his will in all things. . . . And God never works 
against this nature, but rather whatever He does with the creature is done according 
to this nature. And in this sense of understanding nature, the woman was not 
formed from the rib against nature. However, in another sense, nature is properly the 
power that is intrinsic to things, according to which natural things run their course 
and perform their habitual operations. And in this way of accepting nature, God at 
times works against nature, and at times above nature. He works against nature when 
He does something whose like can be found in nature and produced by nature, but 
in a completely distinct way [as in giving sight to a man born blind or resurrecting 
the dead],. . .  However, when God does somethingwhose like nature cannot attain, 
and to which nature is Hot ordered according to its own power, as when God is made 
man, or when the mortal body is made glorious, then He works above nature, and 
that work is properly called marvelous, not miraculous.”

144 St. Thomas, on the contrary, considers the Incarnation to be a miracle (“miracu- 
lum miraculorum,” De potentia, q. 6, a. 2, ad 9), as well as other things that are 
above nature; see De potentia, q. 6, a. 2, ad 3.
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Furthermore, justification is not miraculous because the adult is called 
to  contribute to it through his own will and acts, according to the words 
of St. Augustine: "He who created you without you, will not justify you 
without you.” This consideration will be very important for St. Thomas, 
as well as for Cajetans interpretation of the text of 57T-II, q. 113, a. 10. 
Finally, justification is not considered miraculous because it is not 
unusual, and because it manifests more the mercy than the power o f God.

St. Thomas’s solution follows more or less in the footsteps of the 
Summa fratris Alexandra. In his earliest text on the subject, II Sent., d. 18, q.
1, a. 3, St. Thomas says that those things cause wonder which have a hidden 
cause that is in contrast with the normal course o f events and the order of 
natural causality, as when the blind see again and the dead are resurrected. 
This hidden cause can either be above, outside of, or against nature. However, 
although justification has a hidden cause above nature, St. Thomas denies 
that it is properly a miracle.1̂  In this it is similar to the infusion of the soul. 
Even though justification exceeds the natural active powers of nature, it does 
not occur in violation of the proximate disposition which does lie within the 
range o f the natural forces of die soul, with the help o f actual grace. If justi 
fication follows upon a preparation of the will for the reception of sanctify- 
ing grace, then it is not stricdy miraculous, because it does not exceed or 
violate the order in which we are accustomed to see it come about. However, 
if justification is not preceded by a preparation of the will, then it is consid 
ered to be miraculous, as in the case o f St. Paul.145 146

IV S e n t . ,  d. 17, q. 1, a . 5 , qla. 1
The second text dealing with the subject is IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 5, qla. 
1.147 In this article, St. Thomas gives three criteria which must all be pres 
ent for something to be considered to be a miracle: (1) that it be above the 
power of created natural agents; (2) that “there not be a natural order to 
receive it, but only an obediential potency”; (3) that it be outside the usual 
way such effects are produced.

Obviously, the first criterion o f a miracle applies to the case o f justifi 
cation. However, St. Thomas asserts that the second and third criteria do

145 II Sent., d. 18, q. 1, a. 3, ad 2: “Neither the creation of souls nor the justification of 
the unrighteous are properly said to be miracles, for, although the realization of 
these effects lies outside the range of natural active powers [rationes semtnales\, the 
creation of the proximate disposition for them does not. Indeed, the disposition of 
the body for the reception of the soul and the preparation of the will for the recep 
tion of grace come through a power conferred on the creature. If, however, the soul 
were infused or grace conferred without this prior preparation, both could be said to 
be miraculous, as in the formation of the first man and in the conversion of Paul.”

146 Laporta daimed that the solution given in this artide was later abandoned by St.
Thomas as “insufficient.” See his comments on this text in La destinie, 88-89.
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not apply (except in some special cases as in the conversion of St. Paul), 
for “there is a natural order [ordo natumlis] o f the soul to receive the recti 
tude of justice, nor can it be received in any other way than immediately 
from God.” Here the second criterion mentioned by St. Thomas poses an 
evident difficulty for the position of Cajetan, and certainly seems to favor 
those who accuse him of deviating from St. Thomas! Since Cajetan holds 
that there is only an obediential potency to receive grace, and not a “natu 
ral order,” it would seem to follow according to the position o f Cajetan 
that justification should be considered to be a miracle according to this 
second criterion, although not according to the third. However, it must be 
examined in exactly what sense St. Thomas holds that the second criterion 
is not fulfilled in the case o f justification.

St. Thomas proceeds to clarify that there is a “natural order” for the sin 
ner to receive justification analogous to that for the infusion of the rational 
soul in human procreation. Obviously, only God can infuse the soul. How 
ever, no one considers it to be miraculous. The same applies to justification. 
St. Thomas gives two reasons for this. First, these effects (infusion of the 
soul and justification) can only come about through the direct action of 
God. No natural agent is being bypassed, as occurs in other miracles. Thus 
it is in accordance with the only way such an effect can be produced. Sec 
ondly, it is not against Gods normative intention for the general course of 
things that He has established. He has created the soul precisely for it to be 
justified and to receive supernatural rectitude, and has freely established that 
justification necessarily follows as soon as the soul is in the proper disposition 
to receive it through the aid o f actual grace, just as the infusion o f the soul 
necessarily follows on the proper disposition of the natural active and passive 
potencies in generation.147 148

147 “Three things belongs to the notion of a miracle, . . .  of which the first is that 
what occurs through a miracle be above the power of the created nature of the 
agent; secondly, that there not be a natural order in the recipient for receiving it 
but only a potency of obedience with respect to God. Third, that the effect be 
realized outside the normal order for such effects. . . . And therefore that effect 
which is received immediately from God alone, and for which there is a natural 
order in the recipient for the reception of that effect which can be received in no 
other way than this, will not be miraculous. This is clear in the case of the infu 
sion of the rational soul. And likewise in the case of the justification of the 
unrighteous, for there is a natural order in the soul to attain the rectitude of jus 
tice, nor can it be attained in any other way than immediately from God. And 
therefore the justification of the unrighteous is not miraculous in itself, although 
some miraculous element can be added which prepares the way for justification.”

148 What St. Thomas intends with his second criterion is similar (although not identical) 
to what the Summa fiatris Alexandri and St. Bonaventure had expressed in saying (1) 
that a miracle must be against nature and not just above the natural order, and (2) that 
it must be independent of any natural capacity to dispose ourselves to receive it.
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“Natural order” is being used here by St. Thomas not as opposed to 
“supernatural,” but as the primary order established and intended by God. 
When St. Thomas implies that in the case of justification there is not 
“only an obediential potency,” but also a “natural order,” he is saying that 
justification is an “ordinary” part o f the economy of salvation instituted by 
God. Likewise, there is a natural order here, because nature is capable of, 
and ordered to, producing the proximate disposition for justification 
(through the aid of actual grace).

Interpreted in this way, this article does not contradict or pose any 
serious problem for Cajetans general position. St. Thomas does not deny 
that there is a specific obediential potency of the soul for justification. This 
is implied in the first criterion (above the active forces o f nature). Nor 
does he affirm that there is a natural passive potency— in the technical 
sense o f the term— to receive grace.

St. Thomas returns to the subject briefly in STI, q. 105, a. 7, ad 1, in 
which he repeats that justification, like creation, is not against the normal 
course of nature because it does not belong to the order o f nature at all, 
since it is not such as normally happens by means of a natural agent: “Cre 
ation and the justification of the unrighteous, though done by God alone, 
are not, properly speaking, said to be miracles. This is because they are not 
apt to proceed from any other cause. Thus they do not occur outside the 
order of nature, since they do not belong to the order of nature.”149

ST /-//, q. 113, a. 10
The most difficult and condensed text is S T l —II, q. 113, a. 10. As men 
tioned above, the sed contra cites a marvelous text of St. Augustine (also 
cited by Scorns in his prologue to the Ordinatio): aO n the contrary, mirac 
ulous works are beyond natural power. Now the justification o f the 
ungodly is not beyond natural power; for Augustine says in De praedestina- 
tione sanctorum [5] that ‘to be capable o f having faith and charity belongs 
to mans nature; but to have faith and charity belongs to the grace of the 
faithful.’ Therefore, the justification o f the ungodly is not miraculous.”

Miraculous works are above natural potency, but the justification of 
the sinner is not above natural potency, because it belongs to the nature of 
man to be able to have faith and charity. This raises a question: In exactly 
what way does it belong to the nature of man?

In the corpus, St. Thomas repeats the three criteria used in IV Sent., d. 
17, q. 1, a. 5, qla. 1. The second criterion takes up again the idea of natu 
ral potency from the sed contra: “

This solution is also given in De potential q. 6, a. 2, ad 6.
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Secondly, in certain miraculous works it is found that the form intro 
duced is beyond the natural power of such matter. In the resurrection 
of the dead, for example, life is above the natural power of such a 
body. And thus the justification of the ungodly is not miraculous, 
because the soul is naturally capable of grace; since from its having 
been made in the image of God, it is capable of God through grace, 
as Augustine says.

This text is fundamental for Laporta and de Lubac, because it is the one 
text they have found that seems to class the capacity of the soul for grace 
as a potentia naturalis rather than as a potentia obedientialis.

However, the “natural capacity” o f the soul to be elevated by grace 
should rather be interpreted in terms of a specific obediential potency. As 
seen above, this is the way in which Cajetan and Sylvester o f Ferrara inter 
pret this text of St. Augustine. It pertains to the nature of man to have 
faith and charity in the sense that only an intellectual creature is able to 
receive these intrinsically supernatural perfections while retaining the same 
nature. Here lies the greatest dignity o f an intellectual nature created in the 
image o f God', its unique capacity to receive the grace of God in order to be 
elevated to a supernatural end. Furthermore, the capacity for receiving 
grace “belongs to our nature” also in the sense that our free will can coop 
erate with actual grace to create the disposition to receive sanctifying 
grace.150 A horse or lion, obviously, could not do so.

In short, the fulfillment o f our specific obediential potencies (rooted in 
our spiritual nature), when preceded by a proper disposition of our free 
will, is not properly miraculous, but rather simply marvelous, according to 
the phrase of St. Bonaventure. Miracles, on the other hand, involve the 
realization o f obediential potency in the generic sense.

The Interpretation o f Cajetan
Cajetan begins his commentary on this article by stating the obvious 
objection to his position. It certainly seems as if St. Thomas were asserting 
the existence of a natural passive potency for the reception of grace.151

150 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 10, ad 1, in which St. Thomas says that since we have been 
ordered to an end which exceeds the powers of our nature, we have been given 
principles, “not such as are capable of causing the supernatural end, but rather by 
which man is capable of the means through which he can arrive at the end. As 
Augustine says, ‘to be able to have faith and charity belongs to die nature of man, 
but to actually have them is a grace granted to the faithful.’ ”

151 Commentary on 5TI-II, q. 113, a. 10, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 7:342).
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Cajetan makes no objection to the conclusion that justification is not a 
miracle, but only seeks to clarify St. Thomas’s argumentation.152

His interpretation of this text is very interesting. He distinguishes three 
types of relation of a potency to a form. Sometimes the new form is drawn 
(educed) direcdy from the material that was in potency in virtue of natural 
active forces, and this is called natural potency, as in natural transforma 
tions and natural generation o f all creatures except man. Other times, the 
new form cannot be educed from the previous matter, because the new 
form is spiritual, as in the case of the rational soul, or sanctifying grace.

Although a spiritual form cannot be educed from the potency of the 
matter, sometimes the proximate disposition for it can be created by natural 
active forces alone. This is the case in human generation, in which the 
rational soul is not drawn from the potency of the egg and sperm, but the 
proximate disposition for its infusion is given by the fusion o f sperm and 
egg.153 In this case, even though the soul can only be infused by God, one 
still speaks of a natural potency for the form.

Sometimes, however, the proximate disposition can be educed from 
the potency of the substance, but not by means of natural active forces 
alone. This is the case with regard to the justification o f the sinner. The 
proximate disposition to receive justification can be educed from the nat 
ural potency o f the free will. However, the soul cannot dispose itself by its 
own power alone, but only with the help o f a gratuitous motion from God 
(actual grace), because the form that is to be received is supernatural in 
itself, above the entire order o f nature.154

152 See the discussion of this commentary of Cajetan in R. Mclnerny, Praeambula 
Fidei: Thomism and the God of the Phibsophers (Washington, DC: Catholic Univ. 
of America Press, 2006), 80-82.

153 See De potentia, q. 3, a. 9, ad 6.
134 See Cajetan’s commentary on 57*1—11, q. 113, a. 10, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 7:343): “And 

in this way the potency of the soul for grace is natural in a certain respect, in that the 
act of free will by which one prepares for grace comes from the natural power of free 
will. However, it is supernatural in that this act, as a disposition for grace, can only 
come from a gratuitous motion of God; and in that the form itself of grace is of the 
supreme order, above the entire order of nature. . . . And because this middle term 
can lead one at times to one side- or the other, the potency of the soul for grace is 
sometimes called natural, and sometimes not natural, but obediential or supernatu 
ral. Simply speaking, however, it is not natural, because it is directed to something of 
the supreme order. Nevertheless, justificadon fells short of the notion of a miracle, 
on account of that naturalness which is in the soul in its regard, which is principally 
considered by the theologian. Since God from the beginning has instituted the 
rational creature to be elevated to this supreme order by means of his own works, the 
theologian regards the potency as natural. However, he would not take it in this way 
if God had only created and instituted the natural order of things.”
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In this case, the potency is natural in two respects, but not natural in 
two others. It is natural in that the proximate disposition is really elicited 
from the potency of the will and is not in itself essentially supernatural. A 
person of the age o f reason must contribute with acts of free will to dispose 
himself to receive sanctifying grace. Secondly, it is natural in the Augustin- 
ian sense of indicating what God intended from the beginning,^5 which 
was to elevate man to the beatific vision.

However, justification is not natural in that the will cannot elicit that 
act which disposes for justification without the aid of actual grace. Sec 
ondly, the form resulting from justification is sanctifying grace, which is 
above the entire order o f nature, so that St. Thomas says that the goodness 
of sanctifying grace in one person exceeds the natural goodness of the 
entire created universe!15̂

Now depending on which aspect is being emphasized, the potency of 
the soul for grace can be considered either to be natural or not natural. 
Simply speaking, Cajetan concludes that the potency of the soul for grace 
is properly not natural, because the form received is “o f the supreme 
order.” In the case of human generation, the terminus of generation— the 
rational soul— is on the natural order, even though it can only be created 
by God. Therefore, formally speaking, there is no question but that we are 
dealing with a natural potency for the reception of the soul, and a non 
natural (obediential) potency for the reception of sanctifying grace, even 
though the only possible agent in either case is God. In the former case He 
is working within the order o f nature, and in the latter case above it.

If  we look not at the object of justification, however, but at the potency 
of free will which elicits the proximate disposition for the reception of justi 
fication (as moved by actual grace), then we can speak o f “natural potency” 
in a certain sense.155 * 157 This sense is reinforced by the fret that St. Thomas is

155 See II Sent., d. 19, q. 1, a. 4: “That immortality and impassibility which man had 
in his first state were not in him from the principles of his nature. . .  but from the 
bounty of his Creator. Thus they cannot properly be said to be natural, unless all 
that which nature received at its inception be referred to as natural.”

‘56 STI-II, q. 113, a. 9, ad 2.
157 The preferred terminology of St. Thomas to express this is to say that the soul is 

naturaliter gratiae capax, rather than to say that there is a potentia naturalis adgra- 
tiam, which could very easily lead to confusion. Potentia naturalis has a more 
restricted technical meaning than capacitas or capax. Potentia naturalis is almost 
always used in opposition to obediential or non-natural potency, whereas capaci 
tas is broader and can be used also to indicate obediential potency. In the expres 
sion naturaliter gratiae capax, the term naturaliter simply indicates that this 
capacity belongs to the subject by nature or per se, whereas in potentia naturalis, 
the term naturalis signifies that the potency pertains to the natural order, implying 
the existence of a corresponding natural active power.
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thinking principally “as a theologian” who knows that God created man 
from the beginning precisely to raise him up to the order of grace and glory 
so as to receive the beatific vision.158 This is one reason why St. Thomas in 
his response emphasizes that the soul is naturally capable o f receiving grace 
(gratiae capax) in that it is made in the image of God. A second reason is 
because it belongs to the rational creature alone, made in the image of God, 
to have a nature that can be elevated by grace. In other words, the rational 
creature made in the image of God has a specific obediential potency to 
receive grace without ceasing to be what he is.

Furthermore, this explanation of Cajetan coincides with the common- 
sense reason why we do not normally speak of conversion in itself as 
miraculous, unless, as in the case o f St. Paul, it comes suddenly without 
any observable prior preparation of the soul through gradual cooperation 
with movements of actual grace. Where there has been a period o f pro 
gressive preparation, the conversion is not thought o f as miraculous, 
although neither will it be considered to be “merely natural,” for it is the 
fruit of grace, yet working along its wonted channels. The lack o f “mirac 
ulousness” does not indicate a corresponding lack of obediential potency,159 
but indicates that the conversion occurred according to the ordinary paths 
established by God for this end.

In conclusion, it can be said that Cajetans interpretation of this article 
is masterful and very balanced, and does full justice to St. Thomas’s inten 
tion without contradicting many other texts of St. Thomas which appar 
ently affirm the contrary. Cajetan shows that there is no contradiction at 
all between this and other texts, because we are dealing with two comple 
mentary considerations.

Response to  the  Criticism Directed 
against Cajetan
At this point we can affirm that the criticisms made by de Lubac and 
Laporta concerning Cajetans teaching on obediential potency listed at the 
beginning of this chapter do not correctly represent either his position or 
that of St. Thomas.

158 Sylvester of Ferrara gives a very similar interpretation in his commentary on ScG 
III, ch. 101, n. 4/3 (Leonine ed., 14:314b).

159 See J. C. Martinez, “Notas sobre unas notas para la historia de la palabra ‘sobre- 
natural,’ ” Archivo teologico granaditio 1 (1938): 72: “That the soul is naturally capa 
ble of grace, according to the context and the mentality of the Saint, signifies that its 
receptivity is not miraculous, that it is not ‘against the normal course for such 
effects.’ This does not conflict in any way with the concept of obediential potency.”
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1. The mutually exclusive distinction between natural passive potency 
and obediential potency is not an innovation of Cajetan, but is given 
by St. Thomas in numerous texts involving spiritual creatures with 
regard to infused supernatural knowledge and gifts o f the Holy 
Spirit,160 the theological virtues,161 and sanctifying grace.162 How 
ever, both St. Thomas and Cajetan recognize that there is also an 
important sense in which the relationship of the soul to justification 
can be said to be natural.163

2. Although St. Thomas does not explicitly state in so many words that 
there is only an obediential potency in the intellectual creature for the 
vision of God, this clearly follows from the way in which he defines 
natural passive potency and obediential potency.164 Furthermore, 
various texts specifically deny that there is a natural passive potency 
in the intellectual creature for the vision of God.165

3. As noted above, Cajetan does not consider our capacity for the super 
natural to be a particular instance o f “miracle.” On the contrary, he 
denies that justification should be referred to as “miraculous,” and he 
affirms that our supernatural destiny immeasurably transcends the 
level o f the miraculous, which is generally concerned with what is 
supernatural in its mode o f realization only. Our supernatural destiny,

160 D e veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; q. 8, a. 12, ad 4; ST*III, q. 11, a. 1; D e veritate, q. 
12, a. 3, ad 18: “In the human soul there is a passive potency to receive prophetic 
light. However, this potency is no t natural b u t only obediential, like the potency in 
nature to receive those things that are done miraculously. Thus it is not necessary 
that a natural active power correspond to this passive potency.”

161 D e virtutibtts, q. un., a. 10, ad 13.
162 D e veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3.
163 See G. Frdnaud, “Esprit et grace sanctifiante,” L a pensie catholique 5 (1948): 

29-32, in which the author shows that de Lubac, in Surnaturel, 137, does not 
fairly describe Cajetan’s position, neglecting to mention the sense in which Cajetan 
speaks of the capacity of the intellectual creature for grace and glory as “natural.”

164 See D e veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13; STIII, q. 11, a. 1; D e virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 
13; D epotentia, q. 6, a. 1, ad 18. See J. C. Martinez, “Notas sobre unas notas para 
la historia de la palabra ‘sobrenatural,’ ” Archive teologico granadino  1 (1938): 72: 
“And if St. Thomas never applied his doctrine of obediential potency to the historical 
destiny of man, this would not prove that such an application by the Scholastics is 
in conflict with his doctrine, for it is in perfect harmony with the teachings of the 
Angelic Doctor.”

165 S T  I, q. 12, a. 4: “It follows that to know self-subsistent being is connatural only 
to the divine intellect”; I, q. 12, a. 5, ad 3: “The light of glory cannot be natural 
to a creature unless the creature has a divine nature; which is impossible”; III, q. 
10, a. 4, ad 2: “The vision of the divine essence exceeds the natural potency of any 
creature”; Comp, theol. I, ch. 104; D e veritate, q. 18, aa. 2 and 5.
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on the contrary, is supernatural in itself, being natural only to God. 
In Cajetans mind, our obediential potency to receive supernatural 
perfections is of a different order than most miracles, not against the 
course o f nature, but situated immeasurably above it.166

4. It is not true that St. Thomas limits to the irrational world the validity 
of the Aristotelian axiom that natural passive potency must be matched 
by a natural active power.167 Cajetan was not unfaithful to St. Thomas 
in applying this principle also to the case of men and angels.

5. It is incorrect to say that for Cajetan the relationship of the soul to 
grace is “only obediential.”168 He also acknowledges the same con 
siderations which lead St. Thomas to say that there is a natural order 
in the soul for justification (IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 5, qla. 1).

6. In no way can it be said that Cajetan rejects the principle of St. 
Thomas and St. Augustine that the soul is “naturally capable of 
grace.”169 On the contrary, Cajetan recognizes that intellectual nature 
has a capacity to receive grace that is specific and proper to it, and 
rooted in its nature.170

7. It is unfair to charge Cajetan with “naturalizing” the soul by applying 
universal metaphysical principles also to the case of the human soul. 
Indeed, St. Thomas frequently does the same.171 This charge would 
be valid if a notion were applied univocally both to lower nature and 
to the human soul, which instead needed to be applied analogically.

166 In Mystery, 141 [183], de Lubac implies that for Cajetan (or for his followers?) 
human nature is “only fitted to receive a supernatural finality ‘beyond nature’ 
[praeter naturam] or against nature’ [contra naturam), by a definite miraculous 
intervention.” This is not the case. Cajetan, on the contrary, asserts that it is above 
nature, as in his commentary on ST1—II, q. 113, a. 10, n. 5, cited above. It seems 
that de Lubac makes this charge against Cajetan because the latter asserts that we 
have only an obediential potency to receive supernatural perfections, and de 
Lubac understands obediential potency as synonymous with “miraculous,” which 
implies that something is “beyond nature” or “against nature.”

167 See De veritate, q. 18, aa. 2 and 5; q. 12, a. 3, obj. 18 and ad 18; De virtutibus, q. 
un., a. 10, and ad 13; Comp, theol I, ch. 104.

168 see pj. de Lubac, Mystery, 143 [185].
169 Ibid. Perhaps de Lubac arrives at this erroneous conclusion because he identifies 

“capacity” with “natural passive potency.” Since Cajetan denies a “natural passive 
potency” for grace, it could be thought that he denies a natural capacity for grace. 
However, as mentioned above, “natural passive potency,” both for St. Thomas and 
Cajetan, has a narrower technical meaning than the broader notion of “capacity,” 
which can also be used to express the notion of a specific obediential potency.

170 See his commentary on STJ,  q. 1, a. 1, n. 10 (Leonine ed., 4:8).
171 S7TII, q. 11, a. 1; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 13; HI Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.
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This is in fact done by Scorns and his followers, who view the nature 
o f the will on the model o f that o f a rock. Cajetan, on the contrary, 
recognizes that our obediential potency for supernatural perfections 
is specific to an intellectual nature, rooted in our natural capacity to 
know and love God.

Conclusion
Ultimately, the controversy about obediential potency is a conflict between 
two ways o f classifying and defining natural'passive, potencies. According to 
the definition o f St. Thomas, a potency is natural, properly speaking, only 
when it can be realized by a natural agent. Scotus, on the other hand, 
defines a natural passive potency as one that is perfected in some way by its 
respective act, whether the agent is natural or supernatural, and whether 
this perfection is proportionate or disproportionate to its nature.

If  we adopt the position of St. Thomas, then the capacity to receive 
perfections that are supernatural in themselves will never be a natural pas 
sive potency, properly speaking. Perfections that are supernatural in them 
selves are those that are intrinsically above the reach o f natural active 
forces and also above that which is proportionate or due to any possible 
created nature. The most fitting name to refer to such potencies seems to 
be what has been already consecrated by use: specific obediential potency, 
proper to the spiritual creature. Likewise, a final end that is intrinsically 
supernatural in this way—the vision o f God—will be properly classified as 
a supernatural end.

If, on the contrary, potencies should be classified according to the cri 
terion o f whether their object truly perfects them (independently of 
whether this perfection is proportionate or disproportionate)— according 
to the mind o f Scotus— then the capacity to receive grace and glory 
should be classified as a natural potency, and the vision o f God would be 
referred to as our “natural end.” The serious disadvantages o f this type of 
classification have been pointed out above.

In short, Cajetans position with regard to obediential potency is really 
nothing more than a defense of die Thomistic way o f distinguishing natu 
ral passive potencies from obediential potencies in terms o f their corre 
sponding agent. In this he is being faithful to the principles of St. Thomas.





IT  IS surprising chat Cajetan comments so briefly on the two articles 
in the Summa tbeologiae on the natural desire to see God (I, q. 12, a. 1, 
and I-II, q. 3, a. 8). Surely if he had foreseen the discussion that 
would arise after his time, he would have been much more detailed in his 

explanations! As it is, it is difficult to be certain that one is correctly 
expressing his point of view. Evidently, Cajetan did not see this as a crucial 
problem for the relation of nature and grace and as a center of controversy, 
as it would become already in the following generation.

His commentary on ST1, q. 12, a. 1, dates from 1507, and his com 
mentary on I-II, q. 3, a. 8, dates from 1511. As we shall see, the later 
commentary corrects the earlier one, and is to be preferred to it.

Commentary on ST I, q. 12, a. 1

Cajetan's First Objection
In his commentary on 5TI, q. 12, a. 1, Cajetan formulates two interesting 
objections against St. Thomas’s thesis that there is a natural desire to see 
God, and then seeks to answer them.1 The first objection is that “it seems

1 De Lubac, in Mystery, 8n42 [11], misreads the first objection as if it were Cajetan’s 
final position! He cites this objection as evidence that Cajetan denies "the created 
intellect any natural desire to see God.” In reality, in this first commentary Caje 
tan affirms a natural desire to see God, but excessively limits it, restricting it to 
those who have come into contact with Revelation. In his later commentary, as 
will be seen below, he corrects his position and affirms a natural desire to see God 
even independently of Revelation.
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false that the created intellect naturally desires to see God, because nature 
does not give an inclination to something which natural active forces ate 
unable to obtain.”2 Now it is clear that no created nature could have the 
natural power to see God, for this is proper to God Himself. Without the 
supernatural light of glory, no intellect can see God. To say therefore that 
there is a natural desire to see God implies that nature has given us a desire 
that it is completely incapable of satisfying, which seems unfitting.

Cajetan notes that this first objection is ad  hominem. By this he seems 
to mean that this objection, although not effective against theologians like 
Duns Scotus, would appear particularly effective against St. Thomas him 
self, who endorses and frequently affirms the Aristotelian principle limit 
ing natural inclination to what can be realized through natural agency,3 4 
which seems to contradict the existence of a natural desire to see God. In 
other words, St. Thomas seems to be contradicting what he frequently 
asserts elsewhere. Indeed, he has said: “ There can be no natural desire except 
fo r  things which can naturally be possessed. ” 4 How can there be a natural 
desire to see God’s essence if created intellects have no natural power to see 
it? If the created intellect has no natural passive potency, properly speak 
ing, to see God, how can it have a natural desire for that vision?

This is a very good objection. Cajetan does not point out any flaw in 
the reasoning, but simply objects that the conclusion affirming a natural 
desire to see God in the created intellect appears to be in conflict with a 
metaphysical principle accepted by St. Thomas himself. Therefore, this 
conclusion cannot be true, at least without some qualification or distinc 
tion. A resolution of this doubt will have to show that a t least in  a certain 
respect there can be a natural desire for something which natural active 
forces are unable to obtain.

This objection had already been formulated in practically the same 
way some seventy years earlier by Denis the Carthusian, who, as we have 
seen, was unable to resolve it.5 Cajetan also, as we shall see, is unable to 
give a perfect solution.

2 Commentary on 57T, q. 12, a. 1, n. 9 (Leonine ed., 4:116a). Cajetan continues: 
“A sign of this is that nature gives organs to each potency which it puts into the 
soul. And in On the Heavens (II) it is said that if the stars had the power for pro 
gressive movement, nature would have given them appropriate organs. It would 
seem to imply, therefore, that nature gives the desire for the vision of God, for 
which it cannot give the necessary means, namely, the light of glory. Furthermore, 
in St. Thomas’s teaching also, as was seen in the first article of this work, man is 
ordered to that happiness not naturally, but obedientially. Therefore . . . ”

5 See chapter 6 above.
4 III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4. See also De veritate, q. 27, a. 2.
5 See pp. 70-71 above.
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Cajetan's Second Objection
The second objection put forward by Cajetan regarding this article claims 
that the premises are insufficient to warrant the conclusion. According to 
this objection, the force of the argument is sufficient to conclude that it 
must be possible to know God as cause o f the universe, but not as He is in 
Himself in His essence, and in His inner life.*3 According to the objection, 
when an effect is observed, one naturally desires to know the cause pre 
cisely as cause o f that effect, and not necessarily in its own essence. Therefore, 
it would seem that our natural desire to know could come completely to 
rest short of the vision of God, if we could come to know God sufficiently 
as Creator and Governor of the Universe, presumably through perfect 
knowledge of metaphysics and natural theology. In other words, Gods 
inner life could be an object of curiosity, but stricdy speaking it is really 
not perceived to be any of our business, at least as far as our natural desire 
to know causes is concerned. His inner life transcends His causal action 
ad extra in the natural order, and therefore it seems that it would tran 
scend our natural desire to know causes.

This second objection is similar to the fourth argument that Denis the 
Carthusian made against St. Thomas’s conclusion. Denis said that our nat 
ural desire to know a cause will be satisfied if we come to know it as well 
as the limitations of our nature permit. Here it must be admitted that 
Cajetan—like Denis before him—has formulated excellent objections. 
However, there is an important distinction between them: Denis thought 
that his objections could not in fact be resolved and that St. Thomas’s con 
clusion was therefore incorrect. Cajetan, on the contrary, formulates his 
objections in order to resolve them and to show the truth of St. Thomas’s 
argument. He thinks he can produce a distinction capable of salvaging 
both the truth of St. Thomas’s conclusion as well as the truth contained in 
the objections. Whether he is able to do so satisfactorily is another matter. 
Interestingly, although their intentions differed, Cajetan’s solution is very 
similar to Denis’s own conclusions.

 ̂Commentary on 57*1, q. 12, a. 1, n. 9 (Leonine ed., 4:116): “The second doubt is 
that, conceding the whole process of reasoning, the desired conclusion does not 
follow. It only infers: ‘Therefore the first cause can be seen.’ It does not infer: 
‘Therefore God can be seen.’ Thus I would say that one desires to see God insofar 
as He is the cause of things, and not according to His own substance in Himself. In 
this way He will be known not as He is absolutely, but for what He is as Creator, 
Governor, etc., as is manifest in us. For from the first movement we desire to know 
that substance as first mover. When we come to know His conditions as such, our 
desire will come to rest. This can be seen in the accomplishments of the sciences.”
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Cajetan's Solution: S t  Thomas Is Speaking 
as a "Theologian"
Cajetan attempts to solve both of these objections by asserting that St. 
Thomas intends to consider the intellectual creature in this article as a the 
ologian and not simply as a philosopher. In other words, he is considering 
man and angel insofar as they are ordered by God to a supernatural beati 
tude, as we know by faith. Under this supposition, both objections can 
easily be resolved:

To resolve these questions, consider that a rational creature can be 
considered in a twofold manner: (a) simply speaking, or (b) as ordered 
to beatitude. If he is considered in the former manner, then his natu 
ral desire does not extend beyond the power of his nature. And in 
this regard I concede that he does not naturally desire the vision of 
God in Himself simply speaking. However, if he is considered in the 
second way, then he does naturally desire the vision of God. The rea 
son for this is that he knows certain effects, such as grace and glory, 
whose cause is God, as God is in H im self absolutely, and not just as 
universal cause. Once these effects are known, it is natural for any 
intellectual creature to desire knowledge of the cause. Therefore the 
desire for the vision of God, although not natural to the intellectual 
creature simply speaking, is natural to him presupposing the revela 
tion of such effects. In this way both the argument that is given here, 
as well as the other arguments to the same end given in chapter 50 of 
book III of Contra Gentes, conclude that the desire of a created intel 
lectual nature would be in vain if God could not be seen.

It was not necessary to say that the intellectual creature is being 
treated as ordered to beatitude, and not simply speaking. It is common 
to any science that the terms being treated are intended to be inter 
preted formally insofar as they fall under that science, as can be seen, 
for example, with regard to quantity in physics. It is clear from II 
Contra Gentes, chapter 4, that creatures do not fall under the consid 
eration of theology, except insofar as God orders, governs, and pre 
destines them to Himself as the ultimate end of all things.7

With regard to the first objection, Cajetan concedes the principle that is 
the foundation of the objection: “Natural desire does not extend beyond 
the active capacity of nature,” simply speaking. However, this principle is 
no longer valid when man is considered in a certain respect: as recipient of 
the supernatural Revelation of God.

7 Ibid., n. 10.
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Cajetan distinguishes two different kinds of natural desire to see God. 
In this, he also concedes the reasoning of the second objection that he had 
given. One form of desire would exist in someone who knew only of the 
natural effects of God, such as Aristotle. In this case there would be a nat 
ural desire to know the essence of the first cause as such, insofar as He is 
the Creator of nature. The desire of such a man is not formally directed to 
Gods inner life, but only to the essence of the first cause of nature.

The natural desire to see God would exist in a higher form in some 
one who has knowledge of supernatural effects of God. In this second 
case, given the knowledge of the existence of grace and glory, it is natural 
to desire to know God, not only as the cause of nature, but also as the 
cause of grace and salvation. In supernatural Revelation, God reveals to us 
something of His inner life, and this “connaturally” arouses the desire to 
know that inner life in  its essence. In other words, the natural desire to 
know the essence of God for a man who knows of Revelation would be a 
desire to know the essence of God in H is inner life, and not just insofar as 
He is the cause of all natural phenomena. In this case, the object of the 
desire to see God is form ally supernatural

Although Cajetan concedes the substance of both of the objections he 
has proposed, he shows that St. Thomas’s conclusion follows in any case. 
The existence of a natural desire to see God, considered precisely as the 
Author o f grace, provides a theological (but not a philosophical) demonstra 
tion of the possibility of the vision of God as He is in His inner life, 
because a natural desire cannot be in vain.

Cajetan considers this desire to be “natural” presumably because it 
arises spontaneously, or in a connatural way, upon the knowledge of God’s 
Revelation.

Evaluation of Cajetan's Commentary on ST  /, q. 12, a. 1
It is evident that Cajetan’s attempted solution in his commentary on S T l ,  
q. 12, a. 1, has certain grave deficiencies, which are generally admitted by 
Thomists.8 Although his understanding of obediential potency and his 
opposition to Scotus’s affirmation of an innate natural appetite for the 
beatific vision were generally maintained by the Thomist school, his view

See E Bastable, Desire for God, 36: “Historically, this interpretation has been gener 
ally regarded as untenable. Firstly, we cannot assume a priori that St Thomas’s treat 
ment is theological and not philosophical. For, a philosophical argument for the 
possibility of the beatific vision would serve more effectively the general purpose of 
the Summa contra Gentiles.. . .  Secondly, the various contexts of die argument agree 
in assigning knowledge of effects in general as the cause of the desire”; R- Garrigou- 
Lagrange, De revelatione per Ecdesiam catholicam proposita, 1:366-68; B. Beraza, 
Tractatus de Deo elevante, 96-97 (nn. 225-26).
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chat the natural desire to see God presupposes some knowledge of Revela 
tion has had relatively few followers.9

1. Cajetan’s commentary on STl, q. 12, a. 1, does not sufficiently respect 
the text of St. Thomas. This was pointed out in Cajetan’s own life 
time by Sylvester of Ferrara, who followed him as master general of 
the Dominicans.

2. Cajetan has attempted to show that the two fundamental objections 
that he has brought to bear against St. Thomas’s argument do not take 
away the validity of his conclusion. In order to do this, he has had to 
suppose that St. Thomas is speaking here as a theologian, and not as a 
philosopher. In a broad sense, this should be readily conceded. It is 
clear that St. Thomas is always considering creatures, not in them 
selves, but insofar as they are ordered to God, as he says in ScG II, ch. 
4. However, Cajetan’s position goes further than this. He assumes 
that a natural desire to see God can only exist in someone who has 
received supernatural Revelation. This means that St. Thomas’s argu 
ment is valid only on the basis of faith.

Cajetan recognizes this point perfectly. In his commentary on STl,  q. 12, 
a. 1, he specifically mentions that he thinks that St. Thomas was seeking to 
formulate an argument that would be valid against certain theologians who 
denied the absolute possibility of the vision of God’s essence, and not against 
philosophers like Avicenna.10 Cajetan is probably right in assuming that 
this article is principally directed against certain Catholic theologians whose 
denial of the possibility of the vision of Gods essence was condemned in 
1241 by the archbishop of Paris. However, this does not mean that St. 
Thomas’s argument was not also intended to persuade philosophers on the 
grounds of reason alone. St. Thomas, as a good teacher, habitually formu 
lates his arguments as broadly as possible. And in this case he prefeces his

9 Cajetan’s position was repeated by his contemporary and fellow Dominican Con 
rad Kollin in his commentary on 57T-II, q. 3, a. 8 (text given in H. de Lubac, 
Sumaturel, 133n4). Cajetan’s view has also been defended in the early twentieth 
century by N. del Prado, De veritate jundamentali philosophiae christianae (Fri 
bourg, 1911), 615-26. In addition to Cajetan’s two objections, the principal argu 
ment given by del Prado is that St. Thomas in a large number of texts asserts that 
our supernatural beatitude is above our natural capacity to desire, in which con 
text he often cites 1 Cor 2:9. However, as will be seen below, a much better solu 
tion of the difficulty is given by Bifiez and Suirez with the thesis that the natural 
desire to see God is truly natural, but is formed as a conditional desire or imper 
fect willing in those without Revelation and the gift of faith.

10 Commentary on 57*1, q. 12, a. 1, n. 4 (Leonine ed., 4:115).
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argument by saying that the denial of the possibility of the beatific vision 
also goes against reason.

If one understands the argument as Cajetan does (conceding his two 
objections), then it has no apologetic value for philosophers who do not 
accept Revelation. Paradoxically, although Cajetan and Scotus conceive 
the natural desire to see God in two opposite ways, both interpretations 
diminish its apologetic value. Cajetan conceives the natural desire to see 
God as a conscious (elicited) desire following spontaneously on knowledge 
of the supernatural effects of God. Scotus conceives it as the innate relation 
of the faculty of the will to its ultimate perfection: the vision of God. 
However, in either case, the existence of this desire can be known by man 
only through supernatural Revelation. Therefore, it would not be persua 
sive for unbelievers.

If it can be shown that the objections that Cajetan has advanced can 
be overcome in other ways, this would be much more satisfactory from the 
point of view of the rational defense of the Christian faith. In this way 
Cajetan set a task for theologians of the following generations. It would 
take over a century for a general consensus to be established.

Nevertheless, Cajetan’s solution here, although generally abandoned 
by Thomists, points out a very important truth. The natural desire to see 
God is not something static and unchanging in man (as maintained by 
Scotus). It is elevated and given a new formal object by the reception of 
Revelation, and given new efficacy by the gift of grace. A man who knows 
God’s Revelation in the Old and New Testaments will desire to see God 
not simply as Creator, but as the personal God who revealed Himself to 
our fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and finally as the God 
who revealed Himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Likewise (although 
this is not mentioned here by Cajetan), those who have received sanctify 
ing grace desire to see the face of God through the spirit of filial adoption, 
by which we cry, “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:15). The great difference between 
these two forms of the desire is beautifully witnessed in Pascal’s “memo 
rial”: “Fire. God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the 
philosophers and the scholars . . .” The desire to see God born of divine 
Revelation (as witnessed, for example, in the Psalms) is on another order 
from that of the philosophers, and immeasurably more powerful.

An Alternative Response to Cajetan's First Objection
Cajetan responded to his first objection by saying that the principle 
invoked—“nature does not give an inclination to something which natural 
active forces are unable to obtain—is true in general, but not in the case in 
which man has received supernatural Revelation. There can be a natural 
(spontaneous) desire for something which exceeds the powers of nature i f
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man has received knowledge of some effects of God which exceed the 
power of nature. This is quite true. However, it seems that Cajetan assumes 
here that this is the only case in which there can be an exception to the rule. 
In other words, he seems to assume that there can be a natural desire for 
something which exceeds the powers of nature i f  and only man has 
received knowledge of effects of God which exceed the power of nature.

This has a certain plausibility at first sight. It is reasonable to suppose 
that we can connaturally desire something which exceeds nature only if 
God first intervenes, revealing to us something of Himself above the natu 
ral order. Nevertheless, despite its apparent plausibility, it would need to 
be proven that this is the only way we can naturally desire something that 
transcends nature.

The feet is that St. Thomas demonstrates the contrary in his texts 
concerning the natural desire to see God (&(? Ill, ch. 50; ST1, q. 12, a. 1; 
I-II, q. 3, a. 8; etc.). We can, and we actually do, naturally desire some 
thing which exceeds the active powers of nature to attain—the vision of 
God—independently of any revealed knowledge. This occurs whenever 
one considers that God is the hidden first cause of all effects that one 
observes. For a desire to know the cause of something will not rest until 
the essence of that cause is known.

Clearly, there must also be another respect in which it is possible for 
there to be a natural desire for something which transcends the powers of 
nature. Cajetan—like Denis the Carthusian before him—does not see 
how this can be, and I do not think they should be faulted excessively for 
their failure to explain this difficult question. A better answer to this ques 
tion would have to wait for another half century, until the time of Bar- 
tolomi de Medina, B&fiez, and Sudrez. The principle that “there cannot be 
a natural desire for something which exceeds the active powers of nature 
to attain” is true for innate appetite and unconditional willing, but not nec 
essarily for conditional or imperfect willing. There can be a conditional 
natural desire for something which exceeds the powers of nature.

The reason this can occur lies in the nature of an intellectual creature, 
whose desires are formed on the basis of knowledge. Since reason can 
arrive at the existence of God while recognizing that it cannot grasp His 
essence, the rational creature is naturally moved to desire to know that 
hidden essence. The intellects knowledge of God enables the will’s desire 
to transcend the horizon, not only of the created world, but even of the 
knowledge of God that the created world can give.11 However, this desire 
will remain imperfect and conditional until God comes to support it with 
the Revelation of His Word and His grace, revealing to us “the mystery 
kept hidden through all the ages in God” (Eph 3:9).

11 See ScG III, ch. 50, n. 9 (#2283).
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According to an innate appetite or a perfect and unconditional move 
ment of the will, Cajetan’s principle is true. When one speaks of willing 
simply speaking> one understands a perfect movement of the will that 
includes the intention to realize the act. Imperfect or conditional willing is 
willing secundum q u id 12 A s St. Thomas shows in many texts, the vision of 
God can be efficaciously willed in a “connatural” way only if Revelation, 
grace, and the theological virtues have been given. This explains how it is 
that St. Thomas teaches both the existence of a natural desire to see God, 
and the principle that “there can be no natural desire except fo r  things which 
can naturally be possessed,’”13 This latter principle is true for innate appetite 
and unconditional willing, but not for elicited imperfect willing, which 
can transcend the limits of our natural active powers.

Cajetan's Commentary on ST MI, q. 3, a. 8
In his very brief commentary on the article in the Sum m a showing that 
perfect happiness can only lie in the vision of God (5TI-II, q. 3, a. 8), 
Cajetan makes a significant improvement on his earlier commentary on 
S7T, q. 12, a. 1. He begins by restating the first objection advanced there: 
Natural desire does not exceed the active faculties of nature, and cannot 
aim at an operation that is intrinsically supernatural.14 He briefly proposes 
three solutions to this crucial objection.

First Solution: There Can Be a Natural Desire 
for the Fulfillment of a Specific Obediential Potency
The first solution involves a distinction between two analogous senses of 
natural desire. Although he does not mention the term here, this distinc 
tion is based on his doctrine that we have a specific obediential potency for 
the beatific vision, rooted in our spiritual nature.

The question at issue is whether there can be a natural desire for the 
realization of an obediential potency specific to the spiritual creature—the 
vision of God. It is clear that a natural passive potency always implies a nat 
ural appetite for its proper act. It is likewise dear that there is no natural 
appetite for the realization of a generic obediential potency, for it is open to

12 See STII1, q. 21, a. 4: “Man’s will, simply speaking, is his deliberated will; we will in 
a complete [absolute] sense that which we will according to a deliberation of reason.”

13 III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.
14 Commentary on STI—II, q. 3, a. 8, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 6:36a): “Note that the words 

of the text are not lacking in ambiguity, when it is said that the human intellect, 
knowing only the existence of the first cause [an est], has a natural desire to know 
the quiddity of the first cause [quid est}. The cause [of the difficulty] is that natural 
desire does not exceed the power of nature, nor does it extend to a supernatural 
operation. This is true not only of man’s intellect, but of any created intellect.”
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everything. For example, there is no natural desire in bread to become the 
Body of Christ, or in stones to become sons of Abraham, for such a trans 
formation does not represent a perfection of the nature of the thing, but a 
destruction of it.15

What about specific obediential potency? Cajetan answers that there 
can be an analogous “ natural desire” for the fulfillment of such a potency, 
for it is rooted in our rational nature. Nevertheless, he specifies that it will 
not be “natural” in exactly the same way as one that corresponds to a nat 
ural passive potency. He thus distinguishes two senses in which a desire is 
said to be “natural”:16 one corresponding to the fulfillment of a natural 
passive potency, and the other to the fulfillment of a specific obediential 
potency. He refers to the first as “natural with regard to nature both as 
subject and in terms o f its m o d a lityand to the second as “natural from 
nature considered only as subject." Unfortunately, Cajetan’s comments here 
are so brief that it is extremely difficult to follow his thought:

This [objection] is quickly solved, if natural desire is distinguished 
according to what has been said at the beginning of book I.17 A desire 
can be said to be natural from nature considered only as subject: and in 
this way we naturally desire the vision of God. A desire can also be 
considered to be natural with regard to nature both as subject and in 
terms o f its modality. The objections proceed from the latter. Nor does

!5 As mentioned in the preceding chapter, since de Lubac understood obediential 
potency principally in its generic sense, he interpreted Cajetan’s assertion of an 
obediential potency for the vision of God as necessarily implying the rejection of 
any natural desire to see God (see Mystery, 8 [11]). However, this is only true of a 
generic obediential potency. Contrary to what de Lubac says about him, Cajetan 
here explicitly affirms that there can be a natural desire for the object of a specific 
obediential potency, such as the vision of God.
The distinction between two senses of “natural” that Cajetan introduces here is 
taken from his commentary on STl,  q. 1, a. 1, n. 10 (Leonine ed., 4:8), which we 
have referred to in the preceding chapter with reference to obediential potency. In 
that passage he held that our capacity to be elevated to the vision of God is a spe 
cific obediential potency not shared by non-rational natures, and not a natural 
passive potency.

17 Commentary on STl ,  q. 1, a. 1, n. 10 (Leonine ed., 4:8a): “With regard to the 
first objection of Scotus it should be said that Augustine does not say that it is 
natural (os man to have faith, but that it [the capacity to have faith] belongs to the 
nature of man. It is different for a potency to be o f a nature, or to be natural The 
former way of speaking signifies the subject of a potency, whereas the latter intends 
to signify also the modality of the potency. The former [way of speaking] is true in 
this case, whereas the latter is false. Indeed, that obediential potency for faith and 
charity is in the nature of man, because he is intellectual, whereas it is not in the 
nature of a lion, because it would be contradictory.”
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the reasoning lose its efficaciousness because of this, because perfect 
beatitude will not leave either of these desires imperfectly realized.18

Since it belongs to the nature of man to be capable of being elevated to the 
vision of God, there can be a desire for it that is natural, rooted in our spir 
itual nature. Nevertheless, this desire is “natural” in a different sense than the 
natural desire for the fulfillment of a natural passive potency. Cajetan then 
notes that his objection to St. Thomas’s conclusion considers “natural desire” 
only in the stronger sense of a desire for the fulfillment of a natural passive 
potency. The objection does not rule out an analogous “natural” desire for 
the fulfillment of an obediential potency specific to the spiritual creature.

He then points out that perfect happiness requires the fulfillment not 
only of our natural desire for the perfection of our natural passive poten 
cies, but also o f obediential potencies specific to our spiritual nature. If there is 
some desire specifically rooted in our spiritual nature that is not yet fulfilled, 
then a perfect beatitude has not yet been attained. If the vision of God 
were not realized, then human nature would be capable of a higher beati 
tude satisfying a more elevated desire rooted in our nature, and whatever 
beatitude it had would not be perfect, absolutely speaking,19 which is 
what St. Thomas is seeking to show in this article.

To my mind, this is an extremely profound interpretation. One 
regrets the epigrammatic brevity of Cajetan’s style.

Second Solution: St. Thomas Is Considering 
Man as Ordered to the Vision of God
The second solution proposed is the same as in his commentary on ST  I, 
q. 12, a. 1. Although the desire to know God in His inner life is not natu 
ral to man who has no knowledge of supernatural effects of God, it is nat 
ural for man in the current economy of salvation in which we are ordered 
to that beatitude, and in which we are given Revelation, grace, supernatu 
ral virtues, and so forth.

It should be noted that for Cajetan, it is not merely the fact that we 
are ordered to the vision of God that makes the desire to know God in His 
inner life natural. It is knowledge of the supernatural effects of God that 
makes the desire natural. This point is ambiguously stated in the very brief 
commentary on 5T I—II, q. 3, a. 8, in which he says: “And thus, although 
absolutely speaking, there is not a natural desire of this kind in man, it is 
natural for man insofar as he is ordered\sy divine providence to that heav 
enly mansion, and so forth.”20

18 Commentary on S7T-II, q. 3, a. 8, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 6:36a).
19 Nevertheless, it could be relatively perfect: for such a nature.
20 Commentary on 57*1-11, q. 3, a. 8, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 6:36).
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This must be read in light of the parallel passage in the earlier com 
mentary on ST  I, q. 12, a. 1, n. 10. Once we know of the supernatural 
effects of God, it is natural for us to desire to see their specific cause, which 
is God, precisely insofar as He has freely decided in His gratuitous love to 
make men and angels sharers of the beatitude of His inner life. It is not 
simply our being ordered in the mind of God to the beatific vision that 
produces our desire to see Him, but our learning of this sublime destina 
tion through the acceptance of divine Revelation.

Cajetan is evidently not thinking of an innate desire prior to knowledge 
in the manner of Scotus, but of an elicited desire aroused by the presence of 
some kind of intellectual knowledge. In this respect, his interpretation is fol 
lowed by the great majority of Thomists of the following centuries. The 
peculiarity of Cajetans position is that he holds that the specific kind of 
knowledge that arouses this desire is not knowledge of the natural effects 
of God observed in the world (which St. Thomas speaks of in these texts), 
but of the supernatural effects of God that we know of through Revelation 
(of which St. Thomas does not speak in these texts).

Third and Definitive Solution
In the following paragraph of this commentary on ST  I—II, q. 3, a. 8, 
Cajetan seems to go beyond this position, and to change his mind with 
regard to his earlier commentary on ST  I, q. 12, a. 1, admitting here a 
truly natural desire to see God that is not dependent on knowledge of 
Revelation.21 Nevertheless, it is difficult to know exactly what he is saying 
because of the brevity of his remarks:

And these two responses are general for all that which concerns this 
subject. Turning, however, to the particular subject of this article, it 
can be said that the human intellect, knowing that God exists and 
His attributes, naturally desires to know the essence of God, insofar 
as He is included in the number o f causes, although not absolutely, except

21 That Cajetan here is admitting the existence of a truly natural desire to see God 
aroused only by natural effects of God is affirmed by R. Garrigou-Lagrange, De 
revelatione per Ecclesiam catholicam proposita, 1:368; and by B. Beraza, Tractatus de 
Deo elevante> 97n226. Already at the beginning of the seventeenth century there 
apparently were those who said that Cajetan denied the existence of a desire to see 
God that would be truly natural, and others who defended him as maintaining a 
truly natural desire to see God. See Xantes Mariales, Controversiae ad universam 
Summarn theobgiae D. Thomae Aquinatis, Ecdesiae Doctoris (Venice, 1624), 71: 
“Since some believe that Cajetan denies that the intellectual creature in a state of 
pure nature would desire the vision of God, I thought it worthwhile citing his 
words, so that it can be seen from them that his position is the complete opposite 
of what is commonly attributed to him.”
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by a certain consequence. And this is true; for it is naturally implanted 
in us that, seeing an effect, we desire to know the essence of the 
cause, whatever it is?1

Cajetan seems to be saying that natural knowledge of the existence of God 
naturally incites the rational creature to desire to know the essence of God 
as first cause of all natural phenomena. Knowledge merely of the existence 
of a first cause and of some of its attributes—without knowledge of the 
essence of that cause—is not sufficient to satisfy the natural desire to know 
the cause of the effects that are observed. Therefore, the natural desire to 
know, implanted in all intellectual creatures, will not be satisfied with the 
knowledge of God that can be gained through creatures, which of course 
is not capable of revealing His essence.

However, Cajetan emphasizes that this desire to know the essence of 
God is a consequence of the general desire to know the causes of observed 
phenomena. For this reason, he says that man “naturally desires to know the 
essence of God, insofar as He is included in the number of causes.” Sec 
ondly, he stresses that this desire is formally directed to knowledge of God as 
the first cause o f nature, and not to God as the object of supernatural beati 
tude, or to God as He is in the mystery of His inner life, and so forth. The 
natural desire to see God is directed to God as He is in Himself only by a cer 
tain consequence. The “consequence” spoken of by Cajetan seems to refer to 
the fact that God cannot be fully understood as cause of nature unless He is 
also understood as He is in Himself, “absolutely.” Thus the desire to know 
the causes of observed effects cannot be fully satisfied without knowing God 
as He is. As Jacques Maritain has aptly expressed it, the natural desire to see 
God is a desire that does not know what it is asking, like the sons of Zebedee 
who asked to sit at the right and left of Christ in His glory.22 23

If this interpretation of Cajetans very brief text is accurate, then it is 
clear that Cajetan has corrected the interpretation given in his commentary 
on ST  I, q. 12, a. 1, and has anticipated the solution that will be given in 
greater length and detail some five years later by Sylvester of Ferrara.

Comparison of Cajetan, Scotus, 
de Lubac, and St. Thomas
It is interesting to make a synthetic comparison of the positions of Caje 
tan, Scotus, de Lubac, and St. Thomas with regard to the way the natural 
desire to see God arises and is known.

22 Commentary on S7T-II, q. 3, a. 8, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 6:36b).
23 Approaches to God, 97: “For to know the First Cause in its essence . . .  is to know 

the First Cause otherwise than as First Cause.”
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For Scotus, the natural desire to see God comes from the fact that the 
vision of God is a possible ultimate perfection of human nature, which nat 
urally desires its ultimate perfection. Therefore, the natural desire for the 
vision depends on the fact that the vision is possible. Even if God in fact 
never destined us to it, we would still desire it because it would still repre 
sent an ultimate possible perfection. This desire, however, is independent of 
all knowledge of any kind, whether natural or revealed, and is unconscious.

For de Lubac, as will be seen below, the  natural desire to see God 
stems from the fact that God has actually destined us to the vision of Him 
self, and by that very fact, has inscribed upon our nature a desire for that 
end to which He has ordered us. Like Scotus, this desire is independent o f 
all knowledge and is unconscious. Like Cajetan, it presupposes our actual 
destination to the vision of God.

In Cajetan’s commentary on STl,  q. 12, a. 1, the natural desire to see 
God comes from the fact that God has actually destined us to see Him 
face to face and therefore has revealed to us certain supernatural facts 
which stem from Him not as Author of nature, but as Author of grace. 
The natural desire to know die cause of these supernatural effects leads to 
the desire to know God as He is in His inner life. Thus the desire depends 
on knowledge which is supernatural.

In Cajetan’s commentary on 57*1-11, q. 3, a. 8, on the other hand, the 
natural desire to see God does not come directly from mans elevation to a 
supernatural destiny (as for de Lubac), or from the possibility of such a 
perfection (Scotus), or from the revelation of supernatural effects of God. 
It comes simply from having an intellectual nature with a natural desire to 
know the essence of a cause, having seen its effect. This produces a natural 
desire to see God in anyone who considers that there must be a first cause 
of all natural effects. This view is the only one that is in harmony with the 
texts of St. Thomas.

Scotus, Cajetan’s first commentary, and de Lubac all agree—against 
St. Thomas—that the existence of the natural desire cannot be naturally 
known by man, and that it depends directly on either the fact or the possi 
bility of our being ordered to a supernatural end.

Cajetan (in both commentaries) and St. Thomas agree—in opposition 
to Scotus and de Lubac—that the desire is dependent on knowledge and is 
conscious,24 25 and that it cannot be conceived as an innate natural inclina 
tion or as a natural potency in the proper sense.

24 See pp. 299-301 below; Mystery, chapter 4, esp. 54—55 [70].
25 In this sense it is unfair to say that Cajetan treats human nature (or spiritual nature 

in general) on a par with irrational nature, as de Lubac affirms in Mystery, 140 
[181-82], In defense of Cajetan, see B. Hallensleben, Communicatio: Anthropologie 
und Gnadenlehre bei Thomas de Vio Cajetan, 327: “Cajetan does not foil to recognize
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Conclusion
If one admits that Cajetan’s exegesis of 57*1, q. 12, a. 1, is mistaken—and 
corrected in his commentary on S7T-II, q. 3, a. 8—it certainly does not 
follow that his entire understanding of the relationship of the natural and 
the supernatural needs to be abandoned, as is commonly asserted in recent 
years!26 On the basis of the preceding analysis of the texts of St. Thomas 
with regard to the impossibility of a natural inclination to a supernatural 
end, and with regard to the assertion that we have a specific obediential 
potency (proper to the spiritual creature) for the supernatural perfections 
of grace and glory, it can be said that Cajetans general vision in this mat 
ter is in fundamental accord with that of St. Thomas. It needs to be devel 
oped and expanded (as the subsequent Thomistic consensus will do) so as 
to properly explain St. Thomas’s doctrine of the natural desire to see 
God,27 but without needing to be dismantled or transformed in its foun 
dations, as de Lubacs criticism implies. In particular, there is no inherent 
incompatibility between the assertion of a specific obediential potency for 
the vision of God and the assertion of a natural desire to see God, from 
the perspective of St. Thomas or Cajetan. However, from the perspective 
of Scotus (as well as that of de Lubac and Laporta), these two assertions 
are indeed incompatible.

From the perspective of Scotus, to deny a properly natural potency for 
the vision of God or to deny an innate natural inclination to it would be 
to deny that the vision of God represents true perfection for human 
nature! Obviously no Christian could do this. For Scotus, the presence of 
a natural potency or a natural inclination is determined exclusively by a 
relation of perfectibility, abstracting from all other considerations. A max 
imum (i.e. supernatural) perfection will determine a maximum innate 
inclination and a maximally natural relation to that end.

It seems that the fundamental reason Cajetan’s position has been so 
severely attacked, particularly by de Lubac, is that his assertion of obedien 
tial potency has been misinterpreted on the basis of the Scotist understand 
ing of natural potency and natural inclination. This would make Cajetan’s

the privileged position of the human spirit, but, on the contrary, takes it seriously. 
For him the specific element of human striving lies in the feet that it is raised up to 
the level of knowledge.”

26 See B. Hallensleben, Communicatio: Anthropologie und Gnadenlehre bei Thomas de 
Vio Cajetan, 31: “To seek in Cajetan’s work for rationalistic reductions, the empty 
ing of traditional truths of faith, deviations, and distortions from Thomas Aquinas, 
has evidently become a preconceived idea.”

27 See R Bastable, Desire for God, 38: “At this point, it is well to remember that, if 
Cajetan errs, it is only on the point with which we are dealing at present, namely, 
the positive meaning which the term natural desire had for St Thomas when he 
said that man has a natural desire to see God.”
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position (and that of subsequent Thomists for the following four centuries) 
appear radically deficient, implicitly denying that human nature as such is 
immeasurably perfected by grace and glory.

However, Cajetans position must be understood in the context of his 
own principles, which have solid support in the texts of St. Thomas. The 
denial of a properly natural passive potency for the vision of God in this 
context implies only the denial of the existence of connatural active forces, 
and the affirmation that the vision of God (as well as grace and the theo 
logical virtues which are ordered to it) is an intrinsically supernatural act, 
which must correspond not to a natural but to a specific obediential 
potency. This in no way denies that the vision of God immeasurably per 
fects human nature as such. In feet, the negation ofa  properly natural pas 
sive potency for the vision comes precisely from a recognition that the vision o f 
God immeasurably perfects human nature—to such an extent that it tran 
scends all natural proportionality. The true perfection accorded by the 
supernatural is not being denied. What is affirmed is the absolute sublimity 
of that perfection, so as to exceed even the limits both of our natural 
knowledge and of our natural inclination28 (based on the proportionality 
of human nature), in accordance with 1 Cor 2:9: “Eye has not seen, nor 
ear heard, nor has it entered into the heart of man, what God has prepared 
for those who love Him.”

28 See St. Thomas, III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5: “But according to the doctrine of 
faith there is a final end that exceeds natural inclination.”



THE interpretation of Cajetan on the natural desire to see God was 
quickly followed by a rival interpretation given by Francis Sylvester 
of Ferrara (Ferrariensis), O.E (1474—1528),' who followed Cajetan 
as master general of the Dominicans. Francis Sylvester is known for his great 

commentary on the Summa contra Gentiles, which, like Cajetans commen 
tary on the Summa theologiae, is included in the Leonine edition of St. 
Thomas’s works. In general, Sylvesters doctrine concerning the supernatural 
order follows that of Cajetan in three important points: (1) in affirming the 
validity of the Aristotelian principle that natural active and passive potencies 
must always correspond,1 2 (2) in his opposition to Scotuss notion of a “natu 
ral potency” for the vision of God, conceived as our “natural end,” and (3) in 
his affirmation of mans specific obediential potency for grace and glory.3 
However, he gives a different, much more developed, and much clearer exe 
gesis of St. Thomas’s texts concerning the natural desire to see God, and is 
more successful in resolving the difficulties raised by the argument.

1 Sylvester’s commentary was completed before 1516, less than ten years after Caje 
tans commentary on 57% q. 12, a. 1, and five years after that on 57T-II, q. 3, a. 
8, and was first published in Venice, 1524. For a succinct statement of Sylvester’s 
position in this debate, see P. Dumont, “L’app&it innd de la beatitude surnaturelle 
chez les auteurs scolastiques,” ETL 8 (1931): 571-75; R Bastable, Desire for God, 
38-40, 56,156-58.

2 See his commentary on Summa contra Gentiles, I, ch. 3, n. 6 (Leonine ed., 
13:10b), in which the doctrines of Scotus and St. Thomas are compared, after 
which he condudes: “Therefore, if some passive potency is naturally inclined to 
some act, it is necessary that the potency be able to receive the act from some nat 
ural and proportionate agent.”

3 Commentary on 5c(j I, ch. 5, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 13:16).
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Sylvester of Ferrara's Interpretation 
of the Natural Desire to See God
Sylvester deals with the theme of the natural desire to see God in his com 
mentary on ScG III, ch. 51. After noting that St. Thomas’s intention is 
only to show the possibility of the vision of God, he begins his discussion 
by stating a double difficulty with regard to how this desire is said to be 
natural. The first difficulty is that given by Cajetan: no intellectual crea 
ture can attain to the object of this desire by his natural forces. The second 
difficulty is that St. Thomas frequently teaches that there is a natural 
appetite of the will for beatitude in general, but not for any particular 
determination of what constitutes beatitude, such as the vision of God.4

Sylvester then proceeds to mention and refute Cajetans theory that 
the natural desire to see God would be aroused by the knowledge of God 
given in Revelation. This is impossible in the parallel text in the Summa 
contra Gentiles, first, because in ScG III, ch. 50, St. Thomas is speaking of 
angels and the insufficiency of their natural knowledge of God through 
the mirror of their own angelic natures. They naturally know His existence 
and infinite transcendence, and thus they realize that their natural knowl 
edge of Him falls infinitely short of knowing Him as He is. This creates a 
desire for perfect knowledge of God’s essence.

The same applies to ST  I, q. 12, a. 1, and I-II, q. 3, a. 8, with regard 
to human knowledge of God. Clearly, the argument need not presuppose 
knowledge of Revelation. A natural knowledge of the existence of a hid 
den first cause of all things would be sufficient.5 Finally, Sylvester notes 
that St. Thomas clearly says (in ScG III, chs. 51 and 57) that the natural 
desire to see God is possessed by all intellectual creatures, and not just 
those to whom a supernatural Revelation has been given.

4 See S7T-II, q. 5, a. 8; IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 1; De veritate, q. 22, a. 7.
5 Commentary on ScG III, ch. 51, n. 3 (Leonine ed., 14:141a): “This [the position 

of Cajetan] does not seem in accordance with the mind of St. Thomas. First 
because . . .  in chapter 50 he proves that in the knowledge by which the angels 
know God through knowing their own essences, their natural desire does not 
come to rest, but is rather incited to see the divine substance. . . . Secondly, 
because the reason adduced by St. Thomas in I, q. 12, a. 1 . . . to prove that the 
intellectual creature naturally desires to know the divine substance is based on the 
fact that the desire to know a cause is aroused by knowledge of its effects. This 
desire does not come to rest . . . until the substance of the cause is known. It is 
clear that this proposition of St. Thomas is not limited to the knowledge of effects 
of grace and glory, but extends to the knowledge of any effects, and to the knowl 
edge of every cause. Thus St. Thomas confirmed that proposition with this sign, 
that on this account men began to do philosophy. Therefore, this natural desire is 
not born only from knowledge of the effects of grace and glory.”
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He then proceeds to offer his own solution, first by showing that St. 
Thomas is speaking of a desire that is natural in two senses: as opposed to 
free, and as opposed to supernatural. It is formed as a result of natural 
knowledge of the effects of God in creation, which point to His existence, 
but which are insufficient to reveal His essence.

Sylvester begins by summarizing St. Thomas’s teaching on the natural 
desire proper to an intellectual creature.6 He establishes two fundamental 
principles: First, since the will is a rational appetite, its desire will be a 
movement that fallows on some intellectual knowledge, “because every act of 
the will presupposes some knowledge in the intellect.”7 As seen above, 
such movements of the will are called elicited desires, which is the form of 
desire proper to a knowing creature.

Secondly, an elicited act of the will is said to be a natural desire when 
it follows by necessity from the consideration of some good by the intel 
lect.8 The classical examples include the natural desire for happiness, 
resulting from the universal consideration of the good; the desire for 
immortality, resulting from the universal consideration of being; the desire 
for knowledge of the causes of observed effects; and so forth. The natural 
knowledge of the goodness of these things determines the will to desire 
them whenever they are considered.9 However, this does not mean that we 
are always actually desiring them, simply because we are not always con 
sidering them. Thus, a certain desire is said to be natural, even though it is 
not always in act, as long as the desire is naturally produced whenever the 
object is considered.

Sylvester of Ferrara holds that this is precisely what happens when we' 
consider God as the first cause of all creation, whose existence is known 
from His effects, but whose essence remains hidden. Considering Gods 
existence, we naturally desire to know His essence. For knowing the exis 
tence but not the essence of something is an imperfect type of knowledge 
which spontaneously arouses a desire for perfect knowledge.10

Thus far, it can be said that Sylvester has given a clear synthesis of St. 
Thomas’s reasoning, by putting his texts on the natural desire to see God 
together with those concerning natural movements of the will. It should be

6 See 57T-II, q. 10, aa. 1-2.
7 Commentary on ScGIII, ch. 51, n. 4/1 (Leonine ed., 14:141b).
8 Ibid. Sylvester’s position here closely follows that of Capreolus, in Defensiones the- 

ologiae Divi Tkomae Aquinatis, IV Sent., d. 43, q. 2, a. 3, §1, ad 1 (7:37b-38a).
9 In technical terms, this is referred to as “necessary according to specification.” See 

S7T-II, q. 10, a. 2.
10 Commentary on ScG III, ch. 51, n. 4/1 (Leonine ed., 14:141 b): “And in this case the 

natural desire to see the divine essence is an act of the will that jblbws by necessity— 
with regard to the specification of the act—that knowledge by which we know that 
God exists, through knowing His effects.”
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obvious that this is the proper way to approach our question! It is surprising 
that it has remained relatively unexplored, especially in the twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century debate with regard to the work of de Lubac.

As a second step in his solution, Sylvester of Ferrara distinguishes two 
ways in which the vision of God can be desired: first, simply as the knowl 
edge of the essence of the first cause; secondly, as “the vision of the object 
of supernatural beatitude,”11 which we only know through Revelation. St. 
Thomas affirms the natural desire to see God only in the first way, deny 
ing the second; Scotus, on the other hand, affirms the second and ignores 
the first. The reason St. Thomas denies the latter is that, for something to 
be naturally desired, we must first naturally know it to be good. Men do 
not naturally know that the vision of God is actually our supreme beati 
tude, and thus they do not naturally desire it as such.12

In other words, Sylvester is saying that the natural desire to see God 
has to be understood in the context of the natural desire to know, and not 
directly as a natural desire for supernatural beatitude (which is how Scotus 
conceives it). The vision of God is naturally desired not as the realization 
of perfect happiness—even though that is precisely what it is—but as 
essential knowledge of the hidden cause at the foundation of all things. 
This desire is a naturally necessitated movement (elicited act) of the will, 
but it concerns the fulfillment of the intellect and the realization of its 
quest for understanding the fundamental causes and essences of things.

Sylvester's Response to the First Difficulty
At this point Sylvester proceeds to resolve the difficulties that he had pro 
posed at the outset. The first difficulty is that no intellectual creature can 
satisfy this desire by his natural forces. As seen above, this is the funda 
mental objection made by Cajetan and Denis the Carthusian. How can 
there be a natural desire for something that cannot be naturally attained?

11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.: “When it is said that the desire to see the divine nature is natural for us, this 

is to be understood in terms of nature considered absolutely, with respect to the 
vision as considered in the first way, but not as considered in the second way. Then 
this desire is contained in the universal desire to know, by which we naturally desire 
to know the essence of a cause, when we know—through its effects—that such a 
cause exists. This is contained in the universal desire to know, which Aristotle, in 
I Metaphysics, speaks of as natural to us. And in this way we naturally desire to see 
the vision of God insofar as this is the vision o f the first cause; but not insofar as it is 
the highest good. We can naturally know that He is the cause of other things, but we 
cannot naturally know that He is the object of supernatural beatitude, and that the 
vision of Him is the supreme good. On the contrary, some say that the supreme 
good consists in pleasure, others in riches, or in some other created good.”
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Sylvester of Ferrara responds by distinguishing two fundamentally dif 
ferent senses of natural appetite: (1) natural appetite in the non-cognitive 
sense in which it is found in plants, inanimate creatures and non-appetitive 
potencies—an appetite which is a strict consequence of the natural form 
that is possessed; (2) natural appetite of the will, which is a movement 
(elicited act) which follows by necessity whenever we consider an object 
naturally known to be good. This second kind of natural desire follows by 
necessity not only in virtue of what the subject is (its natural form), but 
also in virtue of what it knows and considers.13

Next, Sylvester observes that the difficulty in question would be truly 
insoluble for natural appetite in the non-cognitive sense. Natural appetite 
in this sense (i.e. innate) flows from the natural form that is possessed; and 
no natural form has a natural inclination for what exceeds its active forces, 
for its inclination is essentially determined by and correlative to those 
active powers.1”* Using “natural desire” in this sense, Sylvester concedes the 
principle that “there can be no natural desire except for things which can 
naturally be possessed” (III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4).

However, it is by no means contradictory or unfitting for a natural 
elicited movement of the will, which springs from new forms acquired in 
knowledge, to be directed to an object that exceeds the natural power of 
any creature to attain. This elicited natural desire does not flow from a 
natural form with a given active power, but from knowledge of a good. 
The knowledge of the essence of the first cause is naturally apprehended as 
a good, and in that respect it is naturally desirable, even though in this 
case it surpasses the active intellectual power not only of our nature, but of 
any nature that could be created.15

13 Ibid., n. 4/2: “In response to the first objection it should be said that natural 
appetite can be understood in two ways, (a) In one way, it is an appetite which 
follows on a natural form, (b) In another way, it refers to an elicited act of the will 
which follows by necessity on the consideration of some knowledge, either in 
terms of the exercise of the act, or only in terms of specification.”

14 Ibid.: “If natural appetite is taken in the former sense, then it is unfitting for 
something to naturally desire what it cannot attain by the power of nature, 
because a natural form does not incline to what exceeds the power of a nature.”

15 Ibid.: “But if we take natural appetite in the second way, then it is not unfitting that 
the appetite be naturally moved to something which cannot be obtained by the intel 
lectual creature through his own forces. It is not contradictory that something be nat 
urally desired under the presupposition of some knowledge, and yet not be capable of 
being realized by the power of nature. It is sufficient that those things be possessed by 
which nature is capable of such an end; and—for that which regards the things which 
lead to the end—it is sufficient that he be able to arrive by the help of another. Hence 
St. Thomas, Super Boetio de Trin., q. 6, a. 4, ad 5, says that ‘although man is naturally 
inclined to his final end,’ i.e. under the common notion of beatitude, ‘he cannot nat 
urally attain it because of its eminence, but only through grace.’ ”
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Natural desire in the rational creature is not limited to what is within 
the range of natural active forces, precisely because our intellect is capable 
of knowing goods that lie above the range of our connatural active powers. 
This is exactly what happens with regard to the natural desire to know 
God. Thus, we can have a true natural desire for something that happens 
to be intrinsically supernatural; the only contradiction would be to hold 
that this natural desire is innate.

Sylvester's Response to the Second Difficulty
The second difficulty proposed by Sylvester was based on the feet that St. 
Thomas frequently denies that we have a natural desire for happiness in 
the particular object in which it actually is found: the vision of God. How 
then do we naturally desire to see God? This problem can now easily be 
solved by means of the distinction given by Sylvester between two ways of 
considering the vision of God: (1) as knowledge of the essence of the first 
cause; (2) as object of our supernatural beatitude. The objection is valid if 
the vision of God is considered in the second way, as the object of (super 
natural) beatitude, but not if it is considered in the first way.

In various texts,16 St. Thomas denies that we naturally desire the vision 
of God as the realization ofour perfect happiness. This would require deliber 
ation and knowledge of Revelation, and thus would not qualify as a natu 
ral desire. However, these texts of St. Thomas are not opposed to a natural 
desire to know the essence of God, the first cause, as the culmination of our 
natural desire to know.

Sylvester gives one further difficulty. St. Thomas says that the angels 
needed grace to be converted to God. How can this be reconciled with the 
fact that they naturally desire to see God? The best response, according to 
Sylvester, is that grace was necessary for the angels to desire to see God in 
a higher way than they would by nature. By nature, they naturally desired 
to see God as the first cause of all things. Grace, however, was necessary 
for them to desire to see God as the object of “supernatural beatitude, i.e. 
that beatitude which is obtained by grace.”17

Evaluation of Sylvester's Interpretation
Sylvester’s interpretation of the natural desire to see God has great value 
because of its fidelity to the texts of St. Thomas and its clarity in revealing 
the structure of the argument and the principles on which it is based. In 
particular, Sylvester’s importance lies in clarifying the precise way in which

16 5TI-II, q. 5, 8, ad 2; IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 1, ad 2; De veritate, q. 22,
a. 7.

17 Commentary on ScG III, ch. 51, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 14:142a).
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the natural desire to see God is a natural desire. His contribution can be 
summarized in the following propositions:

1. The desire proper to a rational creature is a movement of the will 
{elicited desire) that follows on knowledge.

2. A movement or desire of the will is said to be natural if it is necessar 
ily or spontaneously aroused whenever a given good is considered.

3. The natural desire to see God is natural in that it is spontaneously 
produced when one considers that there must exist a first cause of 
things, and that the essence of this cause is as yet unknown to us.

4. The natural desire to see God is a consequence of the natural desire 
to know.

These affirmations imply the following negations:

5. The natural desire to see God is not a natural appetite in the sense in 
which it occurs in lower creatures and non-appetitive powers, inde 
pendent of knowledge, as an inclination following solely on the pres 
ence of a natural form. Later theologians will refer to this as innate 
natural appetite.18

6. Innate natural appetite can never be directed to an object which tran 
scends the range of natural active faculties.

7. The natural desire to see God spoken of by St. Thomas is not directly 
conceived as a desire for beatitude in the particular object in which it 
is actually found: the beatific vision.

8. The natural desire to see God is not the same as a supernatural desire 
to see God, proceeding from faith in divine Revelation. The natural 
desire to see God is directed toward the essence of God as first cause 
of all things; the “supernatural” desire to see God is directed toward 
the face of God, our supernatural beatitude, promised to us through 
His grace. The “material” object of these two desires is the same, but 
the formal object is different, in that these two desires are founded on 
two different types of knowledge of God: natural and supernatural.

In this way Sylvester of Ferrara is the first articulate exponent of a school of 
thought which interprets the natural desire to see God as an elicited desire. 
Cajetan also seems to have held the desire to be elicited and dependent on 
knowledge, but he does not present it so dearly, nor explain the way in

18 Sylvester refers to this as an inclination “resulting from a natural form.” St. 
Thomas refers to this generally as appetitus naturalis or indinatio naturalis.
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which it is properly spoken of as natural. Sylvester marks a significant 
improvement over Cajetan in this respect.

This solution also enables Sylvester clearly and articulately to oppose 
the Scotist conception of the natural desire to see God as an innate 
unchangeable inclination of the will toward its supreme perfection, inde 
pendent of knowledge.

Sylvesters solution is also opposed to the conception of Durandus of 
Saint Pounjain, O.P. (c. 1270-1334), according to whom the natural desire 
to see God is the innate inclination of the intellect itself toward its own per 
fection.19 Although both Sylvester and Durandus see the key importance of 
the desire to know in generating the natural desire to see God, for Sylvester 
the desire is nevertheless a desire of the will, because the will is the appeti 
tive faculty proper to an intellectual creature. Thus the desire to see God is 
a desire of the will, but concerning the good of the intellect.

Sylvester’s distinction between two forms of natural appetite enables 
him to provide a much more satisfactory solution for the problem which 
had stumped Denis the Carthusian and Cajetan: how can there be a natu 
ral desire for something that cannot be naturally attained? Apart from 
sanctifying grace, there cannot be a pondus naturae or “innate appetite” for 
a supernatural object. However, an elicited natural desire for a naturally 
unobtainable object is not absurd or inexplicable. The possession of reason 
enables us to naturally desire objects whose goodness is naturally known, 
even if nature has not provided us with the faculties to possess them. 
Thus, because an intellectual nature can conceive of goods above the reach 
of natural forces, our elicited natural desire can reach even infinitely 
beyond the limits of what we can naturally achieve, to the vision of God.

Twentieth-Century Rejection of Sylvester's Thesis
Sylvesters solution of the difficulties concerning the natural desire to see God 
has not been well received in recent decades, especially with regard to his pro 
found resolution of the apparent contradiction in the works of St. Thomas

19 See Durandus, In Petri Lombardi Sententias theologicas commentariorum libri 1111 
(Ridgewood, NJ: Gregg Press, 1964), vol. 2, IV Sent., d. 49, q. 8, n. 8, fol. 421a: 
“This appetite is not the appetite of the will, but of the intellect. It has been 
shown that beatitude is the act and perfection of the intellect, and that each thing 
by a natural appetite desires its own perfection, and not that of another. It follows, 
therefore, that the intellect desires beatitude by a natural appetite, and not the 
will, except by an accidental relationship which can be its perfection.” Here 
Durandus puts forth a strange mixture of Scotus and St. Thomas. His analysis of 
natural appetite is entirely Scotist. However, like St. Thomas, he holds that beati 
tude is essentially realized through the act of the intellect. Therefore, he maintains 
that there is an innate natural appetite of the intellect for our true beatitude.
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between a strong affirmation of the natural desire to see God, and an equally 
strong denial that we naturally desire the vision of God precisely as the real 
ization o f perfect happiness.

In the twentieth century, many interpreters sought to resolve this prob 
lem by turning in a completely different direction, rejecting Sylvesters pri 
mary thesis that the natural desire to see God is an elicited desire following 
on knowledge, and turning instead to Scotus’s innate appetite. Although he 
is not vituperated to anywhere near the same degree as Cajetan, his pro 
found solution has been consigned more or less to oblivion.

The charges laid against him are the following:

1. His interpretation of the natural desire greatly weakens the force of 
St. Thomas’s thesis.20 For de Lubac, an elicited natural desire would 
be “an act without profound roots and without ontological interest,” 
in contrast to “a true appetite of nature analogous to the ‘innate 
appetite’ spoken of by Duns Scotus.”21 "To reduce his thought to the 
clumsy affirmation of an ‘appetitus elicitin' without deep roots in the 
nature of the soul is to deprive his thought of all its significance.”22

2. An elicited desire such as that described by Sylvester would not be 
natural at all, but free.23

20 H. Rondet, in “Le probkme de ia nature pure et ia th&dogie du XVIe sifccle,” HSR 35 
(1948): 494-95: “Unfortunately, Ferrariensis commits himself at once to one of the 
other directions opened by Cajetan. For him, this natural desire is a purely elicited 
desire. How then can there be a natural desire for the vision of God face to face?”

21 Sumaturel 433.
22 H. de Lubac, Augustinianism and Modem Theology, 125 [140].
23 See J. Laporta, “Les notions d'app^tit naturel et de puissance ob&lientielle,” ETL 5 

(1928): 271; S. Dockx, “Du d&ir naturel de voir l’essence divine,” Archives de 
philosophic 27 (1964): 51; Q. Turiel, “Insuficiencia de la potencia obediencial,” 
Divinitas 35 (1991): 21; D. Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good, 446-47: 
“Precisely because it is a natural desire, this inclination must be carefully distin 
guished from the explicit or elicited desire to know God that only follows upon 
antecedent metaphysical knowledge that there is a First Cause of all sensible beings. 
Although the two desires, implicit and explicit, are directed to the same object (God), 
the explicit (i.e., ‘elicited’) metaphysical desire to see God cannot, despite what Fer 
rariensis and Bdnez suggest, be called, in the precise Thomistic sense, a ‘natural 
desire.’ ” Bradley and Turiel seem to hold that an elicited desire to see God would pre 
suppose a rigorous philosophical demonstration of God’s existence. Since this knowl 
edge is possessed by relatively few men, they conclude that it would not generate a 
“natural desire.” However, the knowledge of God necessary to generate the natural 
desire to know His essence does not have to be philosophically rigorous at all, but can 
be confused and imperfect, a knowledge possible for all those who come to the age of 
reason, as St. Thomas suggests in STI-II, q. 89, a. 6, and ad 3; and I-H, q. 94, a. 2.
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3. Sylvester’s interpretation is an innovation with respect to St. Thomas, 
who affirms an innate natural desire to see God.24

4. The distinction made by Sylvester between a desire to see God as the 
essence of the first cause, and a desire to see God as object of super 
natural beatitude, is without foundation.25

5. Sylvester’s solution—affirming an elicited natural desire but denying 
an innate one—is backwards. In reality, St. Thomas affirms an. innate 
desire to see God but denies an elicited natural desire.26

Let us respond briefly in Sylvesters defense.

1. First of all, an elicited natural desire is one which is necessarily or spon 
taneously aroused, without deliberation, upon consideration of an

24 See D. Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good, 445: “In denying that there 
is an innate natural desire to see God, these sixteenth-century Dominican com 
mentators significantly diverged from Aquinas’s own doctrine. Cajetan, Ferrarien- 
sis, and Bdfiez did not adequately attend to Aquinas’s distinction, which, of 
course, they knew, between voluntas ut natura . . . and voluntas ut ratio. . . . 
Aquinas says with unequivocal clarity that the will as a nature does have a natural 
appetite or an innate desire for good in general or happiness.”

25 See H. Rondet, in “Le probkme de la nature pure,” RSR 35 (1948): 495: “Fer- 
rariensis minimizes the texts in his turn while distinguishing between the vision of 
God as first cause and the vision of God as an object of beacitude. . . . This disjunc 
tion astonishes us.” This distinction is also criticized by de Lubac in Mystery, 46 
[59]. D. Bradley, in Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good 444, also seems to criticize 
this distinction as an excessive theological scruple: “Ferrariensis, however, evidendy 
shares Cajetan’s anxiety to protect the gratuity of the supernatural vision of God. 
The naturally elicited desire to see the essence of the Firsc Cause must be sharply dis 
tinguished from the supernaturally elicited desire for supernatural beatitude.”

26 As will he seen in the following chapter, this was the thesis of Domingo de Soto 
and Toledo in the mid-sixteenth century, taken up again by Laporta and Mardchal 
in the 1920’s. See J. Laporta, “Les notions d'appdtit naturel et de puissance obldi- 
entielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 257: “At least in the precise case of the desire for the intu 
itive vision [of God], the natural desire in question is not an act, but a pure 
transcendental ordination of finality, a pondus naturae, as de Soto has so apdy 
called it. While affirming that an ontological tendency to supernatural beatitude 
exists in every intelligent creature, St. Thomas denies that this constitutes the 
object of the natural elicited appetite of their will. It is on the basis of this distinc 
tion between ontological natural appetite and elicited natural appetite that we can 
find a very simple explanation of the apparent contradiction between the two series 
of texts.” Ibid., 268: “In effect, when the saint affirms the existence of this desire, 
he intends to speak of the finality itself of intellectual creatures. On the other hand, 
he always denies that their natural elicited appetite is directed to the vision.”
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object naturally grasped to be good.27 28 This, in fact, is the principal 
sense of the notion of natural desire as applied to man, and is also 
referred to by St. Thomas as voluntas ut na tura l Elicited natural 
desires, so conceived, have great ontological importance for human life! 
They lie at the basis of our ability to grasp the natural moral law,29 and 
provide the foundation for the entire exercise of our free will.30 Under 
standing the natural desire to see God in this way does not minimize 
its ontological, philosophical, or theological importance.

2. As seen above,31 elicited desires can be either natural or free. They 
are natural when they are aroused without any deliberation, and free 
when they follow on deliberation. The desire to see God, spoken of 
by St. Thomas, is natural in that once God’s existence is considered, 
the desire is spontaneously aroused, prior to any deliberation.

3. Those who charge Cajetan and Sylvester with innovation—changing 
St. Thomas’s teaching from the affirmation of an innate to an elicited 
natural desire—have the burden of proof. It would be necessary to 
show that St. Thomas’s texts on the natural desire to see God clearly 
portray it as an innate appetite. This cannot be done, because all the 
texts start with the experience of wonder and knowledge of the exis 
tence of a hidden first cause. This obviously triggers a conscious 
(elicited) natural desire to know God’s essence. Sylvester’s interpreta 
tion is absolutely faithful to the texts.

4. Sylvester’s distinction between a desire to see the essence of God inso 
far as He is the first cause, and a desire to see God as the object of 
supernatural beatitude, is eminently reasonable, with a solid basis in 
the texts of St. Thomas, as seen in chapter 3 above. This distinction 
does not indicate two different kinds of visions of God, but two very 
different ways of conceiving and desiring that same vision, of which

27 See S ri-II , q. 10, aa. 1-2.
28 S7TII, q. 18, aa. 3-5; III, q. 21, a. 4; II Sent., d. 39, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2; III Sent., d. 

17, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 3, ad 1; III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1. In these texts, which are 
mostly Christological, voluntas u t natura refers to an elicited natural desire, such as 
that to avoid suffering. It is a mistake to understand the distinction between volun 
tas u t natura and voluntas u t ratio as if it were identical to the distinction between 
innate and elicited desire! Both are presented by St. Thomas, following St. John 
Damascene, as elicited desires. However, the former is prior to deliberation (based 
on natural knowledge of the good), and the latter follows on deliberation.

29 See S ri-II, q. 94, a. 2.
30 See S7T-II, q. 10, a. 1.
31 Chapter 2, pp. 17-19 above.
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only one is “natural.”32 The texts of St. Thomas never suggest that the 
natural desire to see God arises from or is implicit in a desire for per 
fect happiness, but rather that it spontaneously arises from the expe 
rience of wonder with regard to the mystery of the first cause of the 
universe. Aquinas does not first presuppose or show that the vision of 
God is man’s perfect happiness, and then deduce from this that man 
has an implicit natural desire for it, as Scotus does. On the contrary, 
the existence of an elicited natural desire to see God, which any per 
son can experience and verify in himself, is used to prove that perfect 
happiness must lie in the vision of God—because only this can satisfy 
that natural desire.

5. Let us look more closely at the fifth objection. Joseph Marshal, S.J., 
and Jorge Laporta were among the first to reject the traditional 
Thomist interpretation (affirming a natural elicited desire for the 
vision) inaugurated by Sylvester of Ferrara, and propose again the 
Scotist thesis of an innate natural desire for the vision of God. 
M arshal treated this subject in the fifth volume of his Le point de 
depart de la mitaphysique, the first edition of which was published in 
1926,33 and in an article of 1930, “De naturali perfectae beatitudinis 
desiderio.”34 The title of the article itself shows that M arshal under 
stood the natural desire to see God in terms of the “natural desire for 
perfect happiness.” He thought that St. Thomas’s argument consisted 
in showing that a natural desire to see God is implicitly contained 
and affirmed in the natural desire for perfect happiness.

First M arshal eliminates an elicited natural desire to see God. It is clear, 
he reasons, that an explicit (elicited) desire for the vision of God as our 
perfect happiness would not qualify as a natural desire, because men do 
not necessarily or spontaneously elicit a desire to see God as the realization 
of their perfect happiness.35 However, St. Thomas is certainly speaking of 
a desire to see God that is truly natural Therefore, St. Thomas must be

32 See 571—11, q. 5, a. 8, ad 2: “Since the will follows the consideration of the intel 
lect or reason; just as it happens that where there is no real distinction, there may 
be a distinction according to the consideration of reason; so does it happen that 
one and the same thing is desired in one way, and not desired in another.”

33 See particularly xviii-xx; 306-16; 349-53.
34 In Milanges Joseph Marichal vol. 1, Oeuvres (Brussels: Edition universelle, 1950), 

323-37.
33 Ibid., 325: “‘Natural desire’: I say that this is implicit, but not explicit and dis 

tinctly formed. For an explicit desire would not be necessary in itself, either with 
regard to exercise or with regard to specification. And therefore it would not serve 
as a necessary indication of the possibility of the desired end.” The same reasoning 
is found in Le point de dipart de la mitaphysique 5:315 [2nd ed., 423].
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speaking of an implicit (innate) desire for perfect happiness that is prior to 
any elicited desire.

By implicit desire. M arshal means a tendency that underlies every 
other act of willing as its reason for being and motivation. This implicit 
desire to see God is conceived as a natural inclination for the objective and 
subjective perfection of our faculties (which lies in the vision of God), an 
inclination which exists in our intellectual nature “prior to any elicited 
act.”36 Thus for Marshal, like de Lubac after him, this “natural inclina 
tion” that underlies every act of willing is for our supernatural final end.37 
For St. Thomas, on the other hand, there is indeed a natural inclination 
underlying all our natural acts of willing, but for our proportionate final 
end (connatural happiness), and not for the vision of God!38

The reasoning of Laporta is similar, although more fully developed. In 
his article of 1928, he rightly notes that especially with regard to the pos 
sibility of merit and the necessity of the theological virtues, St. Thomas is 
“particularly insistent in denying that the will is naturally inclined to 
desire the beatific vision as a final end.”3̂  For Laporta, however, this 
denial only concerns an elicited natural desire to see God. An innate 
appetite to see God would not be excluded, and indeed must be assumed 
to exist in order to avoid putting St. Thomas in contradiction with him 
self, for it is undeniable that St. Thomas clearly asserts the existence of a 
natural desire to see God. Therefore, the texts concerning the natural 
desire to see God must be interpreted in terms of an innate rather than an 
elicited appetite.40

The key argument is summarized in the following passage: “Since all 
natural desire is essentially necessary, and, on the other hand, man does not 
necessarily will the beatific vision in an elicited fashion, what else can St. 
Thomas mean by the natural appetite to see God other than a metaphysical

36 “De naturali perfectae beatitudinis desiderio,” 334. See also 336: “Thus, in every 
one of our acts of knowing and willing, our natural inclination to the final end is 
implicidy hidden and affirmed in exercise.”

37 The same basic argument is given by D. Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human 
Good, 459: “The desire to see God is natural not in the sense that all men explicidy 
know that God is thett final end, but natural in the sense that knowing God is the 
only way to satisfy the necessary desire for happiness. The desire to see God, then, 
is implicit in the desire for perfect beatitude.” For a critique of this thesis, see S. 
Long, “On the Possibility of a Purely Natural End for Man: A Response to Denis 
Bradley,” The Thomist6A (2000): 211-37, esp. 223-24.

38 See, for example, ST1, q. 60, a. 2; I, q. 62, a. 2; I-II, q. 62, a. 3; III Sent., d. 23, 
q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; In IICor. 5:5 (#160-61); Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De veritate, q. 14, 
a. 2; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5; De caritate> q. un., a. 1.

39 “Les notions d’appdtit naturel et de puissance obidientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 268.
40 Ibid., 267.
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order of finality?”41 His reasoning is the same forty-five years later in an arti 
cle of 1973, in which he says that an elicited and conscious desire “is pre 
cisely the natural appetite to see God’ whose existence Thomas denies. The 
will, consciously and naturally, does not at all tend to a concrete good, such 
as, for example, its real end, the beatific vision. It is only directed naturally 
to the abstract notion of beatitude and that which appears inseparable from 
it, such as to exist, to live, and to know.”42

The problem with this reasoning of Marechal and Laporta is the ini 
tial assumption that St. Thomas meant to speak of a natural desire to see 
God as the concrete realization o f perfect happiness. Once this has been 
shown to be incorrect, as Sylvester of Ferrara saw, then the reasoning based 
on it collapses. In order for there to be an elicited natural desire for the 
vision of Gods essence, conceived as cause, it is not necessary that man 
naturally know that the beatific vision actually constitutes his ultimate 
beatitude, or choose it as such with the aid of actual grace. On the con 
trary, it is only necessary for him to spontaneously realize that knowledge 
of fundamental underlying causes is good. Once man comes to know the 
existence of God, the desire to know His most mysterious essence will nat 
urally or spontaneously be formed. This is indeed a natural desire proper to 
a rational creature.

In summary, the solution of Sylvester of Ferrara is much more success 
ful than that of his twentieth-century critics, such as Laporta, Marshal, 
de Lubac, and others. It alone respects the structure of the argument in 
the texts on the natural desire to see God, in which St. Thomas refers 
repeatedly to the fact that the desire is generated by knowledge of God’s 
effects in creation. Secondly, Sylvester’s solution is faithful to the texts of 
St. Thomas concerning natural (elicited) willing.43 Finally, Sylvester’s solu 
tion is in full harmony with St. Thomas’s doctrine that our will, without 
the gift of grace and the theological virtues, lacks a sufficient natural incli 
nation to our supernatural beatitude, as seen above in chapter 6. The 
assertion of an innate appetite for supernatural beatitude, on the other 
hand, is incompatible with this teaching. This will become still more 
apparent in the following chapters.

41 Ibid., 272.
42 “Pour trouver le sens exact des termes appetitus naturalis, desiderium naturale, amor 

naturalis, etc., chez Thomas d’Aquin,” AH D LM  40 (1973): 89-91. In support, 
Laporta cites IV Sent., d. 49. q. 1, a. 3, qla. 1, ad 2; IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 3; 
etc. His position is well summarized in the review by M.-M. Labourdette of Laportas 
La destinie de la nature humaine selon Thomas d ’Aquin, R T 66 (1966): 283.

43 S7T-1I, q. 10, aa. 1-2; I, q. 60, a. 1; De veritate, q. 22, a. 5; D e male, q. 6.
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De Soto's Interpretation of the Natural Desire 
of the Will as an Innate Inclination

SYLVESTER OF FERRARA’S interpretation of the natural desire 
to see God as an elicited desire of the will was almost universally fol 
lowed by the Dominican school until the twentieth century, with but 
one notable exception. In the next generation, another eminent and influen 

tial Dominican, Domingo de Soto of Salamanca (1494-1560), proposed an 
interpretation of the natural desire to see God diametrically opposed to that 
of Sylvester (which perhaps he did not know) and Cajetan.* 1 De Soto takes 
the key for his solution direcdy from Scotus, interpreting the natural desire to 
see God spoken of by St. Thomas in terms of Scotuss theory of the innate 
inclination of the will to its ultimate supernatural perfection.

In De natura et gratia and in his commentary, In quartam Senten- 
tiarum, d. 49, q. 2, a. 1, de Soto speaks about the natural desire to see God 
in a discussion of whether the vision of God should be considered prop 
erly as our "natural” end, as held by Scotus, or our “supernatural” end, as 
defended by Cajetan, and frequently affirmed by St. Thomas. Surprisingly, 
de Soto, a Dominican, sides with Scotus.

1 De Soto deals with the natural desire to see God in two places: De natura et gratia
I, ch. 4 (1547, written for the Council of Trent), and his commentary on IV Sent., 
d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (1557). Citations are taken from De natura et gratia (Paris, 1549; 
repr., Ridgewood, NJ: Gregg Press, 1965), and In quartam Sententiarum, d. 49, q. 2, 
a. 1 (Venice, 1575), 2:608-15. De Soto refers explicidy to Cajetan’s interpretation, 
but not to that of Ferrariensis. See E Bastable, Desire fo r God, 56-58.
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The question of the natural desire to see God is central in this debate, 
because de Soto defines “natural end” as Scotus had done: “The natural end 
of every creature is that to which its natural appetite tends.”2 Thus to ask 
whether the vision of God is our natural end is the same for de Soto as to 
ask whether we have a natural appetite or inclination toward the vision of 
God. De Soto concludes that since our natural inclination never completely 
comes to rest short of the vision of God, that vision is properly to be under 
stood as our “natural” end.

At this point de Soto introduces the contrary opinion of Cajetan,3 who 
denies that we have a natural inclination toward the vision of God. He states 
Cajetans reasoning (in his commentary on S T  I, q. 12, a. 1) as follows: 
Nothing is desired by an elicited act of the will that is not first known. But 
we do not naturally know that the vision of God constitutes our true super 
natural happiness, because this is a revealed doctrine. Therefore we cannot 
naturally form an elicited desire for the vision of God (as our final end).4

Up to this point, de Soto is in perfect agreement with Cajetan. Here 
too, both Dominicans found themselves in a quandary as to how to affirm 
a natural desire to see God. Yet they chose opposing solutions, both unsat 
isfactory. Cajetans first solution of 1507, as we have seen, was that once 
we know of Revelation and the supernatural effects of God, we “naturally” 
or spontaneously elicit a desire to see God in His inner life, as the cause o f 
those supernatural effects. Cajetan is taking “natural” here in the sense in 
which it is opposed to “free” but not in the sense in which it is opposed to 
“supernatural.”

De Soto, like Sylvester of Ferrara, recognized that that solution does 
not correspond with the mind of St. Thomas, who speaks of a natural 
desire to see God in every intellect, even without the aid of Revelation.

Therefore, de Soto sought another explanation by abandoning the 
path of Cajetan and Sylvester of Ferrara, according to whom the natural 
desire of the will means a naturally elicited act of the will. Instead, he inter 
prets St. Thomas in terms of Scotus’s thesis of an innate natural appetite 
for supernatural beatitude: “Nevertheless, the conclusion of this article is 
affirmative. Man has within him a natural appetite for the true beatitude

2 See De natura et gratia, I, ch. 4 (foi. 12). The texc continues: “However, our natu 
ral appetite is inclined and carried to chat inestimable happiness, for it cannot 
come to rest short of it. Therefore, it is our natural end.. . .  Nor do I define natu 
ral end to be what we can naturally attain, but what we naturally desire.”

3 In his commentaries on STl,  q. 1, a. 1; and I, q. 12, a. 1.
4 De Soto, In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (609a): “Natural desire or appetite is that 

which can naturally elicit an act with regard to its object. However, we cannot natu 
rally desire the vision of God with an elicited act, because nothing is desired that is 
not first known, as St. Augustine says. Yet we cannot know that end naturally, 
because it is a matter of divine Revelation. Therefore the desire for it is not natural.”
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which consists in the vision of God. I do not say that it is desired by an 
elicited act. Nevertheless, man has an appetite for it, which is a natural 
inclination and pondus naturae by which man tends towards that end, like 
gravity in the rock and weight which tends to the center.”5

It is clear that de Soto has Scotus in mind, from whom he has taken 
the example of the natural desire of a rock for the center.6 In De natura et 
gratia, de Soto ventures the opinion that St. Thomas’s position in ST1, q. 
12, a. 1, is really the same as Scotus’s thesis, according to which we have a 
perpetual and maximum natural appetite for beatitude in the particular 
object in which it really lies (the vision of God), although we cannot elicit 
a desire for it without supernatural knowledge.7

De Soto specifies that this innate, non-elicited natural appetite should 
be understood to be that of the will and not of the intellect, since the will 
is the proper appetite of man, by which we desire our final end.8

Evaluation of de Soto's Thesis of a Non-elicited 
Natural Desire of the Will
Domingo de Soto’s problem is that he was unable to resolve the obstacle 
that he posed (and which was posed by Cajetan): i.e. that the vision of 
God as our perfect beatitude is a revealed truth which cannot be naturally 
known, and thus it cannot be naturally desired by an elicited act. There 
fore, de Soto reintroduces Scotus’s idea of an innate natural inclination 
(pondus naturae) for the vision. However, as seen above with regard to 
Sylvester, of Ferrara, this problem is not insoluble on the level of an elicited 
desire following on purely natural knowledge! De Soto has misunderstood 
the whole scope of St. Thomas’s argumentation in his texts on the natural 
desire to see God, which seeks to show that knowledge of God’s essence is 
naturally (i.e. spontaneously) desired, once a rational creature considers

5 Ibid. See also De natura et gratia, I, ch. 4 (fol. 12): “For although man cannot 
desire that end [vision of God] with an elicited act (to use the Scholastic terms) 
except through prior knowledge of faith of that revealed truth, yet if we under 
stand appetite as signifying the inclination itself and natural weight (like a heavy 
object which, while at rest, is attracted to the center of the earth), then the natu 
ral appetite of all men, even those on whom the light of faith has not yet shined, 
is led there by its very nature.”

6 See Ordinatio III, d. 17, q. un., n. 3 (Wolter, 180-82); and Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 
10, n. 2 (Wolter, 184-85).

7 De natura et gratia, I, ch. 4 (fol. 12).
8 In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (609a): “Durandus says that this natural 

appetite and inclination is not of the will but of the intellect, whose end is to 
know and understand. Nevertheless, this desire belongs rather to the will, for it is 
man who desires beatitude, and the proper appetite of man is neither his intellect, 
nor any other potency, but only the will.”
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that there must be a first cause of all the effects known in creation. Reve 
lation is not necessary (although it is surely helpful!) to tell man either that 
there must be a first cause of all things, or that it is desirable to know the 
essence of this first cause. This is naturally grasped on the basis of our nat 
ural desire to know fundamental causes and essences. This desire may 
remain only an inefficacious wish that is drowned out by other concerns of 
life, but that is another question. Revelation is necessary, on die other 
hand, to tell us that the vision of God is possible, and, much more impor 
tantly, that God has in fact freely destined us to receive it. This knowledge 
will vastly change the existential significance and scope of this desire, but 
it is not necessary in order to produce it in the first place. St. Thomas’s 
argument remains valid on the level of an elicited desire following on 
purely natural knowledge, and so it is not necessary to seek another solu 
tion through positing an innate inclination.

It was precisely for this reason that Sylvester had distinguished 
between two ways of considering the vision of God: (1) as cause, and (2) as 
our supreme and supernatural beatitude. Revelation is only necessary to 
desire the vision of God in the second way.

Arguments Used by de Soto in Support of His Position,  end 
Responses on the Basis of the Principles of St. Thomas

1. In support of his interpretation of the natural desire to see God as an 
innate natural inclination, de Soto brings in two important texts of 
St. Thomas:

Our conclusion first is that of St. Thomas in the prologue to his 
commentary, I Sent., where he says: “Everything is disposed har 
moniously when it is brought to its proper end, which it natu 
rally desires”; and this, he says, is given to us by Christ, when He 
leads us to eternal glory. Therefore, the end which man naturally 
desires is to be brought into eternal glory by means of the vision.
And in I, q. 12, a. 1, he says that there is a natural desire in us to 
know the cause once we have known the effect. For this reason, 
the knowledge we have of creatures makes us desire to know 
their cause, which is God.9

However, the first text of St. Thomas from the prologue of the com 
mentary on the Sentences is not conclusive.10 This text only shows that 
Christ fully satisfies our natural desire for beatitude—indeed, far

9 Ibid., 609a-b.
10 See Bifiez’s response to Domingo de Soto, in his Scholastica commentaria in pri~ 

mam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (250).
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beyond our greatest natural expectations. The second text (S7T, q. 12, 
a. 1) actually supports the opposite of what de Soto is attempting to 
demonstrate, since it speaks of a natural desire to see the cause which 
springs from knowledge of the effects. Therefore, the desire in question 
is one that is dependent on prior knowledge, on the basis of which it 
will be naturally elicited.

B4nez, de Soto’s former student and successor as professor at Sala 
manca, notes this very well:

To say that St. Thomas was not speaking of an elicited act, but of 
that “weight” or inclination [pondus], is an argument without any 
“weight” or force. Why would he say that man has a natural desire 
to see the cause when he has seen the effect? If he were really 
speaking about that “weight” or inclination, he would still be 
inclined to it even if he had not seen the effect. The same applies 
to what St. Thomas says in ScG III, ch. 50: “A desire to see the 
cause is naturally aroused from knowledge of the effects.”11

In essence, de Soto’s interpretation of I, q. 12, a. 1, is no less unfaithful 
to the text of St. Thomas than that of Cajetan which he is opposing. In 
this and the other parallel texts, St. Thomas speaks neither of (1) knowl 
edge o f supernatural effects, as Cajetan hypothesized in his commen 
tary on I, q. 12, a. 1, nor of (2) an innate desire independent o f 
knowledge, as de Soto supposes, but of a natural desire aroused by 
natural knowledge of God’s common effects in creation, as Sylvester 
correctly identified, and as Cajetan had indicated in his commentary 
on I—II, q. 3, a. 8.

In order to make sense of de Soto's interpretation, one would 
have to assume that St. Thomas’s analysis of the elicited desire of the 
will to know causes is only used in these texts in order to manifest 
the underlying innate desire of the will (or intellect), independently 
of knowledge.12 However, if this were the case, St. Thomas should

11 Ibid.
12 The same logic used by de Soto can be found in H. de Lubac, Sumaturel, 433—34: 

“The former [elicited desire] has the role of manifesting the latter [appetite of 
nature], and it receives its value from the latter.. . .  Much more objective than their 
interpretation (that of Thomists such as Cajetan, Fectariensis, etc.] was that of 
Domingo de Soto, who made no scruple about translating the formulas of St. 
Thomas into the language of Scorns, without being concerned about subtle distinc 
tions with regard to ‘elicited’ and ‘innate’ appetite.” See also J. Laporta, “Les notions 
d’app&Lt natutel et de puissance ob&iientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 271-72; J. Laporta, 
“Pour trouver le sens exact des termes,” AHDLM40 (1973): 42; J. Marshal, “De 
naturali perfectae beatitudinis desiderio,” in Melanges Joseph MarichaL, 1:334—36.
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have made clear where he makes the transition between speaking of
(a) an elicited desire to know, which springs from prior knowledge, to
(b) an innate appetite of the intellect or will. However, the various 
texts concerning the natural desire to see God make no mention of 
such a transition.

2. Secondly, de Soto reasons that all men of whatever creed or philo 
sophical persuasion, if asked whether they would like to know the 
essence of God, would respond in the affirmative.13 This must be 
because there is a natural inclination in all men that tends of its own 
accord to the supernatural end of the vision of God. It is this inclina 
tion that impels people to naturally elicit a desire for the vision of 
God once the matter is brought to their attention.14 15

Here de Soto is using the argument of Cajetan, according to 
whom a desire to see God spontaneously arises in all those who have 
knowledge of Gods supernatural effects. De Soto accepts the truth of 
Cajetans position and reasons that this could only come about 
because there is a previous natural inclination. There could be no 
elicited natural desire presupposing some knowledge of Revelation, if 
there did not already exist an underlying innate inclination tending 
directly to the vision of God. De Soto is basing himself here on Sco- 
tus, according to whom it is possible to speak in a secondary or 
improper sense of an elicited natural desire, to the extent that it is in 
conformity with an innate natural inclination (prior to knowledge), 
which is natural desire in the proper sense.13

In response to de Soto’s argument, it is admitted by Cajetan and 
Sylvester of Ferrara that there is an underlying more basic natural 
desire on which the elicited natural desire to see God rests. This is 
simply the general desire to know the causes and essences of things, 
as St. Thomas clearly indicates.

13 See In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (609b): “However, this conclusion is also 
proven from the universal testimony of man. There is no one of any religion or 
sect who, if asked whether he would like to see God, would not respond that he 
does indeed desire it.” See Bifiez’s response to this argument of de Soto, Scholas- 
tica commentaria in primam partem , q. 12, a. 1 (249): “It is certainly surprising 
that he gives this argument to prove that the desire to see God is not an elicited 
act. For he who says that he desires is affirming that he has an elicited act and not 
just that secret and tacit ‘weight’ of rational nature.”

14 See In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (6l0a-b): “Finally, we argue from the affir 
mations of Cajetan. If man naturally desires that final end when it is known 
through faith, it follows that this natural inclination was always present in nature, 
even before that knowledge. For that knowledge did not introduce the inclination 
but makes it capable of eliciting its act.”

15 See Ordinatio IV, d. 43, q. 2, n. 29.
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3. Furthermore, de Soto argues that short of the vision of God, our will 
can never be completely satiated by any object whatsoever,1̂  as testi 
fied by experience as well as by the famous text of St. Augustine’s 
Confessions: “You have made us for Yourself, O Lord . . This can 
only be because we have an innate inclination towards the vision of 
God, which should therefore be regarded properly as our natural end, 
even if it can only be acquired supernaturally.

In support of this he adduces various Biblical texts and themes: 
Ps 80 [79]:7, “Show your face, O Lord, and we shall be saved . . Jn 
14:8, “Show us the Father . . .”;16 17 and finally the fact that man is 
made in the image and likeness of God: “The most powerful argu 
ment that persuades me is the following. It is natural that man is the 
image and likeness of God, for when God said, ‘Let us make man in 
our image and likeness,’ He designated our very nature. However, 
the likeness and image of God implies not only the capacity of seeing 
God, but also a natural inclination for it, for each thing naturally 
desires its like.”18

This Biblical and Augustinian argument of de Soto is beautiful 
and persuasive. However, the problem is that he fails to distinguish 
natural from supernatural desire. When the Psalms speak of a desire 
to see the face of God, it seems necessary to understand these texts in 
terms of a desire in the psalmist that is aroused by grace and super 
natural faith, hope, and charity. The same also applies to the desire 
expressed by the Apostle Philip to see the Father.

With regard to the text of St. Augustine and the great theme of 
man as imago Dei, analogical distinctions also need to be made. There 
is a restlessness ofthe heart that comes fo m  nature, and another far higher 
restlessness that is the product o f grace. Likewise, resting in God can 
have a natural as well as a supernatural realization for St. Thomas, for 
he recognizes limbo as a state of natural happiness in which the souls 
of the unbaptized who died before the age of reason rejoice in a nat 
ural contemplation of God and do not experience interior restless 
ness or dissatisfaction.19

Likewise, man is the image and likeness of God through sancti 
fying grace in an immeasurably higher way than merely through

16 Inquartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (610a).
17 Ibid., 6l0a-b.
18 Ibid., 610a.
19 See II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, ad 5: “Although the unbaptized children are sepa 

rated from God with regard to that union which is through glory, they are never 
theless not wholly separated from Him. On the contrary, they are united to Him 
through a participation in natural goods, and thus they will also be able to rejoice 
in Him through natural knowledge and love.” See also the corpus.
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nature. Sanctifying grace elevates the image and likeness of God pres 
ent in the human person to an unimaginable dignity. On the natural 
level, man is in the image of God through possession of free will and 
his capacity for grace, whereas through sanctifying grace, man is the 
likeness of God through a participation in the divine nature.20 These 
two ways o f being in the image and likeness of God correspond to 
two different desires for God: natural and supernatural. The fact that 
man on the natural level has a capacity for grace does not mean that 
he has a natural inclination (pondus naturae) toward it. This is briefly 
mentioned by Sc. Thomas in II Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 1, ad 5. The 
objection argued that supernatural grace would not have been neces 
sary for man in a state of innocence because by nature man was made 
in the image and likeness of God. St. Thomas responds by stating 
that man has a very different likeness to God when he is in a state of 
grace than that which he has purely by nature.21

De Soto argues that similitude generates desire, following St. 
Thomas. However, as noted above,22 the attraction resulting from 
our natural likeness with God generates a natural love of God as 
Author o f nature. To “gravitate” toward God as our supernatural beat 
itude requires a higher similitude with God and a true proportional 
ity with Him that comes from sanctifying grace, by which we are 
made divinae consortes naturae (2 Pt 1:4). De Soto does not distin 
guish adequately between the natural and supernatural levels. His 
concentration on innate inclination does not enable him to see the 
analogical levels of natural desire, and the specific contribution of 
grace and the infused virtues.

4. In his response to the arguments of Cajetan, de Soto takes issue with 
the way Cajetan had defined “natural appetite” of the will in terms of 
a naturally elicited act, and “natural end” in terms of what can be 
realized by natural active forces. De Soto, on the contrary, says that a 
natural appetite should not be defined by its elicited act, but rather by

20 See S T  I, q. 93, a. 4.
21 “The likeness with God which belongs to man according to his natural constitu 

tion is different from that by which man is made like unto God through grace. Nor 
is it unfitting that man be like unto God in many things, since a new likeness with 
God in creatures arises with every new grade of goodness that is added to them.”

22 See III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4; S7T-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1; I, q. 60, a. 5, ad 4; 
II—II, q. 26, a. 3; Quodlibet\, q. 4, a. 3 [8], ad 1: “To love God insofar as He is the 
principle of all being pertains to natural love; but to love God insofar as He is the 
object of beatitude belongs to gratuitous love”; In I  Cor. 13:13, lect. 4 (#806); II 
Sent, d. 3, q. 4, ad 1: “In the friendship of charity the soul is moved to love God 
from the similitude of grace; but in natural love it is moved by the good of nature, 
which is also a similitude of the supreme goodness.”
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its cause; and that a natural end should not be defined by the pres 
ence of natural active forces, but by the presence of natural appetite. 
He says that the cause of our natural appetite is the fact that human 
nature has been made in Gods image and likeness, and thus it natu 
rally desires Him.23

What was said above with regard to de Soto’s preceding argu 
ment is also applicable here. Natural appetite is generated by similar 
ity and proportionality. However, St. Thomas teaches that our 
natural likeness with God does not generate a sufficient natural incli 
nation for our supernatural end, but only for God as our natural end 
(contemplation of God through creation).24 A sufficient inclination 
for our supernatural end is generated first by the possession of a 
supernatural likeness with God that is received through sanctifying 
grace. Thus, whether one defines a “natural end” in terms of suffi 
cient natural inclination or in terms of the presence of connatural 
active forces capable of realizing it, the outcome is the same. In either 
case, the vision of God is our supernatural end.

5. As seen above, Cajetans denial of an innate natural desire to see God is 
strictly connected with his assertion that there is only an obediential 
potency for the vision of God. However, de Soto disputes this latter 
assertion*. “Cajetan says that we only have an obediential potency [for 
the vision of God]. However, in truth it seems that we have something 
more. A corpse only has obediential potency to regain its soul. Yet some 
thing more seems to be added with regard to man receiving glory.”25 

De Soto is right to point out the difference between the two cases. 
The position of Cajetan, however, can be defended by noting the dis 
tinction between generic and specific obediential potency. The obedi 
ential potency of the rational soul to receive supernatural perfections 
differs from that of the corpse to regain its soul, in that the latter is a 
generic obediential potency and the former is a specific obediential

23 In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (610b): “In response to the arguments of Caje 
tan: he has not defined natural end properly by saying that it is that which man 
can naturally attain. Likewise, he has not defined natural appetite properly by say 
ing that it is that for which there is a naturally elicited act. Natural appetite should 
not be defined by its effect, but by its cause. Therefore, natural appetite is that 
which nature has inserted in us; by the very feet that we are created in the image 
of God we have inscribed within us a natural appetite to see Him. Likewise, the 
natural end is that which we naturally desire, even though its realization and pos 
session is not natural to us. This is the greatness of our nature, that it was made 
for an end which it cannot attain except by the special aid of God.” De Lubac will 
develop this line of thought in Mystery, chapter 4.

24 See STl,  q. 62, a. 2; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De veritate, q. 22, a. 8; etc.
25 In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 (6l0a).
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potency, proper only to an intellectual creature. The supernatural per 
fection received perfects the intellectual creature immeasurably with 
out destroying its nature. The corpse, on the other hand, ceases to be 
a corpse when the soul is rejoined to it. It is not perfected as corpse, 
whereas man receiving grace is perfected as man, without ceasing to 
be man.

In the Thomistic framework, the fact that a maximum perfection 
is given by the gifts of grace and glory does not imply that there is a 
maximum natural inclination or natural potency to receive such super 
natural gifts. This only follows according to the system of Scotus.

Conclusion
1. De Soto s interpretation is important in that he seems to be the first 

major Thomist who interprets St. Thomass natural desire to see God 
in Scotist terms, following the logic of Scotuss system rather than 
that of St. Thomas. He thinks that Scotuss conception of the natural 
appetite of the will provides the key to resolve the problem that Caje- 
tan’s interpretation of ST I, q. 12, a. 1, brought into focus: how can 
there be a natural desire for an end that can only be known by super 
natural knowledge? De Soto answers with Scotus: only by an innate 
natural appetite.

The originality of this thesis lies primarily in the fact that it is 
put forward as an interpretation of St. Thomas’s argument, whereas 
Scotus had proposed it in opposition to the position of St. Thomas. 
De Soto was followed in this by some of his students, such as Fran 
cisco de Toledo. However, it was soon eclipsed by a very different 
solution given by two other distinguished students of de Soto: Banez 
and Bartolomd de Medina.

2. In accordance with the logic of Scotuss position, de Soto’s interpreta 
tion has to renounce any apologetic value, for knowledge of the exis 
tence of an innate natural appetite for the vision of God can only 
come from Revelation.

3. The Scotist conception of the natural appetite of the will for super 
natural beatitude leads de Soto also to adopt the Scotist thesis that 
the beatific vision is more properly referred to as the natural and not 
the supernatural end of man, in opposition to the terminology of St. 
Thomas.26 Clearly de Soto is eclectically mixing the doctrine and ter-

2(5 G. Fr^naud notes that this was apparently the first time within the Thomist 
school that the vision of God had been referred to as our “natural end,” an inno 
vation that enjoyed little success until the mid-twentieth century. See “Esprit et 
grace sanctifiante," Lapensie catholique 5 (1948): 42.
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minology of both masters, but remains closer to Scotus on this par 
ticular point.27

Francisco de Toledo (Toletus)
Francisco de Toledo (1532—1596), an eminent Jesuit theologian and cardi 
nal of the following generation who had been a student of de Soto, follows 
his former master against the views of Cajetan and Sylvester of Ferrara. 
Nevertheless, he tries to harmonize his position a little more closely with 
that of St. Thomas (at least in terminology).

As with de Soto, the context for his discussion is the question of whether 
the vision of God should be said to be our natural or supernatural end, with 
reference to the first article of the Summa theobgiae. Also like de Soto, he 
begins his discussion of the natural desire to see God by creating a distinc 
tion between two types of appetite: natural and elicited.28 This distinction 
comes from Scotus and is in contradiction with the teaching of St. Thomas, 
for whom there are important acts of the will that are both natural and 
elicited, such as the natural desire for happiness, knowledge, and so forth.

Still following in de Soto’s footsteps, Toledo notes that it is obviously 
impossible for there to be a naturally elicited act of the will directly tend 
ing to the vision of God as final end, for this would require supernatural 
faith and grace. Therefore, like de Soto, he infers that a natural desire to 
see God can be nothing other than an innate natural appetite of the will as 
understood by Scotus.29 He claims the authority of St. Thomas for this 
assertion, but gives an argument taken from Scotus: “Every potency is nat 
urally inclined to its perfect act, which it can elicit either by itself, or with 
another. However, the act of the vision of God can be elicited by our intel 
lect. Therefore, the intellect naturally inclines to it.”30

It is evident that this argument is based on Revelation and presup 
poses precisely what St. Thomas’s argument attempts to show: the possi 
bility of the vision of God! St. Thomas uses the existence of a natural 
desire to see God to argue for the possibility of the vision, whereas Toledo,

27 See W. O’Connor, “The Natural Desire for God in St. Thomas,” New Scholasti 
cism 14 (1940): 224.

28 In Summam theologiae S. Thomae enarratio, In Iam, q. l,a . 1, qla. 2 (1:17b). These 
lectures were originally given around 1567 (see ibid., prolegomena, xvi), although 
not published undl 1869.

29 ln jamt q. ^  a. i ; qla. 2 (19b): “There is in us a natural desire and a natural 
appetite to see God. This is against Cajetan, and is the position of Scotus, and 
undoubtedly that of St. Thomas. I am not speaking of an elicited appetite, but of 
the inclination and capacity of nature.”

30 Ibid., 20a.



THE NAT URA L DESIRE TO SEE GOD

following Scotus and Durandus, uses the possibility of the vision of God 
(known by faith) to show that our intellect has an innate inclination for it. 
This provides further confirmation that the attempt to interpret Sc. 
Thomas’s natural desire to see God by means of Scotus’s innate natural 
appetite does violence to the argument! Furthermore, like de Soto, Toledo 
nowhere shows how this interpretation can be reconciled with St. 
Thomas’s mention of wonder based on prior knowledge of God’s effects.

With regard to the question of obediential potency, Toledo briefly 
oudines the views of Cajetan and Sylvester of Ferrara on the one hand, 
and that of Scotus on the other, and sides with the latter. However, Toledo 
differs from de Soto and Scotus in terminology in that he prefers to refer 
to the vision of God as our “supernatural” end, according to the usage of 
St. Thomas. The reason he gives is that the vision of God is not our final 
end in the same way as the center is the natural end of a rock. Man tends 
to his final end by means of an elicited rational appetite. However, man 
needs supernatural faith and grace to elicit a desire for the vision of God. 
Thus it is properly said to be our supernatural end, because it transcends 
our natural elicited desire. Nevertheless, it is properly the object of our nat 
ural innate appetite, and in this sense could be called our “natural” end.31

Here, not without ingenuity, Toledo has attempted to combine Scotus 
and St. Thomas. Toledo’s distinction of the will into a natural and an 
elicited appetite thus produces two different “natural” inclinations of the 
will: one independent of knowledge spoken of by Scotus, and the other 
following on knowledge spoken of by St. Thomas. The inclination inde 
pendent of knowledge is directed formally to the vision of God as Scotus 
teaches, whereas that desire which follows on knowledge does not incline 
directly to the vision of God without grace and Revelation.32 Thus it can 
be seen that Toledo’s solution is the exact opposite of that of Sylvester of 
Ferrara, who affirmed an elicited natural desire for the vision of God while 
rejecting an innate appetite.

31 Ibid., 20a-b: “God is our end not only by virtue of natural appetite, as the center is 
for the stone. God is our end also by virtue of the elicited appetite, in that man as 
man tends to his end by the rational appetite. God, however, exceeds the rational 
appetite of man; he cannot be desired by the rational appetite without faith and 
supernatural grace, and for this reason He is said to be our supernatural end. There 
fore, God is the natural end of our potency, but the supernatural end of our act and 
operation. Thus, when St. Thomas said that God is our supernatural end, he excel 
lently added the cause for this, which is that this end exceeds the understanding of 
reason. By this teaching you can understand how for St. Thomas a natural desire to 
see God can go together with the assertion that God is our supernatural end.”

32 Toledo’s position here is maintained in the twentieth century by J. Laporta, "Les 
notions d’app^tit naturel et de puissance ob<£dientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 257.
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Toledo concludes his discussion by responding to two objections. The 
second objection is taken from an argument of Cajetan against Scotus, 
according to which the existence of an innate (non-elicited) natural desire 
for the vision of God would imply that if one knew human nature perfectly, 
one could naturally know that the beatific vision is mans last end, and thus 
supernatural Revelation would not be necessary. Toledo responds as Scotus 
had before him. He concedes the point, but denies that it is possible for us 
in our current state to have such knowledge of our own nature.33 Neverthe 
less, a perfect knowledge of human nature would reveal both that we are 
ordered to the vision of God as our final end, and our natural inclination to 
that end. This means that our nature itself is intrinsically ordered to the 
vision. How then is our elevation to that end gratuitous? And how is it pos 
sible for a nature to be intrinsically ordered to a supernatural end? Toledo 
does not explain, although he does assert that the vision of God is not due 
to our nature for the reason that it exceeds our natural forces.34

Shortly after Toledo, St. Robert Bellarmine (1542-1621) continued 
to defend the thesis that the vision of God is our natural end However, he 
does so in a tentative way, and like Toledo, he denies that it is “due” to 
human nature. Precisely for this reason, he expressly asserts the possibility 
of a “state of pure nature,” in which God could have created man only to 
reach a final end (after this life) proportionate to the principles of human 
nature, consisting in a natural contemplation of God through creation.35 
In this regard, his position differs fundamentally from that of Baius, who 
had just been condemned, and prepares for the position of Sudrez.

33 l n  jam ^ q. ^ a, q]a. 2 (20b): “I admit the second argument: if someone could 
know human nature in that way [i.e. perfecdy], they would know that he has such 
an end. However, I say with Scotus (q. 1, prolog.) that one cannot know the 
nature of the soul in that way by natural knowlege. This is not surprising, since 
man is spiritual and has a great proximity to the angels.”

34 ln fimt q. 1 2 , a. 4, concl. 3 (163).
35 De gratia prim i hominis, ch. 7 (5:191a): “It is not a small question, whether eter 

nal beatitude consisting in the vision of God is the natural or supernatural end of 
man.. . .  I respond that beatitude is man’s natural end with regard to appetite, but 
not with regard to execution.. . .  Perhaps someone will object. .  . that it will fol 
low that man could not be created such as he is now born, nor could he be created 
for an inferior end unless his nature were transformed, nor could he be denied the 
means to obtain his natural end. I respond tha t. . . nothing absurd would follow 
if he were denied them. For although that supreme beatitude is the natural end of 
man, nevertheless, it is an end that is disproportionate. Besides that end, man has 
another natural end proportionate to him which is to seek the truth through rea 
soning. Therefore, God could have led man by natural means to an end propor 
tionate to his nature, without elevating him higher.”
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Abandonment of the Interpretation 
of de Soto and Toledo
This attempt by Domingo de Soto and Toledo to interpret Thomas’s text 
on the natural desire to see God according to the Scotist understanding of 
it as an innate appetite was soon abandoned by both the Dominican and 
Jesuit schools. The reasons are not hard to understand, for this theory has 
intrinsic weaknesses in the philosophical and theological orders. Philo 
sophically, their thesis is unsatisfactory because it posits an innate appetite 
that extends beyond the reach of natural active potencies.

Secondly, the theory of de Soto and Toledo is an overt eclecticism, 
purporting to interpret the thought of St. Thomas by means of the cate 
gories and definitions of Scorns. Furthermore, the hypothesis of an innate 
natural desire to see God independent of knowledge conflicts with the 
texts and argumentation of St. Thomas, which are based on an elicited 
natural desire occasioned by knowledge of effects of the first cause.

Most importantly, the theory of de Soto and Toledo does not suffi 
ciently and clearly show how an innate desire to see God, independent of 
knowledge and thus unconditional, would not make its realization due to 
nature. Toledo (unlike Baius and Jansenius), denies that the vision is due to 
our nature. However, the problem remains: how can there be an innate nat 
ural inclination direcdy and formally for the vision of God, without mak 
ing the vision due to our nature (according to the Thomistic understanding 
of debitum naturae)? This is the fundamental weakness of the position of 
Scotus, de Soto, Toledo, and, in the twentieth century, of Laporta and de 
Lubac. This weakness came especially into focus in the generations follow 
ing Toledo in reaction to Baius and Jansenius, who asserted that the vision 
of God was due to an innocent or integral human nature. Indeed, the 
Jansenist heretical position seems to have been largely motivated by the 
thesis of an innate natural desire for the vision, making it our “natural” end.

In other words, the solution of de Soto and Toledo does not suffi 
ciently resolve the problem of how to reconcile the natural desire to see 
God with the gratuitousness of our supernatural elevation. This task had a 
special importance after 1567, the year of the condemnation of numerous 
propositions of Baius by St. Pius V,36 roughly the date of Toledos lectures 
on the Summa theologiae.

36 Particularly relevant are the condemned propositions 21 (DS 1921): “The subli 
mation of human nature and its elevation to participation in the divine nature 
was due to the integrity of the human being in its first state, and is therefore to be 
called natural, not supernatural”; 23 (DS 1923); 34 (DS 1934); 55 (DS 1955): 
“God could not have created man from the beginning in the condition in which 
he is now born.”
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he Natural Desire to See God

Is Not an Innate Inclination

A FURTHER development in the interpretation of St. Thomas’s 
argument concerning the natural desire to see God is given by 
the Dominicans Bartolomd de Medina (1527-1580) and 
Domingo Bdnez (1528-1604) and the Jesuit theologian Francisco Sudrez 

(1548-1617). The principal merit of their interpretation lies in four 
points: (1) the continuation and further development of the position of 
Cajetan denying an innate inclination for the vision of God; (2) the affir 
mation of an elicited natural desire for the vision, as proposed by Sylvester 
of Ferrara; (3) the introduction of the thesis that the natural desire to see 
God is a conditional desire (imperfect willing); and (4) the thesis that St. 
Thomas’s argument for the possibility of the beatific vision given in ST  I, 
q. 12, a. 1, and SrGIII, ch. 51, n. 1, is ultimately a profound argument of 
fittingness, and not a strict demonstration.

Medina and Banez were Spanish Dominicans who had been students 
of Domingo de Soto; both later occupied the first chair of theology at 
Salamanca and served as spiritual directors for St. Teresa of Avila. It is 
uncertain which of these two was first in teaching that the natural desire 
to see God is properly a conditional desire and that the argument for the 
possibility of the beatific vision is not strictly demonstrative. In any case, 
Medina published these ideas first in 1577,1 seven years before Banez 
(1584).2 Sudrez followed shordy thereafter in his Tractatus de ultimo fine

1 Expositio in primatn secundae angelict doctoris D. Thomae Aquinatis, in q. 3, a. 8.
Citations are taken from the edition ofVenice, 1590.

2 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1.
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hominis (1592). O f the three, Medina’s treatment is the least developed, 
and that of Suirez is by far the most complete and profound. In particular, 
Suirez combines the insights of Medina and Banez with reflections on the 
possibility of a state of pure nature and the gratuitousness of grace, form 
ing a synthesis which dominated Thomistic theological reflection for over 
three centuries.3 In this issue the Dominican and Jesuit schools were 
united, despite their deep rivalry on other matters.

Bartolome de Medina
Like de Soto and Toledo, Bartolomd de Medina discusses the question of 
the natural desire to see God in the context of the debate as to whether the 
vision of God is to be referred to as our “natural” or “supernatural” end. 
Although he strongly favors the view that the vision of God is to be under 
stood as our supernatural end,4 he admits there is a certain plausibility in 
the opposing view that the vision of God is our “natural” end, although 
supernaturally acquired.5

Nevertheless, he decidedly rejects the thesis of an innate natural desire 
for the vision of God, as maintained by Scotus and de Soto.6 First, he 
points out that de Soto’s interpretation does violence to the reasoning of 
St. Thomas in the texts concerning the natural desire to see God. In this

3 Suirez’s synthesis on this point was opposed only by theologians opposed to 
Thomism, such as Jansenius and the Jansenists; the Augustinians Noris, Bellelli, 
and Berti; and followers of Scotus in the Franciscan school.

4 Expositio in  prim am  secundae, q. 3, a. 8 (46b): “That thesis which asserts that to 
see God is our completely supernatural end is truer, more in conformity with the 
writings of the saints, and more apt for teaching and preaching, for the reasons 
supporting this view are more efficacious and more in conformity with Sacred 
Scripture.”

5 Ibid., 46a.
6 Ibid.: “That thesis which asserts that we are inclined towards the vision of God by 

an inclination of nature [pondus naturae), independently of knowledge and with 
out an elicited act of the will, is false and indefensible [improbabilis]. In the first 
place, it is openly against the reasoning of St. Thomas who speaks in the texts 
cited above [I, q. 12, a. 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 8; ScGIII, chs. 50-51] of a desire proceed 
ing from a knowledge of the effects. Furthermore, it is contrary to truth because 
the natural desire for the final end belongs to man insofar as he is man. This 
means that it belongs to man insofar as he is rational, and therefore it must follow 
on the presence of knowledge. A pondus naturae without knowledge is common 
both to beasts and to men. Furthermore, this desire is a desire of the will. The 
object of the will is the good as proposed by the intellect. Therefore it must follow 
on knowledge. This is confirmed by the feet that the will, even if it is considered 
as nature, always has an apprehended good for its object. Therefore its desire fol 
lows on knowledge.”



M e d i n a ,  B a n e z ,  a n d  S u a r e z

he is evidently correct, and is followed by the great majority of Thomists 
up to the twentieth century.

He then offers a philosophical argument, denying that a natural desire 
proper to man can be an innate appetite. The desire to see God must be a 
desire that is specific to and characteristic of man as man. What is specific to 
man as such is the presence of reason and intellectual knowledge. Therefore, 
the natural desire to see God must be a desire based on the presence of intel 
lectual knowledge, and thus must be an elicited desire of the will. A pondus 
naturae, on the contrary, is common to beasts and rocks as well as men.

After giving his view of the natural desire to see God, Medina responds 
to the objections of Scotus and de Soto. A well-known objection, used by 
Scotus, de Soto, and Toledo, is based on the famous phrase of St. Augustine 
from the opening of the Confessions'. “You have made us for Yourself, and 
our hearts are resdess until they rest in You.” This would seem to imply the 
existence of an innate desire in man’s heart for the vision of God. Medina 
replies, in the words of St. Thomas (ST I, q. 62, a. 1), that beatitude is 
twofold: natural and supernatural. The connatural end of the intellectual 
creature is to contemplate and worship God insofar as this is possible for 
that nature. The natural appetite for beatitude would come to rest in this 
end. Medina supports this assertion with St. Thomas’s doctrine on limbo, 
in which the souls of unbaptized children would have a natural felicity. 
Medina follows the doctrine of De malo, q. 5, a. 3, according to which 
these souls would not have knowledge of the supernatural end of which 
they were deprived. For this reason they would desire nothing more than 
what they have, and so their natural desire would be at rest.

A desire for supernatural happiness, on the other hand, stems from 
supernatural faith, hope, and charity. This desire, of course, cannot come 
to rest short of the vision of God. According to Medina, it was with refer 
ence to this supernatural desire that St. Augustine said: “You have made us 
for Yourself. .  ”7 * * 10

7 Ibid., 46b: “There are two kinds of beatitude. One is natural, in the attainment of
which natural appetite comes to rest, and this is to know and worship God, inso 
far as is possible for nature, a beatitude beautifully described by Aristotle in book
10 of the Ethics. Therefore, if man or angel attains this beatitude, his appetite will 
be at rest, especially if he never knew the existence of any other beatitude, as can 
be seen in the children in limbo, who, according to the opinion of the theolo 
gians, ate blessed with a natural beatitude, and who desire nothing further, for 
they have no knowledge of anything further. . . . The other beatitude is supernat 
ural, in the attainment of which the supernatural appetite of hope and charity 
comes to rest, spoken of by St. Augustine: “You have made us, Lord, for Yourself.” 

Medina’s response here could be made more precise. It would be better to say 
that the natural happiness such as is experienced by the souls in limbo satisfies all 
proportionate and unconditional natural desire, but does not satisfy the elicited
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Medina also responds to various arguments taken from de Soto. The 
latter argued that all men have a natural desire for happiness, and thus 
there is an implicit natural desire for that reality in which our true beati 
tude lies, which is nothing other than the vision of God. This natural desire 
cannot be for something vague and indeterminate because natural appetite 
is determined to one.8 Medina responds simply that the natural desire for 
happiness is realized, on the natural plane, in knowing, worshiping, and 
glorifying God as much as our nature permits.9

De Soto argued that “the resting of the blessed in the vision of God is 
most natural. Therefore, the motion by which we are carried to it is natu 
ral.”10 He also gives another argument which is practically the same: “The 
blessed in heaven are necessitated to love God, as sound doctrine teaches. 
However, this necessity could not come from outside, but only from the 
inclination of the will. Since they have their good present to them, they 
rest in it and desire nothing else.”* 8 9 10 11

Medina responds to both of these arguments by asserting that our 
soul naturally rests in our supernatural end, not because that end is “natu 
ral,” but because it “eminently contains all that our soul can naturally 
desire.”12 This response, although simple, is profound and important, for 
Medina is responding here to a common objection. It is often said that it 
would not be understandable how the vision of God would make us 
blessed, or how its absence would cause the pain of damnation, if we were 
not naturally inclined to it with an innate inclination, and if it were not 
our natural end. This objection is often formulated in the twentieth cen 
tury by saying that the rejection of a natural inclination for the vision of 
God would imply an “extrinsic” conception of our supernatural destiny. 
Medinas response is that the vision of God is necessarily “beatific” for the 
blessed, not because it directly corresponds to an innate natural inclination

imperfect (conditional) natural desire to see God. This is the solution given by 
Bifiez. This would also harmonize perfectly with St. Thomas’s earlier text on 
limbo: II Sent., d. 33. q. 2, a. 2, ad 2.

8 Medina, Expositio inprimam secundae, q. 3, a. 8 (44a). De Lubac formulates prac 
tically the same argument in Mystery, 55-56 [71-72].

9 Medina, Expositio inprimam secundae, 47a: “With regard to the first argument of 
de Soto, I concede that with a natural appetite we desire our natural beatitude, 
which is to know God, insofar as our nature can know Him, and to worship and 
glorify Him; but not to see Him face to face.”

10 Ibid., 44a.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid., 47a: “For although that end is supernatural, the soul rests naturally in its 

attainment, for it eminently contains all that our soul can desire. Similarly, the 
humanity [of Christ] naturally rests in the divine Word, even though it does not 
have its own existence, but the existence of the divine Word, for the divine exis 
tence gives more eminendy whatever human existence would give.”
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of man or angel, but because it superabundantly contains all that to which 
we are naturally inclined with an innate appetite.13

In other words, our supernatural end is not something foreign to our 
natural end, but contains everything that corresponds to our connatural end 
(loving contemplation of God) in a higher and more eminent way. This cor 
responds to a fundamental principle of St. Thomas: a perfection on a higher 
level contains within it, in a more eminent way, the perfections present in a 
lower order.14 * The axiom that grace perfects nature is an application of 
this more general principle. Therefore, our supernatural end perfectly and 
superabundantly satiates not only the natural inclination stemming from 
our nature alone, but also elicited natural desires based on knowledge, and 
supernatural desire stemming from the presence of grace and the theolog 
ical virtues.

Finally, de Soto argues that the intellect by its own nature is inclined 
to its object. However, the vision of God is included within the adequate 
object of the intellect, which is being in all its extension. If it were not, 
even God could not elevate it beyond the limits of its formal object. 
Therefore, the intellect is naturally inclined to the vision of God.13

Medina responds that every faculty is naturally inclined to its object in 
general, but is not naturally inclined to every particular thing that falls 
within the limits of its adequate object, whenever that particular object is 
disproportionate to it. For example, the sun is included in the general 
object of sight. However, no one would say that our eye has a natural incli 
nation to see die sun, for our eye is not proportioned to its excessive bril 
liance. Likewise, our intellect is not naturally proportioned to the vision of 
God, and so it does not naturally incline to that vision, even though the 
vision of Gods essence is the highest intelligible object.16

13 Ibid., 47a: “To the third objection I respond that the feet that the will of the 
blessed—on the basis of their natural inclination—is satiated in the vision of God 
does not mean that this vision is their natural end. Rather, it means that the vision 
supereminently contains all that can be desired."

14 See, for example, ST1, q. 60, a. 1.
13 Medina, Expositio inprimam secundae, q, 3, a. 8 (44a-b).
^  Ibid., 47a: "To the fourth I respond that every power is naturally inclined to its 

object in general, but it is not necessary that it be naturally inclined to everything 
that is contained within its object, when it is disproportionate and excessive, as in 
the case of sight with respect to the light of the sun.” Those who oppose Medinas 
position—like Scorns, de Soto, and Toledo—would logically have to admit that 
the eye has a natural appetite for seeing the sun, although it lacks the means to do 
so. It is interesting to note that St. Robert Beliarmine, who continues to follow the 
position of de Soto and Toledo according to which there is an innate inclination to 
the vision of God (which is considered to be our “natural end,” according to 
appetite, but not according to realization), actually asserts that the eye of a bat has 
a natural appetite to see the sun, an appetite, however, which will remain forever in
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Banez
Bdfiez treats the natural desire to see God in his commentary on STl,  q. 12, 
a. I,17 and I—II, q. 3, a. 8.18 19 Like Medina, Banez rejects the thesis of his for 
mer teacher, de Soto, who had posited a pondus naturae or innate inclination 
for the vision of God, implying also that there is a natural potency for the 
beatific vision, and that the vision is properly our “natural” end. Here Banez 
is in full agreement with Cajetan’s arguments against Scotus, which he 
applies against de Soco. In feet, he uses two of Cajetans arguments from D e  
p o ten tia  n e u tr a l  (1) natural passive potency always corresponds to natural 
active powers; (2) the existence of a natural potency for the vision of God in 
all intellectual creatures would mean that angels would have been naturally 
able to know of their capacity to see God, simply through knowing their 
own nature. For B&fiez, like Cajetan, this is absurd, because it would mean 
that they could have natural knowledge of supernatural things.

Bdnez adds an additional argument. Man’s body does not have a nat 
ural potency or natural inclination for receiving the form of glory, 
although this is the maximum perfection for matter. Prime matter is only 
in natural potency to natural forms.20 Likewise, our soul has no natural 
potency or inclination for its glorification. Obviously, this is because 
glory—whether of body or soul—is a supereminent perfection, which 
exceeds the natural proportion of human nature.

It follows, therefore, for Bdnez as for Cajetan, that the capacity of the 
intellectual creature for the vision of God is an obediential potency that is 
proper to man and rooted in his intellectual nature. Secondly, he notes that 
this idea of a specific obediential potency is what is meant by St. Thomas 
when he says—in Biblical language—that man is capable of grace in that he

vain because it is not proportionate to its nature. See Bellarmine, D e gratia prim i 
hominis, ch. 7 (Opera omnia, 5:191a): “We have an example of this in the bat, 
which has a natural capacity and appetite to see the sun, and yet we believe that it 
will never see the sun, but only the weak and obscure light which is not only the 
natural, but also the proportionate, object of its eyes.” In other words, for Bel 
larmine, the assertion of an innate natural desire in man for the vision of God—as 
in the eye of a bat for the vision of the sun—does not imply that such a desire can 
not be in vain. Thus Bellarmine preserves the gratuitousness of the vision of God. 
However, Medina’s position seems much more reasonable and is in conformity 
with the texts of St. Thomas asserting that natural inclination is directed to a per 
fection proportionate to the nature of the creature.

17 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (245-51).
18 Comentarios inidttos a la Prima secundae de Santo Tomds, 122-32. These two com 

mentaries are very similar. However, Bifiez himself only published the commentary 
on I, q. 12, a. 1; the commentary on I-II, q. 3, a. 8, has been preserved from lecture 
notes.

19 Scholastica commentaria in  prim am  partem, q. 12, a. 1 (250).
20 See St. Thomas, S T l ,  q. 7, a. 2, ad 3.
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is made in the image of God. Third, he observes that because this capacity is 
specific to man and rooted in his intellectual nature, it is sometimes spoken 
of by St. Thomas as natural in this respect, as in 57111, q. 9, a. 2, ad 3.21

For Bdnez, the vision of God is clearly our supernatural end. He notes 
that St. Thomas never calls the vision of God our natural end. This is 
because “the notion of order is taken from the end.” If the vision of God 
were our “natural end,” properly speaking, then the entire economy of 
grace would be the “natural order” properly speaking, which is absurd! 
This would annihilate the distinction between die natural and supernatu 
ral orders.22 Furthermore, we can see by induction that the natural end of 
a thing is that which it can naturally attain.

Having rejected the existence of an innate appetite or pondus naturae 
for the vision of God, Bdnez’s second conclusion is that the natural desire 
to see God spoken of by St. Thomas is an elicited act of the will following 
on knowledge of the existence of God.23 He thus affirms, like Sylvester of 
Ferrara and Medina, that it is an elicited natural desire, following on 
knowledge of the effects of the first cause of things. Any desire which 
arises as a consequence of acquired knowledge is by definition an elicited 
movement o f the willy moved precisely by a consideration of the goodness 
of an object apprehended. The reasoning of St. Thomas would be to no 
effect unless he is speaking of an elicited desire. If it were not an elicited 
act but a kind of pondus naturae, as de Soto thought, why should St. 
Thomas go through the trouble to demonstrate how the desire to know 
the essence of the first cause naturally arises (is elicited) upon knowledge 
of the existence of God and the hiddenness of His essence?

In opposition to Cajetan’s commentary on ST  I, q. 12, a. 1, Binez 
notes that this desire to see God does not presuppose supernatural knowl 
edge. It is enough to know that God exists and exceeds our natural knowl 
edge. Nevertheless, this elicited desire to see God is not present from the 
beginning in all men, but requires prior knowledge of God’s existence.24

21 Scholastica commentaria in primampartem, q. 12, a. 1 (250).
22 Comentarios irUditos a la Prima secundae, q. 3, a. 8, n. 10 (126): “The notion of 

supernatural end is distinct from that of natural end. Therefore, if God dearly 
seen is the supernatural end, this cannot also be the natural end in the same 
respect. This is confirmed, because simply speaking the order of nature is not the 
order of grace. Therefore, simply speaking, the natural end is not the supernatural 
end. This follows, because the notion of order is taken from the end.”

23 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (249): “Man can have a natu 
ral appetite—elicited by means o f his natural powers— which will be a conditional and 
inefficacious desire to see God, This is proved by the argument used by St. Thomas in 
this arride . . .  and which is further developed in ScGIII, chs. 49 and 50.”

24 Ibid., 249: “Man naturally desires to know what he knows himself to be ignorant of. 
However, man naturally can know that God is pure act, and exceedingly excellent.
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In this way Bdnez refutes the position both of Cajetan (in his commentary 
on I, q. 12, a. 1) and de Soto.

In his commentary on STI ,  q. 12, a. 1, Bdnez does not mention the 
thesis of Sylvester of Ferrara, according to which the natural desire to see 
God is natural in the sense of a natural necessitation of the will, as dis 
cussed by St. Thomas in S7T-II, q. 10, aa. 1-2. Instead, he interprets the 
term “natural” to mean that the desire comes from the powers of nature. 
In other words, it is a “natural” desire as opposed to “supernatural.” Bdnez 
takes no position on whether the natural desire to see God is a free or a 
naturally necessitated desire. Sylvester of Ferrara’s thesis is simply absent.25

This lack of appreciation for this insight of Sylvester of Ferrara was 
repeated by many other excellent Thomists down to our own century. As 
Garrigou-Lagrange notes, the majority of Thomists have held that the 
desire to see God is a free desire rather than necessary with regard to spec 
ification.26 Although this may not affect the interpretation of St. Thomas’s 
argument in a fundamental way, it fails to grasp the precise way in which 
the natural desire to see God is a “natural desire.”

Vazquez
Gabriel Vdzquez (1549-1604), a contemporary of Suarez and a fellow 
Jesuit, treated the question of the natural desire to see God in his com 
mentary on the Summa theologiae.27 The interpretation of Vazquez is 
noteworthy for its fidelity to the basic insights of Sylvester of Ferrara. In 
his commentary on I, q. 12, a. 1, Vdzquez writes:

It will be proven—according to the judgment of St. Thomas and 
according to true doctrine—that in the rational creature there cannot

Therefore, he desires to know what God is and the mode of His being.. .. However, 
we say . . . that man can have this desire, because not all have it, just as all do not 
know that God exists.”
However, in his commentary on I-II, q. 3, a. 8 (never published by Banez), he 
direcdy rejects Sylvester’s thesis.

26 See De revelations, 1:369. The exceptions to this trend are Suarez and Vdzquez, 
who held that the natural desire to see God is “necessary with regard to specifica 
tion,” in accordance with I-II, q. 10, a. 1. Garrigou-Lagrange himself holds the 
natural desire to see God to be a free desire (see 369). The Salmanticenses main 
tain a middle road, holding it to be natural in the sense of necessary with regard 
to specification, u t in plttribus, but not with an absolute necessity, as in the case of 
the natural desire for happiness in general. See Salmanticenses, Cursus tbeologicus, 
tract. 2, on S7T, q. 12, a. 1, disp. 1, dubium 5, n. 84 (1:118).

27 Vdzquez treats the question in his commentary on S7T, q. 12, a. 1, in Commen- 
tariontm  ac disputationum in prim am  partem Sancti Thomae, vol. 1 (Compluti, 
1598), and in his commentary on S7T-II, q. 5, a. 8, in Commentariorum ac dis 
putationum  in primam secundae Sancti Thomae, vol. 1 (Compluti, 1599).
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be a natural appetite according to the mode of an innate potency for 
the clear vision of God. Rather, the natural appetite to see God is an 
elicited desire, which follows not simply on nature and being, but on 
knowledge, as can be manifesdy seen from the text of this article. In 
other words, we do not naturally desire the vision because we are capa 
ble o f it. Indeed, this is not a natural potency, nor a natural appetite 
according to die mode of a [natural] potency, but what is normally 
called an obediential capacity by theologians. Because we see the effects 
and creatures of God and realize that God is their Author, we natu 
rally desire to see Him. This desire is called an elicited appetite by the 
ologians. The other kind of desire is referred to as an innate appetite.25 * * 28

Vdzquez distinguishes two lands of natural desire: (1) that based on ones 
nature and natural potencies, which he refers to as innate natural appetite, 
and (2) that based on knowledge, which is an elicited desire proper to the 
rational creature. The innate natural appetite based “simply on nature and 
being” always follows on the presence of natural active and passive 
forces.29 However, an elicited natural desire does not necessarily imply the 
presence of natural active and passive potencies for the object of the desire, 
precisely because it is caused by knowledge, which is open to realities that 
transcend the limitations of human or angelic nature. Thus, there can be a 
natural desire in the rational creature for something that exceeds the facul 
ties of nature, as long as it can be naturally grasped to be good.

Given this premise, it clearly follows that the natural desire to see God 
must be an elicited desire and not an innate appetite. First, this is because 
St. Thomas is speaking of a desire aroused by knowledge of God’s effects 
in the world and the realization that there must be a first cause.30

25 Commentariorum ac disputationum inprimampartem, q. 12, a. 1, disp. 36 (1:289).
29 See Vdzquez’s commentary on S7T—II, q. 5, a. 8, in Commentariorum ac disputa 

tionum in primam secundae, disp. 22, ch. 2, nn. 8-9 (1:214b—215a)*. “There are two
kinds of appetite. One is elicited, which is called a desire, and is a certain act of an 
appetitive faculty towards some future object. . . . The other appetite is innate, 
which is only by way of potency and inclination to some perfection, without any 
elicited act of desire. . . . Secondly, it should be noted that this innate appetite,
which is not elicited, always arises from and follows on the existence of some 
potency. Every potency, by the very fact that it lacks the perfection that it can
have, is metaphorically said to desire it.”

30 Ibid., ch. 4, n. 20 (218b-19a): “First of all, it should be held to be certain that St. 
Thomas—in this article [I—II, q. 3, a. 8] and everywhere else in which he speaks 
of this matter—is always speaking not of an innate appetite according to the 
mode of potency, but of an elicited appetite, as Cajetan and Ferrariensis also 
frankly admit. . . and as can easily be seen from the texts of St. Thomas. In this 
article, and in I, q. 12, a. 1, he shows there is a natural desire to see God, in that 
having seen effects, we desire to know their causes. From this it can manifestly be 
inferred to be an elicited desire or appetite, because that appetite which follows on
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Secondly, this desire must be elicited because it exceeds our natural 
active powers and passive potencies, which must correspond to one another. 
Therefore, we can only have a (specific) obediential potency for the vision of 
God. However, an obediential potency—in contrast to a natural passive 
potency—does not imply an innate natural appetite, which follows solely on 
the presence of natural potency in the proper sensed1

In order to show that the capacity of the intellectual creature for the 
vision of God is properly an obediential potency, Vdzquez adds an argu 
ment drawn from Cajetan. If one claimed that there is a natural potency 
for supernatural perfections such as the vision of God, then logically one 
would have to conceive them as “natural perfections” and the vision of 
God as our “natural end.” However, Vdzquez notes that this is contrary to 
the common teaching of Catholic theologians.* 31 32 Therefore, there can be 
no natural potency for a perfection that is supernatural in itself, such as 
grace, the hypostatic union, or the vision of God.

Furthermore, the means ordered to the vision of God are supernatu 
ral: sanctifying grace, the theological virtues, gifts of the Holy Spirit, and 
the light of glory. If the means to an end are intrinsically and necessarily 
supernatural, then the end itself must be said to be supernatural, as well as 
the inclination to that end.33

At this point Vazquez poses an objection. The soul surely has a natu 
ral inclination to be rejoined to the body, even though this exceeds all nat 
ural forces. Thus it seems that there can be an innate natural inclination 
for an end that exceeds the active powers of nature. Vdzquez responds that 
the natural inclination of the soul to be rejoined to the body is quite dif 
ferent from the desire to see the vision of God, because the object of the 
former desire is supernatural only according to its mode o f realization, 
whereas the object of the latter is supernatural in itself Since the soul is 
naturally joined to the body, in virtue of its very nature it will be inclined

knowledge is elicited . . . whereas innate appetite follows not on knowledge but 
on nature. This can also be seen from the fact that St. Thomas in the aforesaid 
texts says that this desire is one of wonder. . . . The desire which is born of won 
der is elicited and not innate, as is manifest.”

31 Ibid., ch. 2, n. 10 (215b): “The innate appetite to some form can only be said to 
be natural from the fact that it follows on some natural potency. For the inclina 
tion to a certain form by way of desire and appetite corresponds to the kind of 
potency that there is to that form. Therefore, if the potency is not a natural 
potency, then the inclination and the appetite will not be said to be natural. How 
ever, in the rational creature there is no natural potency to beatitude [i.e. super 
natural]. Therefore, this appetite cannot be said to be natural.”

32 Ibid., ch. 2, n. 12 (216a): “All commonly teach that the dear vision of God is a 
supernatural perfection by its very nature, and not just on account of the mode of 
realizing it,” as Scotus had taught.

33 Ibid., ch. 3, n. 17 (217b).
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to reestablish its substantial unity. However, if one applies the same rea 
soning to the vision of God, one destroys the entire supernatural order. 
The vision of God cannot be natural to us like the union of body and 
soul! Thus there can be an innate natural appetite for what is supernatural 
only according to its mode o f realization, but not for what is supernatural 
in itself

In summary, Vazquez’s argumentation is simple, clear, and efficacious, 
and seems to be based principally on Sylvester of Ferrara’s interpretation of 
ScG III, ch. 51, and Cajetan’s critique of Scotus.

Suarez: D ebitum  Naturae and the Possibility 
of a State of Pure Nature
Terminological Clarification: Innate and Elicited Appetite
In various contexts,34 the eminent Jesuit theologian Francisco Suarez takes 
up the question of whether there exists an innate natural appetite or pondus 
naturae for the vision of God. Like Cajetan, Sylvester of Ferrara, Medina, 
Bdnez, and Vdzquez, he vigorously rejects this hypothesis.

Like Vdzquez, he begins by distinguishing between innate appetite and 
elicited desire. This terminology subsequendy becomes universal among 
Scholastic authors. As mentioned above,35 36 37 these terms are an innovation 
with respect to the terminology of St. Thomas, for whom the word 
“innate” is more or less synonymous with “natural” and rarely connected 
with appetite oc desire. Nevertheless, this distinction respects his thought.

In his Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 1, Sudrez specifies that innate 
appetite is the inclination of every nature or every faculty of the soul for its 
proportionate perfection, which lies in the actualization of its natural active 
and passive potencies.3̂  Scotus’s notion of voluntas naturalist and de 
Soto’s pondus naturae are also referred to by Sudrez as “innate appetite.” 
The fundamental difference between Suarez’s understanding of the innate

34 Suarez deals with this question in four principal places: his commentary on 1, q. 12, 
a. 1, in Opera omnia (Paris: Vivfes, 1856-1866; all citations of Sudrez refer to chis 
edition), 1:65-67; De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, “De appetitu beatitudinis” 
{Opera omnia, 4:149-56), first published in 1592; “De statibus humanae natu 
rae,” esp. ch. 1 {Opera omnia, 7:181-85); and Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 30 
{Opera omnia, 26:154-55).

35 See chapter 2, pp. 13-16 above.
36 Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 1, §6, n. 3 [Opera omnia, 25:53): “[Innate 

appetite] is nothing other than the natural inclination [naturalispropewio\ which 
each thing has towards some good. This inclination in passive potencies is nothing 
other than their natural capacity, and a relation o f proportionality with their own 
perfection. In active potencies it is the natural power of acting."

37 As in Ordinatio IV, d. 49, q. 10, nn. 2-3.
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appetite of the will and that of Scotus and de Soto is that Sudrez maintains 
that this inclination is directed toward man’s proportionate perfection,38 
whereas Scotus and de Soto hold that it is directed to supernatural perfec 
tion. In this way Sudrez decisively limits the range of innate appetite— 
whether of the intellect or will—to what can be achieved by natural active 
forces. In order to show that there cannot be an innate appetite for the 
vision of God, Suarez offers two fundamental arguments. One is philo 
sophical, centering on the idea that “innate appetite” is always correlative 
with connatural active forces. The other is theological and is based on the 
Thomistic notion of debitum naturae.

Innate Appetite Is Always Correlative 
with Natural Active Forces
Sudrez asserts that innate natural appetite is “always based on, or rather, is 
identical with, natural powers, whether active, or at least passive, to which 
there always corresponds some natural active power, according to the doc 
trine of Aristotle. . . . Since, therefore, there is no natural potency in the 
creature for that act [the vision of God], neither can there be a natural 
appetite for it. But we are speaking of innate appetite, which is called pon- 
dus naturae.”39 * 16 * * * * * * 23

38 That innate appetite is directed to a proportionate perfection can be seen in various 
texts of St. Thomas, such as S T l, q. 78, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 10, a. 1, ad 3: “To every 
nature there corresponds one [end] which is proportionate to that nature”; I-II, q.
16, a. 4: "Things which are naturally proportionate to some end are said to have a
natural appetite for it”; I-II, q. 25, a. 2: “Now it is evident that whatever tends to an
end has, in the first place, an aptitude or proportion to that end, for nothing tends
to a disproportionate end”; I-II, q. 26, a. lc and ad 3; I-II, q. 56, a. 6: “The object
of the will is the good of reason proportionate to the will: in respect of this the will
does not need a virtue perfecting it”; I-II, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 3; II—II, q.
26, a. 6; Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8: “The proportionate good moves the appetite; for 
those things are not naturally desired which are not proportionate. That eternal 
beatitude is proportionate to us is from the grace of God”; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2: 
“Nothing can be ordered into any end unless there preexists in it some proportion 
ality to that end, from which a desire for the end originates”; De veritate, q. 22, a. 5: 
“The will itself has a natural appetite for the good which is fining to it"; III Sent., d.
23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3: “From the very nature of the faculty there is an inclina 
tion to the final end proportionate to the nature”; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 5. In this 
last text St. Thomas teaches that the will naturally “tends” to the good proportionate 
to it, and thus needs no virtue in this regard, but it does not naturally “tend” to a 
good which transcends its proportionality, such as the vision of God, and therefore 
it needs to be inclined to that transcendent good by the virtue of charity.

39 Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 30, n. 37 (Opera omnia, 26:154a-b). This argu 
ment is also given by Sudrez in De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §1, n. 10 (Opera 
omnia, 4:153b); “Innate appetite is based on natural potency. But in man there is 
no natural potency for supernatural beatitude. Therefore, neither is there an
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In  o th e r  w ords: (1) In n a te  n a tu ra l a p p e tite  is a  s tr ic t co n seq u en ce  o f  
n a tu ra l ac tive  a n d  passive p o ten c ies . (2) N a tu ra l passive p o ten c ie s  are 
alw ays co rre la tive  w ith  n a tu ra l active pow ers. (3) T h e re fo re , th e re  can  be 
n o  in n a te  n a tu ra l a p p e tite  fo r  a n  o b jec t th a t  exceeds th e  reach  o f  n a tu ra l 
active pow ers. (4) H ow ever, th e  v is io n  o f  G o d  exceeds th e  reach  o f  all n a t 
u ra l ac tive  pow ers, as all agree. (5) T h e re fo re , th e re  can  be n o  in n a te  n a tu  
ra l a p p e tite  fo r  th e  v is io n  o f  G o d .

T h e  d ifficu lty  o f  th is  d e m o n s tra tio n  lies in  d e te rm in in g  th e  v a lid ity  o f  
th e  seco n d  p ro p o s itio n , w h ic h  is p h ilo so p h ica l a n d  p ro p o se d  as un iversally  
va lid  (also fo r  in te llec tu a l n a tu re ). I n  th is , Sudrez is fo llo w in g  C a je ta n s  cri 
tiq u e  o f  S co tus in  D epoten tia  neutra.

A s seen  above, so m e th eo lo g ian s— su c h  as S co tu s , d e  L u b ac , a n d  
L ap o rta -—d o  n o t  accep t th e  un iversal v a lid ity  o f  th e  A ris to te lian  p rin c ip le  
th a t  n a tu ra l passive p o ten c ie s  alw ays co rre sp o n d  to  n a tu ra l active pow ers. 
H ow ever, i t  has also been  sh o w n  above th a t  S t. T h o m a s  very  freq u en tly  
sta tes th is  p rin c ip le  as un iversally  va lid  w ith o u t ever a llu d in g  to  a n y  excep 
tio n s o r  a n y  lim ita tio n  o f  its  v a lid ity  w ith  regard  to  ra tio n a l crea tu res.* 40

T h is  a rg u m e n t o f  Sudrez is p a rticu la rly  efficacious in  th a t  it  is based  
o n  th e  cause  o f  in n a te  n a tu ra l ap p e tite : n a tu ra l active a n d  passive p o te n  
cies. F u rth e rm o re , i f  o n e  w ere  to  cha llenge  th e  v a lid ity  o f  p ro p o s itio n  (2) 
(A risto tle’s ax iom ), o n e  w o u ld  hav e  to  ex p la in  th e  genesis o f  an  in n a te  n a t 
u ra l a p p e tite  fo r  a n  o b je c t exceeding n a tu ra l active  forces.

T h e  sam e basic a rg u m e n t is also s ta ted  b y  Suarez in  te rm s o f  o b ed ien  
tia l p o ten cy : “T h e re  is n o  n a tu ra l active o r  passive p o te n c y  in  m a n  w ith  
regard  to  th e  beatific  v is io n , n o r  w ith  regard  to  grace, w h ic h  h as th e  v ision  
as its  c o n n a tu r a l  e n d . H o w ev er, n a tu r a l  a p p e ti te  fo llo w s o n  n a tu ra l  
p o tency , fo r  a n  o b ed ien tia l p o te n c y  does n o t  suffice. . . . F o r w h o  w o u ld  
say  th a t  h u m a n  n a tu re  h as a n  in n a te  a p p e tite  fo r th e  h y p o s ta tic  u n io n , 
even th o u g h  i t  has an  o b ed ien tia l cap ac ity  fo r  it?”41

"Nature's Due" according to St. Thomas
Sudrez’s m o s t p o w erfu l a n d  im p o r ta n t a rg u m en ts  ag a in s t th e  existence o f  
an  in n a te  a p p e tite  fo r  th e  v is ion  o f  G o d  are  s tr ic tly  co n n e c te d  w ith  th e  
w e ll-k n o w n  th e s is  m a in ta in in g  th e  h y p o th e t ic a l p o s s ib il ity  th a t  G o d  
co u ld , w ith o u t ab su rd ity , crea te  in te lle c tu a l c reatu res w ith o u t  o rd e r in g

innate appetite for it.” See also “De statibus humanae naturae,” ch. 1, n. 8 (Opera 
omnia, 7:181b).

40 See J.-H . Nicolas, Les profbndeurs de la grdce, 347: “If  St. Thomas never repudi 
ated the principle o f Averroes, if  he never excluded intellectual natures from its 
field o f application, it is because it is truly a universal and binding principle.”

41 “De statibus humanae naturae,” ch. 1, n. 21 (Opera omnia, 7:185b). likewise in 
De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §1, nn. 6 -7  (Opera omnia, 4:152a-b).



THE NAT URA L DESIRE TO SEE GOD

them to the vision of God (although we know by Revelation that He has 
not done so).42 This thesis has come to be referred to as the possibility of 
a “state of pure nature.” Here we are not interested in the details of this 
thesis, but only with the assertion of the possibility (i.e. non-absurdity) o f  a  
natural happiness fo r  the intellectual creature short of the vision of God.43 
The “state of pure nature” is normally understood by Scholastic theolo 
gians to refer to a state in which God would give to man only what 
belongs to or follows from the constitutive principles of human nature, 
together with those aids of Gods providence that are due to human nature 
so that it may reach its proportionate and connatural final end.44

Suarez supports his assertion of the possibility of a state of pure nature 
and a natural beatitude by a theological argument that relies on the 
Thomistic notion of what is due to nature (debitum  naturae). It will be 
helpful, therefore, to make a digression to examine this notion as it appears 
in the texts of St. Thomas, who uses it to elucidate the Biblical notion of 
the gratuitous gift of grace.45 Just as the “supernatural” presupposes the nat-

42 For further discussion, see B. Romeyer, “La thdorie suar&ienne d’un £tat de 
nature pure," Archives de philosophic 18 (1949): 37-63.

43 Guy de Broglie, in Appendix 3 of his De fine ultimo humanae vitae (Paris: Beau- 
chesne, 1948), 250-51, observes that it is important to distinguish three distinct 
theses which can tend to be confused with one another: (a) the possibility for God 
not to call man (or angels) to the vision of God; (b) the possibility of a “state of pure 
nature”; and (c) the assertion of an innate apperite for the vision of God. For de 
Broglie, (a) is a dogmatic question stricdy connected with the gratuitousness of our 
supernatural vocation, which does not presuppose any particular philosophical sys 
tem. Position (b), on the other hand, is a theological thesis based on a philosophical 
understanding of “nature,” which might not be accepted by some theologians— 
such as nominalists in the line of Ockham—who would still accept (a). Position (c) 
is also a theological thesis held by theologians such as Scotus who seem to have also 
accepted position (a). Sudrez, as will be seen below, argues that (c) is really incom 
patible with (a)—a dogmatic proposition—as well as with (b), and therefore (c) 
should be rejected.

44 For the notion of the “state of pure nature,” see Sudrez, “De statibus humanae 
naturae,” ch. 1, n. 3 (Opera omnia, 7:179b-80a): “The state of pure nature 
includes and requires two things, one positive and the other negative. The positive 
is that in it human nature would have its essential perfection with all its natural 
faculties together with the providence and concursus of God naturally due to it. 
The negative part is that nothing would be added to that nature not due to it, 
whether good or bad.” A good summary of what is understood by the “state of 
pure nature” is given by C. R. Billuart, Summa Sancti Thomae, "Tractatus de gra 
tia, ”vol. 3, diss. 2, praeambula, a. 1 (Lequette, 3:27-28). See also V. Cathrein, 
“De natural! hominis beatitudine,” Gregorianum 11 (1930): 398.

45 Comp, theol I, ch. 214: “A rhing is said to be given gratis if it is in no way due. A 
thing may be due in rwo ways, either according to nature or according to opera 
tion. According to nature, whatever the natural order of a thing requires is due to
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ural, likewise the gratuitous presupposes the contrary notion of what is due 
to nature. Just as the supernatural is completely unintelligible without ref 
erence to nature, so likewise the gratuitous is incomprehensible without the 
opposing notion of natures due.

In his commentary on the Sentences,46 St. Thomas asks whether an act 
of God is said to be just for the sole reason that it is pleasing to Him. The 
answer is no, but the objection is posed that since the potter can make any 
kind of vase that he wishes, without doing any injustice to the clay, the 
same should be true of God. St. Thomas responds that the creation of any 
creature does not pertain to justice, but once a creature with a particular 
nature has been created, it pertains to distributive justice that the creature 
be given what belongs to its nature. But since “the gift of grace is not due 
to the nature,” that gift does not pertain to justice. Otherwise it would not 
be grace. In other words, grace is distinguished from what is natural, 
because what is natural cannot be withheld without injustice with regard 
to the rule of Gods own wisdom, whereas “no injury is done to man, if he 
is not given that which is not due to his nature.”47

The very definition of grace (which comes from gratis-, freely given), is 
that it “excludes the notion of something being due.” In order to explain 
this, St. Thomas distinguishes two ways in which something can be due: 
either on the basis of nature or on the basis of personal merit,48 in that a 
reward is promised to certain acts. Everything that God’s creative wisdom 
has ordained a species to have is due to it: its properties, natural potencies, 
inclinations, ends, and so forth. Natural gifts are gratuitous in the sense 
that they are completely unmerited, but nevertheless they are due to the

it. In this way the possession of reason, hands, and feet is due to man. According 
to operation, a thing is due as recompense is due to a worker. Therefore those gifts 
are given gratis by God to men, which exceed the order of nature and are not 
acquired by merits”; In Boet. de Trin., q. 3, a. 1; ibid., ad 2 (Leonine ed., 50:108); 
IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1. See also Cajetan, De potentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 
3 (207a): “For we generally distinguish natural from supernatural gifts in that the 
former is due to the order of nature, and the latter is above it”; Cajetan, commen 
tary on ST1, q. 62, a. 2, n. 1 (Leonine ed., 5:112): “Gratuitous is said to be that 
which is not due to nature, but is given freely.” See the excellent article by G. Fr£- 
naud, “La gratuitd des dons surnaturels et son opposition aux conclusions de la 
‘Thdologie Nouvelle,’” La peruke catholique 6 (1948): 30-41.

46 IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2: “That God produce such a nature as He 
wills is indifferent with regard to justice. However, once a nature has been created, 
it pertains to His justice that it be given what is fitting to its nature.. .  . Similarly 
it is indifferent with regard to justice that He give grace or not, since the gift of 
grace is not due to nature. But after He has given grace, which is the principle of 
merit, it pertains to justice that He give a reward for merit.”

^  Ibid.
48 See S7T-II, a. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2; Comp, theol. I, ch. 214.
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nature itself which God has willed to institute. Supernatural gifts are not 
due in either sense, and this constitutes their special double gratuitousness, 
on account of which they are given the name of “grace.”

The free gift of the creation of a being with a given nature carries with 
it something that is due to that created nature, in order for it to be and 
unfold according to its nature: “To each is due that which is his.”49 Every 
thing that belongs to a nature by the title of God’s idea  of it is due to it. 
This includes what is essentially ordered to it according to Gods provi 
dence. The ultimate basis of what is due to a given nature lies in. the divine 
wisdom which instituted that nature according to the divine archetype. 
T hat w hich a given nature requires according to the divine plan, both in 
essential and accidental respects, is due to a given nature.50 These things are 
due to the creature, not because God is a debtor to His creature, but 
because they are due to the order of Gods own wisdom.51

The notions of debitum  naturae and grace are illustrated by an analogy 
that St. Thomas gives of a king who freely wills to make someone a knight.52 53 * 
On the basis of this prior free decision, the king is now “bound” to provide 
him with a horse, without which he cannot be a knight. However, he is not 
“bound” to give him a horse with a special excellence, or special arms or 
other marks of distinction, for without these things one can still be a knight. 
These additional gifts augment the well-being and excellence of the knight 
hood that has already been willed, but are not necessary for its coherent exis 
tence. Thus these additional gifts are given freely, over and above what is due.

St. Thomas then applies these distinctions to the divine will with 
regard to man. Once God freely wills mans existence, then what is neces 
sary for mans nature, and without which it cannot exist, is due to that 
nature. However, everything that augments his well-being—if his nature 
can still exist coherently and properly without it—is not willed as some 
thing due to man, but is willed “according to pure generosity.”55

«  STI, q. 21, a. 1, ad 3.
5° See De veritate, q. 23, a. 6, ad 3: “It is due to each natural thing that it have that 

which its nature requires [exigit], both in essential and accidental aspects. That 
this is due depends on the divine wisdom, in that natural things should be such 
that they imitate the proper idea of them which is in the divine mind.”

51 See STI,  q. 21, a. I,ad3 .
52 De veritate, q. 6, a. 2.
53 De veritate, q. 6, a. 2: “His will is inclined first to create something, not as due, but

freely, in that His goodness is manifested in His work. But, given that God wishes
to make something, it follows as something due, on the supposition of His liberal 
ity, that He make those things also without which those that He has first willed 
cannot exist. For example, if He wills to make a man, He must give him reason. 
But wherever something occurs that is not necessary for what God wills, then that 
thing comes from God, not as something due, but through His pure generosity.”
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Once God wills to make man, then reason is due to man, for man can 
not be man without reason. Likewise, who could deny that a proportionate 
final end would be due to him? If he could reach no final end, his existence 
would be absurd and incoherent. The perfection of grace and glory, how 
ever, falls into the category of perfections that are maximally fitting to man 
and immeasurably augment his “well-being,” but which are not such that 
the nature cannot exist coherendy and properly without them. Therefore, 
St. Thomas concludes that grace and glory are not given to man as some 
thing due to him, but by “puce liberality.” It follows that predestination to 
grace and glory is not due to man, but is caused solely by Gods goodness.54

Yet how can one define what a given nature demands? The key lies in 
the notion of proportionality with regard to the principles of the nature 
and to its active powers. In II Sent., d. 39, q. 3, a. I,55 St. Thomas com 
pares human and angelic knowing. Because it belongs to human nature 
that a rational soul is joined with a body, it follows that the form of know 
ing due to human nature is one in which intelligible objects are gained by 
way of sensible objects, and truth is gained through investigation. Because 
the angel has an incorporeal nature, on the other hand, it is due to angelic 
nature to know by infused knowledge. In this case, what is due follows 
from what is proportionate to the mode of being.

On this same basis, St. Thomas determines that the vision of God can 
be due only to God, because only the divine nature can be naturally pro 
portioned to knowing Himself. Although this cannot be due to any crea 
ture, men and angels are raised to this ineffable dignity by glory.56 The

54 Ibid.: “Now, die perfection of grace and glory are goods of this kind, for nature can 
exist without them, in that they surpass the limits of natural powers. Consequendy, 
the fact that God wishes to give grace and glory is due simply to His generosity. 
The reason for His willing these things that arise simply from His generosity is the 
overflowing love of His will for His end: the perfection of His goodness. The cause 
of predestination, therefore, is nothing other than Gods goodness.” See also ad 6 
to this same article: “It pertains to the divine goodness insofar as it is infinite, that 
He give to each thing the perfections it needs according to its nature, insofar as it is 
capable of receiving them. However, this is not required with regard to super-added 
[i.e. supernatural! perfections, among which are glory and grace.”

55 “Since the rational soul is joined to a body, the knowledge due to it according to 
its proper order is the knowledge which proceeds from sensible to intelligible 
things, and it does not arrive at knowledge of the truth without a prior investiga 
tion. For this reason its knowledge is said to be rational. Because the angel is sim 
ply incorporeal and is not united to a body, the knowledge due to its nature is for 
it to apprehend the truth simply without an investigation. On this account its 
nature is referred to as intellectual.”

5(5 See II Sent., d. 23, q. 2, a. 1: “To this vision which is due only to God, angels and 
men are raised by glory”; ST  I, q. 12, a. 4: “It follows that to know self-subsistent 
being is connatural only to the divine intellect.”
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knowledge of God that is due to the condition of human nature, however, 
comes through the mirror of material creation, and to angels there is due a 
knowledge of God which comes through intuitive knowledge of their own 
more sublime angelic nature.

The notion of debitum naturae, as connected with “proportionality,” is 
fundamental in St. Thomas’s first resolution of the question of whether 
the souls of unbaptized children in limbo experience spiritual affliction (II 
Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2). St. Thomas denies that these souls experience any 
spiritual affliction at all, even though in this early work, in contrast to the 
later parallel text in De malo, q. 5, a. 3, he holds it improbable that they 
would be ignorant of the supernatural end in which they can have no part. 
He explains that the vision of God is clearly understood by them not to be 
due to them, because “it is not due to the principles of nature, exceeding 
all of its faculties,” nor could it be attained by any act of their own, for 
they never had the possibility of freely disposing themselves to receive 
grace, having died before the age of reason. Therefore they never were 
“proportioned” to receiving the vision of God, and it is unreasonable for 
someone to afflict himself over the loss of what “exceeds his proportional 
ity,” and which he never had any aptitude for receiving.57

In summary, gratuitous gifts according to St. Thomas are those perfec 
tions which are not due to intellectual nature, precisely because they go 
beyond its proportionality.58 Specific examples of that which exceeds deb-

57 II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2: “It should be realized that if someone lacks what exceeds 
his proportionality, he will not be afflicted, if he follows right reason. He will only 
be afflicted if he lacks that to which in some way he was proportioned. No wise 
man is afflicted that he cannot fly like a bird, or that he is not king or emperor, 
since such things are not due to him. He would be afflicted, however, if he were 
deprived of something which in some way he had an aptitude to possess. Therefore 
I say that every man having the use of free will is proportioned to achieving eternal 
life, because he can prepare himself for grace, by which he is able to merit eternal 
life. Therefore, if he fails to achieve this he will have a maximum sorrow for having 
lost something that could have been his. However, the children [who died before 
the age of reason without Baptism] were never proportioned to having eternal life, 
because this was not due to them from the principles of their nature since it exceeds 
all the powers of nature, nor could they accomplish personal acts by which they 
could have attained so great a good. Therefore, they will not sorrow at all because 
they lack the vision of God; rather they will rejoice in the fact that they participate 
gready in the divine goodness in their natural perfections.”

58 I Sent., d. 20, q. 1, expositio textus: “It is not due to the creature according to his 
nature that he be given a more ample perfection than that which follows from the 
principles of his nature. Therefore if something were added over and above 
rational nature, it would be attributed to grace. Thus it could also be subtracted 
without implying jealousy.”
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itu m  naturae indude graced (both sanctifying grace and special charisms: 
gratia gratis data), original justice,59 60 bodily immortality,61 the theological 
virtues,62 glory,63 and the vision of God.64 65

Specific examples of those things which are due to human nature 
include rationality, hands and feet,63 knowledge coming from sensible 
objects,66 the union of body and soul, senses, and the intrinsic and extrin 
sic aids necessary for mans perfection.67 It is also due to man that other 
animals serve him, because they are ordered to him by Gods providence.68 
Original sin took away nothing that was “due to human nature in virtue 
of its own principles,” but only deprived it of something exceeding its nat 
ural faculties (i.e. the vision of God), “to which it had been ordered by 
something gratuitously given to nature [original justice].”69 A natural 
beatitude consisting in the contemplation of God was due to the angelic 
nature,70 in contrast to the vision of God to which they were gratuitously 
elevated. In general, the necessary means to any end are due to that end.71

59 See IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 3: “Forms which are not due to nature, such as 
grace and the [supernatural] virtues. . IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2; 
De veritate, q. 7, a. 6, ad 7: “To the living creature, the life of nature is due accord 
ing to its essence, but not the life of grace.”

60 See De malo, q. 16, a. 2, ad 17; Comp, theol. I, ch. 195: “This penalty [the depri 
vation of original justice] is nothing but the withdrawal of that which the first 
man was supernaturally given by God, for him to pass on to others. Therefore, it 
was not due to others, except insofar as it was to be passed on to them through the 
first parent”; II Sent., d. 32, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2.

61 See ScGW, ch. 81, n. 1 (#4146): “God, when He established human nature, gave 
something to the human body above that which was due to it through its natural 
principles: a kind of incorruptibility.”

62 See In Boet. de Trin., q. 3, a. 1, ad 2; IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 3.
63 See De veritate, q. 7, a. 6, ad 3: “The providence of God provides life to some 

things as due to their nature [debitum naturae], but the life of glory is not provided 
except through the good-pleasure of his will; thus He gives the life of nature to all 
who can receive it, but not the life of glory”; De veritate, q. 6, a. 2, and ad 6.

64 See STI, q. 12, a. 4; De malo, q. 5, a. 1, ad 15; II Sent., d. 23, q. 2, a. 1: “To this 
vision which is due only to God, angels and men are raised by glory”; De veritate, 
q. 14, a. 10, ad 2; II Sent., d. 32, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2 (on 
limbo); III Sent., q. 27, q. 2, a. 2; De veritate, q. 8, a. 3, ad 17; q. 27, a. 2.

65 See Comp, theol I, ch. 214; 571, q. 21, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2; etc.
66 II Sent., d. 39, q. 3, a. 1.
67 See ScG II, chs. 28-29, n. 17 (#1060).
68 See STI,  q. 21, a. 1, ad 3; 5cGII, chs. 28-29, n. 17 (#1060).
69 See II Sent., d. 32, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2. See also II Sent., d. 30, q. 1, a. 1, ad 3.
70 See II Sent., d. 4, q. 1, a. I. The natural beatitude due to the angels is not the 

vision of the divine essence, but a natural “vision of God” through the mirror of 
their own created being.

71 See ScG II, chs. 28-29, n. 18 (#1061): “It is due to the end that things exist by 
means of which one can attain to the end”; De veritate, q. 6, a. 2. Thus, if the
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Suarez's Argument for the Possibility of a Natural Final End
Once the notion of debitum naturae is clarified, Sudrezs argument for the 
possibility of a connatural final end for man is relatively straightforward, 
for it rests on the distinction between what is gratuitous and what is due:* 72

First, it is certain by faith that there is a beatitude of man that is 
supernatural. . . . That there is also a natural beatitude . . . can be 
shown as follows. If the one beatitude is supernatural, then God 
could—without a miracle—create man without ordering him. to that 
beatitude, nor providing him with the way or means by which he 
could attain it. In doing so, He would not act against what is due to 
such a nature. But man made in such a way would necessarily have 
some natural happiness which he could attain if he so willed. There 
fore, there must necessarily belong to human nature some natural 
happiness in addition to supernatural beatitude.73

Sudrez begins by noting that the existence of a supernatural beatitude for 
man is a truth of faith. Next, he observes: (1) This supernatural end is not 
due to mans nature, for otherwise it would be a natural rather than a 
supernatural end. (2) If our supernatural end is not due to mans nature, 
then it follows that man could be created without being ordered to that 
end. If, on the contrary, man could not be created without being ordered 
to that end, then it would be due to his nature. (3) If, however, man could 
be created without being ordered to the supernatural end of the vision of 
God, he would still have to possess some final end that would be natural. 
(4) There must exist, therefore, a natural happiness corresponding to 
man’s natural powers, in addition to his supernatural end.74

vision of God were the necessary end of human nature, then grace would also be 
due, which is heretical.

72 DeLubac, in Augustinianism and Modem Theology, 158 [176], implies that Sudrez's 
argumentation is philosophical (i.e. Aristotelian) rather than theological: “He him 
self (Sudrez] in an endeavour to repair the gap [of a theory of pure nature’] has 
recourse to a form of argument that appears to be philosophical rather than theo 
logical; in it there is usually no question either of the gratuitousness of the super 
natural to be safeguarded, or of any document of the Magisterium to be complied 
with. This is certainly significant.” De Lubads observation is dearly incorrect, as 
can be seen by the structure of Sudrez’s argument, which centers on the properly 
theological opposition between what is “due” and what is “gratuitous.”

73 See De ultimo fine hotninis, disp. 4, “De beatitudine in communi,” §3, n. 3 (Opera 
omnia, 4:44a).

74 The fundamental reasoning of Sudrez is repeated afterwards by many authors, and 
can be found practically unchanged, for example, 250 years later in M. J- 
Scheeben, Nature and Grace, trans. C. Vollert (St. Louis: Herder, 1954), 93: “The 
Church necessarily supposes that there is a natural goal and end; for it teaches that
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Proposition (1) is supported by 5T I-II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2, in which 
St. Thomas specifies that supernatural grace receives the name “grace” 
(gratis) because it is not due either to any personal merits or to the nature 
of the creature. That which is true of grace is also true of the supernatural 
final end to which we are ordered by grace: the vision of God.* 7̂

Proposition (2) is based on the fact that a given perfection is due to 
the condition of a nature if that nature cannot exist fittingly without it. In 
feet, this is precisely what is meant by the notion of debitum naturae as 
understood by St. Thomas. Suarezs position is supported, for example, by 
De veritate, q. 6, a. 2, in which St. Thomas reasons that grace and glory— 
in contrast with reason—are gratuitous and not due precisely because 
intellectual nature can be willed by God without them. To say that intel 
lectual nature could be willed by God without also willing grace and glory 
is the same as to say that God could create an intellectual creature without 
willing to elevate him to the beatific vision.

Proposition (3) is based on the fact that every nature must have a cor 
responding final end to which it is naturally ordered and without which it 
would be unintelligible and absurd. If men or angels could be willed by 
God without grace and glory—as St. Thomas implies in De veritate, q. 6, 
a. 2—they would still need to have a final end proportionate to their 
nature. For this reason, St. Thomas frequently speaks of a connatural end 
for the intellectual creature, proportioned to his nature, in contrast with 
his supernatural end, to which he is proportioned by grace.7̂  In feet, ordi 
nation to a final end is clearly due to nature.77 Thus it pertains to the jus 
tice of God to order each nature to a natural end fitting or proportionate 
to it.78 If the ordination to a given end—such as the vision of God—is

the end now appointed for nature, consisting as it does in the beatific vision of 
God, is absolutely supernatural, and is to be communicated to us by a special 
grace. And yet there must be a necessary end for nature.” Scheeben’s reasoning 
implies the same four steps as that of Sudrez, although they are not all made 
explicit: (1) The Church teaches that the vision of God is our supernatural end, 
gratuitously given. (2) The feet that it is said to be supernatural and gratuitous 
implies that human nature could be created by God and remain without that 
which is supernatural and gratuitous. (3) However, such a nature would still 
require a necessary final end. This implies a fourth proposition (which Scheeben 
develops in 70-87): (4) The final end would be a beatitude (after this life) propor 
tionate to man’s connatural active powers.

7* Sudrez, De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 4, §3, n. 3 (Opera omnia, 4:44a-b).
7̂  See ST1, q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3; I, q. 23, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; 

III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3. See also ScG III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229).
77 See 57T-II, q. 1, a. 4: “If there were no final end, nothing would be desired, nor 

would any acuon terminate, nor would the intention of the agent ever come to rest.”
78 See IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. I, ad 2.



THE NAT URA L DESIRE TO SEE GOD

not due to a creature, then that nature must have another end due to it, 
for every nature or form implies a correlative end.

Proposition (4) follows from the fact that the final end of an intellec 
tual creature receives the special name of happiness or beatitude.79 A hap 
piness proportionate to the nature of man or of the angels is one which is 
accomplished through the means of our natural faculties, though not with 
out God said.

With regard to this conclusion (4), Suarez notes a very interesting 
objection, anticipating the argumentation of de Lubac. One could say that 
this is true for a hypothetical man in a state of pure nature, but not for 
man as he exists concretely in the current economy of salvation, who no 
longer has anything but a supernatural beatitude.80

Sudrez responds by saying that the capacity for this natural beatitude must 
continue to exist in all men who—in our current economy of salvation— 
have all been elevated to a supernatural destiny. The reason for this is that 
grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it. If a capacity is present in human 
nature without grace, then it must still be present in human nature with 
grace, and in a more perfect form.81 In the same way, St. Thomas, following 
St. Augustine,82 reasons that the angels in heaven will retain their natural 
knowledge of God and creation as they enjoy the beatific vision.83 A higher

See STl ,  q. 62, a. 1.
80 Sudrez, De ultimo fine hominis> disp. 4, §3, n. 4 (Opera omnia, 4:44b): “You say, 

even if this were true with regard to a man constituted in a purely natural state, it 
does not follow that a man now could have this natural happiness.” This same 
objection is formulated by H. de Lubac, Mystery, 55 [70]: “My finality, which is 
expressed by this desire, is inscribed upon my very being as it has been put into 
this universe by God. And, by God’s will, I now have no other genuine end, no 
end really assigned to my nature or presented for my free acceptance under any 
guise, except that o f‘seeing God.’” See also 62-63 [81J.

8! De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 4, §3, n. 4 (Opera omnia, 4:44b): “Man now could 
not fail to be capable of that happiness or perfection he would have had in a purely 
natural state. For he now has the same nature, and thus the same capacity. There- 
fore, since grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it, it follows that grace will 
not deprive him of that natural perfection. And it is also certain that man enjoying 
supernatural beatitude will have every connatural perfection, as St. Thomas proves 
in I, q. 12, a. 12, in which he shows that a man who sees God will not be deprived 
of his natural knowledge of God, which rather will be supremely perfected, and the 
same is true respectively of love. With regard to terminology, I readily concede that 
natural happiness does not now merit the name of beatitude, simply speaking and 
without any diminishing qualification, because in a man elevated to a supernatural 
end, a natural happiness does not have the notion of final end or perfection.”

82 See Literal Meaning o f Genesis 4.22-25.39-42 (PL 34, 511-13), in which St. Augus 
tine speaks of the “evening knowledge” and “morning knowledge” of the angels.

83 See S T l, q. 62, a. 7, ad 3: “There cannot be two operations of one faculty at one 
time, except the one be ordered to the other. But natural knowledge and love are
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gift does not take away a lower perfection, but on the contrary, elevates and 
perfects it, as reason elevates our sense faculties. O f course it is true that our 
connatural beatitude corresponding to a loving contemplation of God 
through the mirror of creation is no longer an absolutely final end. It is final 
only in its own order, and is itself subordinated to our supernatural end.

In other words, Suarez is saying that a connatural final end or beati 
tude of the intellectual creature is not a purely hypothetical notion limited 
solely to a state that God never wished to realize: the “state of pure 
nature.” Rather, the notion of a connatural beatitude still has significance 
for man as he actually exists, elevated by God to a supernatural destiny. It 
indicates that every intellectual creature has a natural capacity to achieve a 
state in which his natural desires would come to rest in a way proportion 
ate to his nature, through the exercise of his connatural powers.84 Thus 
connatural happiness is the final end that is correlative to mans nature as 
such, without grace. It therefore has great theoretical importance for both 
philosophy and theology, and sheds light on the question of whether there 
is an innate appetite in the intellectual creature for the vision of God. 
Because this connatural final end is correlative to mans nature as such, it 
follows that man’s nature without sanctifying grace will have a sufficient 
natural inclination for this end alone.

Furthermore, Susirez is convinced that St. Thomas also speaks of the 
“connatural beatitude” of men and angels in this same way: (1) as some 
thing truly possible for human nature; (2) as something real, correspon 
ding to our nature as such, and not merely hypothetical; (3) as a final end 
in its own order; and (4) as the end to which the intellectual creature is 
naturally inclined by virtue of his nature.85 Obviously, in our current

ordered to the knowledge and love of glory. Accordingly there is nothing to hin 
der natural knowledge and love from existing in the angel together with those of 
glory.” See also ibid., ad 1: “The advent of a perfection removes the opposite 
imperfection. Now the imperfection of nature is not opposed to the perfection of 
beatitude, but underlies it. . . . In the same way, the imperfection of natural 
knowledge is not opposed to the perfection of knowledge in glory; for nothing 
hinders us from knowing a thing through various mediums. . . .  In like manner, 
an angel can know God through the divine essence, and this appertains to his 
knowledge of glory, and at the same time he can know God through his own 
[angelic] essence, which belongs to the natural knowledge.”

84 See De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad I: “With regard to the perfection of the end, 
man can be perfect in two ways: first, according to the capacity of his nature; sec 
ondly, according to some supernatural perfection.”

85 See “Destatibus humanae naturae,” ch. 1, n. 10 (Opera omnia, 7:182): De ultimo 
fine hominis, disp. 4, §3, n. 2 (Opera omnia, 4:43-44), in which Sudrez notes that 
this distinction of two forms of beatitude—natural and supernatural or imperfect 
and perfect—is used by St. Thomas also to show the necessity of grace and the 
division of virtues into acquired and infused. See the defense of Suirez’s position by
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economy of salvation, this natural end is further ordered to our supernat 
ural end.86

De Lubac, however, vigorously contests this interpretation of Suarez. 
For the former, the distinction made by St. Thomas between two forms of 
beatitude—perfect and imperfect—only refers to the distinction between 
imperfect happiness in  this life, and perfect beatitude after this lift. In an arti 
cle of 1948, “Duplex hominis beatitudo,” de Lubac writes: “Does indeed 
the ‘duplex hominis beatitudo’ spoken of by the great doctor define two pos 
sible ends for man: one natural—which could have been due—and one 
supernatural, which was given in fact by a divine decree? This was the inter 
pretation of Suarez, both in his D e ultim o fin e  hom inis, and in his D e gratia. 
The ‘beatitude proportioned to human nature’ spoken of by St. Thomas is 
for him that natural beatitude which man could have attained if he had been 
created ‘without being ordered to a supernatural end.’ . . . Nevertheless, it 
seems to us that there is undoubtedly an error here.”87 After examining var 
ious texts of St. Thomas in which the notion of "twofold beatitude” appears, 
de Lubac concludes that St. Thomas is always speaking about a connatural 
beatitude that can be found only in  the state o f  our present lift, and not of a 
truly fin a l end with a consistency and permanence of its own.88

For Suarez, on the contrary, the distinction between natural and 
supernatural beatitude is not to be simply identified with the distinction 
frequently used by St. Thomas between beatitude in  via  (in this life), and 
beatitude in  p a tria  (in heaven).89 These are two separate distinctions, 
although they overlap. There can be an imperfect happiness in this life

T. Deman, review of Surnaturel: Etudes historiques, in Bulletin thomiste 7
(1943-1946): 425.
See ST  I, q. 62, a. 7, ad 3, with regard to the angels.

87 “Duplex hominis beatitudo,” RSR 35 (1948): 291. De Lubac also addresses this 
question in Surnaturel, Note C, 449-65. See esp. 463-64: “Imperfect and perfect 
beatitude, or natural and supernatural, are synonyms of terrestrial and celestial beat 
itude, or temporal and eternal.” De Lubac’s position in this article was taken up by 
Hans Urs von Balthasar in 1951 in The Theology o f Karl Barth: Exposition and Inter 
pretation, trans. E. T. Oakes (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 269.

88 “Duplex hominis beatitudo,” RSR 35 (1948): 297-98: “That which is remarkable 
from our point of view is that this imperfect beatitude—which for St. Thomas is 
that spoken of by the ancient philosophers—is always also a beatitude ‘such that is 
possible in this pilgimage,’ ‘in this life,’ ‘in the state of the present life,’ ‘such that 
can be had here.’ This ‘beatitudo per participationem,’ this ‘aliqua beatitudinis par- 
ticipatio’ is a happiness ‘proper to men,’ according to the formula of Aristode, and 
not such as is proper to ‘separated souls.’ As was already said in the prologue to the 
commentary on the first book of the Sentences, it is essentially imperfect because it 
is essentially ‘felicitas viae’ whereas true beatitude is essentially ‘felicitas aeterna.’ ’’

89 “De beatitudine in communi,” disp. 4, §3, nn. 5-6 (Opera omnia, 4:44b—45a).
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both in the natural and in the supernatural orders.90 Likewise, happiness 
in heaven includes both natural and supernatural beatitude (with the nat 
ural ordered to the supernatural), since grace does not destroy nature. Fur 
thermore, St. Thomas holds that a purely natural happiness after this life is 
also possible and corresponds to the state of die souls in limbo.91

In other words, the distinction between natural and supernatural 
beatitude is a fundamental distinction between two orders. The distinction 
between beatitude in via and in patria is not in itself that of two orders, 
but rather of two conditions or states—germinal and completed—in 
which the happiness of both orders can be found.

It is true, however, that St. Thomas frequently illustrates the notion of 
natural beatitude by means of the imperfect happiness in this life spoken of 
by the philosophers.92 This is the basis for de Lubacs interpretation. How 
ever, the texts show that the reference to the happiness o f this life is only an 
illustration of the notion of natural beatitude and not its essence.93

90 See STI-n ,  q. 5, a. 3, ad I.
91 See II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, and De malo, q. 5. a. 3.
92 See STl,  q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; 57T-II, q. 5, a. 5: etc.
93 See J.-H. Nicolas, Lesprofondeursde lagr&ce, 34<$-47n20, in which he opposes the 

interpretation of de Lubac by pointing to two texts that clearly speak of a natural 
beatitude after this life: De malo, q. 5, a. 3 (on limbo), and S7T, q. 62, a. 1, con 
cerning the angels. De Lubac’s interpretation is also opposed by VZ O’Connor, 
“Natural Beatitude and the Future Life,” TS 11 (1950): 221-39. O’Connor con 
cludes as follows (238-39): “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 purely natural end of man in the future life is possible. (2) This end would con 
sist 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. . . .  A terminal state, how 
ever, 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, natu 
ral beatitude, consisting in a purely natural knowlege 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. St. Thomas did not share this assump 
tion. For him, as we have seen, perfect beatitude is supernatural beatitude. . . . 
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.” See also I. M. 
Dalmau, “De Deo uno et trino,” in Sacrae theologiae summa, 2:57n31: “The 
attempt to interpret these texts of the holy Doctor as speaking of some (I know 
not what) temporal end, or of denying that St. Thomas is speaking about the end 
of the whole of human life (see de Lubac, . .  . “Duplex hominis beatitudo,” RSR 
35 [19493:290-99). should be said to be completely ineffectual. It would be truly
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Texts of St. Thomas Speaking of a Natural Final End
In order to evaluate this question, it is necessary to examine briefly the 
most important texts of St. Thomas that speak of our final end. As Sudrez 
notes, the distinction between natural and supernatural beatitude is used 
by St. Thomas not principally to distinguish between happiness in this life 
and after this life, but rather to establish the necessity of grace and to dis 
tinguish the infused from the acquired virtues.

S7I, q. 62, a. 1
Perhaps the most important text in this regard is STl,  q. 62, a. 1, in which 
St. Thomas examines the question of whether the angels were blessed 
already in their creation. He responds by distinguishing two species of beat 
itude, natural and supernatural. The angels were created only in their natu 
ral beatitude, proportionate to their nature and attainable by their own 
natural powers, whereas they had to merit supernatural beatitude.94

Although imperfect in comparison to the supernatural beatitude 
which exceeds the natural powers and proportionality of the creature, this 
natural beatitude still constitutes a true type of beatitude for angel or man, 
which denotes “a final perfection of rational or intellectual nature.” St. 
Thomas speaks of natural happiness as beatitude “in a certain respect.” 
Thus supernatural beatitude is the final perfection of intellectual nature 
simply speaking, whereas natural happiness is its final perfection in this 
respect', that it is perfected in a way proportionate to its nature.95

remarkable, since the principle of finality is so dear to St. Thomas, to admit as 
possible the creation of nature in a purely natural state without destining it to a 
final end properly proportionate to it.”

94 ‘ By the name of beatitude is understood the ultimate perfection of rational or of 
intellectual nature. Hence it is naturally desired, since everything naturally desires 
its ultimate perfection. Now the ultimate perfection of rational or intellectual 
nature is twofold. The first is that which it can attain through its own natural 
power; and this is called beatitude or happiness in a certain respect [quo- 
dammodo], Hence Aristode [Nichomachean Ethics 10.7-8.1177al2-l 178b23] 
says that mans ultimate happiness consists in his most perfect contemplation, 
whereby in this life he can behold the highest intelligible object, which is God. Yet 
above this happiness there is still another, which we look forward to in the future, 
whereby we shall see God as He is. . . .  So, then, it should be said that as regards 
this first beatitude which the angel could procure by the power of his nature, he 
was created already blessed.”

95 See De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1: “With regard to the perfection of the end, 
man can be perfect in two ways. First, according to the capacity of his nature. Sec 
ondly, according to some supernatural perfection. And in this latter way man is 
said to be perfect simply speaking, whereas in the former way he is perfect in a 
certain respect [secundum quid]''
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In order to illustrate this notion of imperfect happiness, St. Thomas 
brings in the doctrine of Aristode, according to whom the final happiness of 
man lies in the most perfect operation of our highest faculty with regard to 
the most noble object. Thus he held that man’s ultimate happiness consists 
essentially in the highest contemplation of God that we can achieve in this 
life. Nevertheless, it is absolutely clear that the reference to happiness “in 
this life” is only an analogy used by St. Thomas to render the idea of natural 
beatitude more understandable, for his pedagogical method is to begin with 
what is closest to our experience. In this article he is speaking of the angels, 
who attained their natural beatitude—consisting in a perfect contemplation 
of God—in the instant of their creation. St. Thomas draws in Aristotle here 
not because natural beatitude is limited to this life, but evidently because he 
thinks that Aristotle gave an excellent analysis of the essence of natural beat 
itude, which can then be used and “stretched” by the theologian to go 
beyond the limits of this life, so as to apply even to the angels!

It follows that the natural beatitude spoken of by St. Thomas here is 
not something purely hypothetical or transitory, but a reality that the 
angels actually possessed with their creation, and which they continue to 
possess together w ith  th e ir supernatural beatitude,96 for grace does not 
destroy nature, but perfects it. Furthermore, it is spoken of as “final” in its 
own order. The same doctrine is found in an earlier parallel text, II Sent., 
d. 4, q. 1, a. 1:

Beatitude, or happiness, is the most perfect operation of one who pos 
sesses reason or intellect. The most perfect operation of the intellect lies 
in the contemplation of the highest intelligible object, who is God. 
Therefore, the highest happiness and beatitude of God, of the angel, 
and of man, lies in the contemplation of God. And this is held not only 
by the saints, but also by the philosophers. This operation cannot be 
realized in an equal way in all. Therefore, the beatitude of each consists 
in attaining this operation according to the mode of their own perfec 
tion. Thus it is realized in different ways in God, in the angel, and in 
man, considered in their nature. For God sees Himself through His 
own essence and not through any likeness of Himself. The intellect of 
the angel in his natural knowledge sees God through a likeness of God 
which he has received in himself.. . .  And the angels were created in this 
beatitude of divine vision which is naturally due to angels, and this is 
their perfection according to that time. But there is another perfection,

96 See ST1, q. 62, a. 7, in which it is stated that the natural knowledge and natural 
love of the angels (which is said to be a natural beatitude in I, q. 62, a. 1) continue 
together with their supernatural knowledge and love. Ad 3 specifies that these two 
modes of operation are not in conflict because once the supernatural is given, the 
natural is ordered to the supernatural.
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to which their nature could not attain, but which they are capable of.
This is to see God in His essence.

According to this profound text, beatitude necessarily consists in the most 
perfect contemplation of God that is possible for a given intellectual 
being. Thus different types of beatitude—each final in its own order—are 
possible for men, angels, and God, considered in their own nature, and for 
men and angels as elevated by grace. According to Gods eternal decree, the 
natural beatitude in which die angels were created was only meant to be a 
beatitude “for that time,” and not their final beatitude. However, St. 
Thomas still speaks of their initial state as a “beatitude” that was “due” to 
their angelic nature. This beatitude consisted in the most perfect contem 
plation of God naturally possible for them.

It is true that St. Thomas does not state that this natural beatitude in 
which the angels were made could have been ordained by God as their 
final end, if God had so willed.97 This question is simply not considered. 
What he does say is that this natural state in which the angels were created 
realizes the notion of beatitude in its own way, proportionate to the nature 
of the angel. It pertains to the notion of beatitude to be a final end: “the 
final perfection of rational or intellectual nature.” Therefore, it follows 
that the natural beatitude of the angels in which they were created could 
have been a final state and an “ultimate perfection”98 99 to which nothing 
more need have been added."

ST HI, q. 62, a. 1
As seen above, in S7T-II, q. 62, a. 1, St. Thomas shows the necessity of 
the theological virtues by distinguishing two types of beatitude for man:

97 See H. de Lubac, “Duplex hominis bearitudo,” RSR 35 (1948): 294n8: “In con 
trast to man, the angel does not have to acquire this first sort of beatitude.. . .  But 
its character comes out all the better. Far from being, as for the modern commen 
tators that we have mentioned, a terminal state for an angelic nature not destined 
to see God, it is an initial state for the angelic nature destined to see God. It is the 
state in which they were actually created.”

98 See J.-H. Nicolas, Lesprofondeurs de lagrdce, 347n20: “The great text of STl, 62, 
1, where the two beatitudes are expressly distinguished, can no longer be inter 
preted in this sense [as referring only to a terrestrial happiness in this life, according 
to the interpretation of de Lubac], since he is speaking of the angel, and it is with 
regard to his finality that the disdnction is used. . . .  In those cases when this dis 
tinction is illustrated by referring to the case of man, and natural beatitude is iden 
tified with terrestrial happiness, one can infer that this identification is not 
absolute. Indeed, this natural beatitude could not but be definitive for the angel, or 
else it would in no way merit the tide of beatitude, which means ‘final perfection.’ ”

99 See also 5TI, q. 108, a. 4, in which St. Thomas distinguishes a twofold end for 
the angels.
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one that is proportionate to human nature and which can be attained by 
the principles of that nature, and another that exceeds its proportion. In 
virtue of our nature, we are sufficiently ordered to our connatural end, but 
not to our supernatural end. In order for us to be ordered to our supernat 
ural end, new operative principles are necessary, which are the theological 
virtues: “Now man’s beatitude or happiness is twofold, as stated above. 
One is proportionate to human nature, and which man can obtain by 
means of his natural principles. The other is a happiness surpassing man’s 
nature, and which man can obtain by the power of God alone, by a kind 
of participation of the Godhead, about which it is written (2 Pt 1:4) that 
by Christ we are made ‘partakers o f doe divine nature.’”100

The same point is made in III Sent., d. 23, q- 1, a. 4, qla. 3; in De veri- 
tate 27, a. 2; and q. 14, a. 2,101 examined above in chapter 6. Likewise, in 
STI> q. 23, a. I,102 St. Thomas distinguishes a twofold end for rational crea 
tures, natural and supernatural, and he uses this distinction to explain why 
we speak of “predestination” with regard to our supernatural end. The fact 
that we are destined by God to an end which exceeds the proportionality of 
our nature is the reason why we need to be especially “directed” to this 
supernatural end, like an arrow shot by the archer to the target. No special 
predestination is necessary for a connatural end, on the other hand, for the 
very nature of the creature tends to it, as the arrow tends naturally down.

In several texts St. Thomas speaks explicitly of a “twofold final end of 
man,”103 and even when St. Thomas speaks only of a “twofold beatitude,” 
as in S7T-II, q. 62, a. 1, this also implies a twofold final end, for the very

100 The response to the third objection makes the same point in contrasting God as 
“the principle and end o f nature and as “the object of supernatural beatitude”: 
“The reason and the will are naturally ordered to God inasmuch as He is the cause 
and the end of nature, but according to the proportion of nature. However, inso 
far as He is the object of supernatural beatitude, the reason and will are not suffi 
ciently ordered to Him according to their nature.” See also 57*1—11, q. 62, a. 3.

101 “There is a twofoldfinal good o f man which first moves the will as a final end. Of 
these one is proportioned to human nature because natural powers are sufficient to 
attain it. This is the happiness of which the philosophers have spoken.. . .  There is 
another good of human nature which exceeds the proportionality of human nature, 
because natural powers are insufficient to obtain it, or even to know or desire it."

102 “The end ro which created things are ordered by God is twofold. One exceeds all 
proportion and faculty of created nature, and this end is life eternal, consisting in 
the vision of God which is above the nature of every creature. . . . The other end, 
however, is proportionate to created nature, to which end created being can attain 
according to the power of its nature. Now if a thing cannot attain to something by 
the power of its nature, it must be directed to it by another; thus, an arrow is 
directed by the archer towards a mark.”

103 571, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; II Sent., d. 41, q. 1, a. 1: “The end of 
human acts can be understood in two ways: either as a particular and proximate
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nature of beatitude is to be a final perfection of an intellectual nature in 
which natural desire comes to rest.104

This clearly shows that the natural beatitude proportionate to our 
nature is not understood by St. Thomas as a merely transitory state such as 
can be achieved in this life, for that would not be a “final” end, in the order 
of nature, since the soul is naturally incorruptible.105 The connatural or pro 
portionate beatitude or end of man spoken of in many texts106 must there 
fore be understood to refer to a state that is capable of being final, and thus 
existing after this life, proportionate to the immortality of mans soul. St. 
Thomas certainly would never say that our nature or our will is “ordered”107 
only to a happiness such as can be had merely in this life. Furthermore, our 
rational nature—which grasps being without any limitation—leads us to 
unconditionally desire a beatitude that is permanent and eternal, for a hap 
piness that is only temporary is naturally grasped to fall short.

Therefore, it is dear that a natural beatitude restricted only to this life 
would not serve St. Thomas’s purpose in these texts concerned with the 
necessity of grace. The structure of his argumentation demands that he jux 
tapose two ends that are each final in their own order\ each of which is the 
goal of a spedfic indination: (1) that of our nature in itself, on the one hand, 
inclined toward a connatural and proportionate happiness; and (2) that of

end, or as a common and final end, and this latter is twofold. On the one hand, it 
exceeds the forces o f nature, as in the happiness of heaven, to which end we are 
directed by faith. . . . Reason, on the other hand, directs us to the common end that 
is proportionate to the faculties o f human nature, in which it is perfected by the habit 
of acquired wisdom whose act is contemplative happiness,. . .  or as perfected by the 
habit of prudence, whose act is civil happiness”; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 
3: “From the very nature of the faculty, there is an inclination to the final end pro 
portionate to the nature.”

104 See 57T-II, q. 1, a. 8: “Beatitude means the attainment of the final end”; I-II, q. 
3, aa. 1, 2, and 4; I, q. 26, a. 1; I-II, q. 2, a. 6: “The fitting good, if it is perfect, 
is man’s beatitude.” Therefore, when St. Thomas says that beatitude is twofold, 
this means that the final end and “perfect fitting good” for man (and angel) is 
twofold, namely, natural and supernatural. Nevertheless, the natural “final perfec 
tion” is perfect only secundum quid, but not simpliciter, because it brings to rest 
natural desire only insofar as it is proportionate with our nature, leaving unsatisfied 
the natural desire that is disproportionate, such as the natural desire to see God. 
See De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1.

105 See 571-11, q. 5, a. 3: “Man naturally desires the permanence of the goods which 
he has. The goods of this present life are transitory, since life itself passes away, 
which we naturally desire. Therefore, it is impossible that true beatitude can be had 
in this life"; ScG III, ch. 48, n. 3 (#2248): “In this life there is no stability. . . . 
Therefore it is impossible for man’s final happiness to lie in this life.”

1 06 STl, q. 23, a. 1; I, q. 62, a. 1; I-II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3; I-II, q. 109, a. 5, ad 3; De 
veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, a. 2; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1.

107 571-11, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3.
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our nature as elevated by grace and enriched with the theological virtues, 
on the other hand, inclined toward supernatural beatitude.

Therefore, it follows that when St. Thomas explains the notion of nat 
ural beatitude by means of the teaching of the philosophers on the happi 
ness of this life, he is using a more restricted notion closer to our 
experience in order to elucidate a broader notion extending also beyond 
the limits of our experience.

It is true that these texts of St. Thomas which speak of a “twofold 
beatitude” are not directly concerned with the hypothesis—as maintained 
by Suirez—that natural beatitude could theoretically have stood by itself, 
had God so willed. However, they are clearly intending to demonstrate 
something central to Sudrezs position, which he accurately summarizes as 
follows: “Hence St. Thomas in various texts distinguishes a twofold final 
end of man: a natural end to which man tends by virtue of the power and 
impetus of his nature; and another end which exceeds his nature, to which 
man is ordered by grace.”108

Suarez goes beyond the explicit teaching of these texts when he infers 
from them that intellectual creatures could have been created for this nat 
ural happiness alone. However, this is an immediate inference. In fact, the 
connatural end of the rational creature spoken of by St. Thomas would 
not be a final end or beatitude (although tremendously imperfect in rela 
tion to the supernatural end) if it could not stand by itself.

Furthermore, Suirez bases this inference on the fact that supernatural 
happiness is not due to the intellectual creature, although some true pro 
portionate happiness is indeed due to man. Furthermore, this natural hap 
piness clearly must also transcend the limits of this life in order to be 
proportionate to the incorruptible nature of the soul. Therefore, he reasons 
that intellectual creatures could have been created without a gratuitous 
ordination to supernatural beatitude. In fact, for Suirez, this is nearly as 
certain as the fact that supernatural gifts are gratuitous, for die very notion of 
gratuitous implies that it need not be added to that which is due.109

However, intellectual creatures could not have been created, without 
absurdity, such as to be unable to attain a true and proportionate happiness, 
for this is not gratuitous with respect to nature.110 Natural beatitude could

108 Suirez, “De statibus humanae naturae,” ch. 1, n. 10 (Opera omnia, 7:182a).
109 See Suirez, De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 15, §2, n. 1 (Opera omnia, 4:146a): “For 

in order to understand the proper condition of our nature, it is necessary to 
abstract from all that which is above our nature. This can be done not only by the 
intellect, but could have been done in reality by God. This is almost as certain to 
me as it is certain that all these supernatural goods are merely gratuitous, and in no 
way due to our nature” (my italics).

110 Ibid., disp. 4, §2, nn. 4-6 (42-43).
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have stood alone, supernatural beatitude, on the other hand, does not stand
alone, but presupposes and incorporates natural beatitude within it.

Suarezs position here is in perfect conformity with D e veritate, q. 6, a. 2: 
“The perfection of grace and glory are goods such that nature can exist 
w ith o u t them ; for they exceed the limits of natural forces.” When St. 
Thomas says that rational “nature can exist” without grace and glory, it 
follows that rational nature without grace and glory must be able to 
achieve a true final end, without which it could not fittingly exist.

II Sent, d. 31, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3
It should also be mentioned that there are several texts of St. Thomas 
which explicitly consider the possibility of God creating man without ele 
vating him above his natural condition. In II Sent., d. 31, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3, 
he writes:

When God made man from the beginning, He could have formed 
another man from the dust of the earth, leaving him in the condition 
of his nature, such that he would be mortal and capable of suffering, 
feeling the struggle of concupiscence against reason. This would not 
have detracted from human nature in any way, for it follows from the 
principles of nature. Nor would this defect in him have implied the 
idea of sin and punishment, because this defect would not have been 
caused by the will.

This significant early passage is found in an article addressing the 
question of whether it is necessary that all men be born in original sin. 
Here he is responding to a rather strange objection which suggests that a 
man formed by the divine power from someone’s finger—or in any other 
way outside the active power of human procreation (like Eve)—would not 
contract original sin. St. Thomas responds that if such a hypothetical case 
were ever realized, such a man would not have the guilt of original sin, but 
would nevertheless experience all that which follows from the principles of 
human nature: death, suffering, and the impetus of concupiscence battling 
against his reason. Although such a case will never be realized (for such a 
man would not need Christs redemption), St. Thomas treats this as some 
thing intrinsically possible and not absurd, either from the point of view 
of Gods providence or from the perspective of what is due to human 
nature, precisely because fro m  the beginning G od could have created m an to 
exist a n d  rem ain in  th is condition.

This hypothesis was treated again some fifteen years later in Q uodlibetl, 
q. 4, a. 3, in which St. Thomas is investigating whether man in a state of 
innocence would love God above all things by a natural love alone (i.e. with 
out the aid of grace and charity). According to St. Thomas’s own view, con-
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trary to St. Bonaventure’s,111 man in a state of innocence never existed with 
out having a supernatural love for God in addition to a natural love. How 
ever, he addresses the question anyway, even though it concerns a purely 
hypothetical situation, because he observes that it could have existed: “It was 
possible for God to have created man in pure nature [in puris naturalibus],” in 
which he would only have a natural love and not a supernatural love. Thus he 
holds that it is “useful to consider how far natural love could extend.”

Here St. Thomas does not consider the final state of such a man, 
although he determines that by nature alone it is natural for man to love 
God above all, as the Creator of the natural order, and as its “common 
good.”112 Indeed, it is clear that if he could not do so, then it would not 
have been possible for God to have created man in “pure nature,” as Janse- 
nius and his followers would later maintain. If man could not love God 
more than himself in such a state (innocent, but without supernatural char 
ity), he would have been naturally perverse, and incapable of attaining a 
natural beatitude in the loving contemplation of God. The possibility of a 
state of pure nature depends on the possibility of a natural happiness in 
which God is known through creatures and naturally loved above all. Thus 
it depends on the distinction between two types of love of God: natural and 
supernatural.113 In this article, St. Thomas does not set out to demonstrate

1,1 See Sc. Bonaventure, II Sent., d. 29, a. 2, q. 2 (Opera omnia, 2:703), in which he 
defends as more probable the position that God would have first created Adam in 
a state of pure nature, and subsequently given him grace, so as to help him appre 
ciate the gratuitous gift more deeply.

112 Quodlibetl, q. 4, a. 3 [8] (Leonine ed., 25/2:188-89): “God is the common good 
of the entire universe and all its parts. Therefore every creature naturally loves, in 
the way proper to it, God more than itself. Insensible creatures do this naturally, 
brute animals do this through sensible love, and the rational creature does this 
through intellectual love [i.e. love in the will] which is called dilectio.” See also ad 
1: “To love God as the principle of all being pertains to natural love. However, to 
love God as the object of beatitude belongs to gratuitous love. ” This text is dated 
to St. Thomas’s second period of teaching in Paris, c. 1269-1271.

113 For de Lubac’s interpretation of Quodlibetl, q. 4, a. 3 [8], ad 1, see Sumaturel, 
254-55: “In any case, nothing prefigures here with him [St. Thomas] the distinc 
tion that later will be forged by a certain number of Thomist theologians between 
‘God the author of the natural order’ and ‘God the author of the supernatural 
order,’ or between ‘God the object of natural beatitude’ and 'God the object of 
supernatural beatitude.’ . . .  The whole point. . .  of the distinction made here by 
St. Thomas resides, on the contrary, in the opposition or intersection of the two 
words principle and object.”

M.-R. Gagnebet strongly criticizes de Lubac’s interpreration in his rich and 
erudite article “L’amour naturel de Dieu chez saint Thomas et ses contemporains,” 
RT48 (1948): 436: “On the contrary, in each part of our distinction, St. Thomas 
considers God in three ways: as principle, as end, and as formal specifying cause of 
our two loves. God, author and end of natural perfections, specifies natural love.
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the possibility of a state of pure nature (as Suirez does); nevertheless, his 
argument implies its possibility.

De malo, q . 4 , a .  1, a d  14; a n d  De malo, q . 5, a . 1, a d  15 

The possibility of a state of pure nature is also briefly mentioned in two 
texts of De malo concerning original sin. In both texts, St. Thomas is 
responding to an objection which claims that original sin does not carry a 
proper penalty. The penalty normally assigned to it—the loss of the vision 
of God—cannot be a penalty because the vision of God is not due to 
human nature in any case. Someone in a state of pure nature—innocent 
but without grace—would still not be able to arrive at the vision even 
though he did not have original sin.

In De malo, q. 4, a. 1, ad 14, St. Thomas responds that someone can 
lack the vision of God in two ways. First, one can lack it simply because it 
is a perfection which is not due to the creature, who completely lacks the 
means to arrive at it; and this would be the case of man in a state of pure 
nature. Secondly, one can lack the vision precisely as a penalty consisting in 
the deprivation of that inestimable gift, which nevertheless was gratuitous. 
This is the case of those born with original sin or who fall into a state of 
mortal sin. In this second way involving penalty, it is due to the person not 
to have the vision, whereas in the former case, the vision was simply not 
due to the person.114

Similarly, in Demalo, q. 5, a. 1, ad 15, St. Thomas responds that “some 
one constituted in an exclusively natural state would lack the vision of God 
if he died in such a state, although it would not be due to him not to have 
it.” This lack does not imply a penalty ot privation, but only a natural limi 
tation, since the vision of God is not due to human nature. It is one thing

God, the author of gratuitous perfections and the object of supernatural beati 
tude, specifies supernatural love. Our Doctor knows of another beatitude, propor 
tioned to the native forces of the created spirit. In his eyes, this consists in 
knowledge and love of God, cause and end of the universe.” See also 437nl, and 
J. Mejia, “La hipdtesis de la naturaleza pura y sus adversaries en los siglos XVI al 
XVIII,” C ienciayfel (1955): 39-40.

114 De malo, q. 4, a. 1, ad 14: “The absence of the vision of God can be lacking to 
someone in two ways. One way, in that a person lacks in himself that by which he 
can attain to the vision of God. And in this way someone constituted in an exclu 
sively natural state [in solis naturalibus], even without sin, would lack the vision of 
God. In this sense the lack of the vision of God is not a penalty but a defect 
attaching to all created natures, for no creature can attain to the vision of God 
through its own natural powers. In another way a person may lack the vision of 
God owing to the feet that there is something in him in virtue of which it is due 
to him not to have the vision o f God, and in this sense the lack of the vision of God 
is the penalty of both original and actual sin.”



M e d in a ,  Bdnez, a n d  S uarez

for a perfection not to be due to someone. It is another thing for it to be 
“due to him not to have it, which carries with it the notion of penalty.”

St. Thomas’s purpose in these texts is not directly to show the possibil 
ity of a state of pure nature, but to elucidate the way in which the penalty 
for original sin should.be understood.115 Nevertheless, he does not treat it 
as absurd, but simply presents it as a state whose final end would not be 
the vision of God.

De malo, q .  16, a .  2 , a d  17

Another interesting text which touches on the possibility of a state of "pure 
nature” is De malo, q. 16, a. 2, ad 17, which considers whether the devils 
are evil by nature or through their own perverse will. Objection 17 
argues—absurdly—that God could have made the devils evil by nature. 
The reason given is that God could annihilate the angels, thus taking away 
both their nature and their justice. If He can take away the whole, then He 
can also take away a part, leaving their nature but depriving them of justice.

In his response, St. Thomas distinguishes two types of justice possessed 
by a rational creature in his creation: natural and gratuitous. Natural justice 
follows from the fret that our faculties are naturally ordered to their proper 
object—the intellect to the truth and the will to the universal good. This 
ordering of our faculties follows from our nature and is absolutely due to it, 
such that it cannot be subtracted by God while the nature exists, even with 
respect to His “absolute power,” for it would imply a contradiction.* 1 ̂  The 
“gratuitous justice” (also called “original justice”) consisting of preternatural 
gifts and sanctifying grace, on the other hand, given to Adam and Eve in 
paradise, could have been taken away by God even if Adam and Eve had

115 Although without referring explicitly to these two texts from De malo, Cajetan 
summarizes St. Thomas’s teaching in these two articles by describing the distinc 
tion between the state of pure nature and that of fallen nature in terms of the dif 
ference between “naked” and “stripped” (commentary on STI-II, q. 109, a. 2, n. 
3 [Leonine ed., 7:292]).

1 The “absolute power” of God is used in contrast to His “ordained power.” The 
absolute power refers to what God can do in any order of things that His wisdom 
could establish, whereas the “ordained power” indicates what He can do, in har 
mony with the actual order o f things chosen by Him. See S7T, q. 25, a. 5, ad 1: 
“What is attributed to His power considered in itself, God is said to be able to do in 
accordance with His absolute power. Of such a land is everything which has the 
nature of being, as said above. However, what is attributed to the divine power inso 
far as it carries into execution the command of a just will, God is said to be able to 
do by His ordained power”; Depotentia, q. l,a . 5, ad 5; III Sent., d. 1, q. 2, a. 3. For 
these notions, see S. Brock, “The ratio omnipotence in Aquinas,” Acta Phibsophica 
2 (1993): 17—42; W  J. Courtenay, Capacity and Volition: A History o f the Distinction 
o f Absolute and Ordained Power (Bergamo: Pierluigi Lubrina, 1990).
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not sinned. In depriving them of this gift God would not be going against 
His own justice. This is because original justice was “freely given above the 
mode of nature,” and its privation would not take away the natural justice 
that flows from our nature itself, consisting in the natural ordering of our 
will and intellect.117

Therefore, this text implies the possibility of a “state of pure nature” 
for the precise reason that a deprivation of gratuitous justice does not take 
away the natural justice of the rational creature, which alone is due to his 
nature. It is this natural justice, consisting in the natural ordination of our 
intellect to truth and our will to goodness, which makes possible our 
moral life, the light of conscience, and our connatural beatitude.

If, on the contrary, the lack of original (gratuitous) justice would have 
made man also unable to have natural justice through the natural opera 
tion of will and intellect, then God could not have deprived an innocent 
rational creature of it. In such a hypothesis, “original justice” would no 
longer be “gratuitous” but due to rational nature, and God would be act 
ing against His own justice and providence if He deprived the innocent 
rational creature of this essential aid. This supposition, in effect, was one 
of the fundamental errors of Michael Baius,118 which was continued by 
Jansenius. They both fell into this error of holding grace to be due to 
innocent humanity because they thought that without grace and super 
natural charity there could be no natural ordered love for God in the 
rational creature, who would thus be “evil.”119 Obviously this rules out 
the possibility of a natural beatitude or a state of pure nature.

117 “God can withdraw gratuitous justice from man without violating justice even 
without man’s having sinned, because God gratuitously bestowed it out of His 
generosity over and above the mode of man’s nature. If, however, gratuitous jus 
tice were withdrawn in the aforesaid manner, man would not on that account 
become evil but would remain good by the goodness pertaining to his nature. 
Natural justice, on the other hand, accompanies an intellectual and rational 
nature, whose intellect is naturally ordained to truth and whose will is naturally 
ordained to the good. Hence it could not happen that God could-subtract such 
justice from rational nature, as long as the nature itself remained. However, 
through His absolute power He can reduce rational nature to nothingness by 
withdrawing the influx of being.” This text is cited against the position of de 
Lubac by Philippe de la Trinit^, “Du p£ch£ du Satan et de la destin^e de l’esprit 
d’aprfcs S. Thomas d’Aquin,” in Satan (Paris: Desctee de Brouwer, 1948), 53.

118 See Deprimi hominis iustitia, ch. 11, in Michaelis Bail opera, ed. Gerberon (Ridge 
wood, NJ: Gregg Press, 1964), 1:62. See also ch. 4; and the condemned proposi 
tion of Baius, DS 1921.

119 On the contrary, St. Thomas, in De malo, q. 16, a. 2, specifies that evil is the dep 
rivation of a perfection which is due to a creature. “For a thing is called evil from 
the fact that it is deprived of some perfection proper to it [sibi debita], and a thing 
is perfect inasmuch as it attains to that which is proper to its nature.”
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In summary, it is not correct to say, with de Lubac,120 that St. Thomas 
is “not able to conceive” innocent man without the gifts of original justice. 
It is one thing to hold that such gifts are maximally fitting; it is quite 
another thing to say that innocent humanity cannot be “conceived” apart 
from such gifts. The texts under examination here— Quodlibet I, q. 4, a. 3; 
II Sent., d. 31, q. I, a. 2, ad 3; De malo, q. 4, a. 1, ad 14; De mala, q. 5, a. 
1, ad 15; De malo, q. 16, a. 2, ad 17—show that St. Thomas was quite 
able to conceive innocent man without supernatural gifts! The Angelic 
Doctor held that Adam and Eve were in fact created with original justice, 
but he certainly did not hold “that grace had to be granted to him in the 
act of creation itself,” as de Lubac claims.

T exts o n  L im bo: II S e n t ,  d . 33 , q . 2, a .  2, a n d  De malo, q . 5, a . 3 

Finally, St. Thomas’s two texts concerning the lack of spiritual suffering in 
limbo also clearly delineate a type of natural happiness consisting in a nat 
ural knowledge and love of God. St. Thomas does not explicitly use the 
expression “natural beatitude” in these texts, but the notion is clearly indi 
cated by the way he describes their state. In the earlier text, II Sent,, d. 33, 
q. 2, a. 2, St. Thomas says that the souls in limbo “will not sorrow at all 
because they lack the vision of God; rather, they will rejoice in the fact that 
they participate greatly in the divine goodness in their natural perfections.”

120 For de Lubac’s interpretation of these texts, see Sumaturel, 143-44: “St. Thomas 
encountered this question at the beginning ofhis career. Thus he once envisioned— 
abstracdy and without connecting this problem with that of the final end—the pos 
sibility of ‘another man, whom God would have left in his passible and mortal 
condition. However, every other time that he considered either the finality of the 
rational soul, or its rectitude . . .  or simply its congenital nobility . . .  he concluded 
that grace had to be granted to him in the act of creation itself, for there was no 
other way to assure him, rationesuae compositionis, that original justice . . .  without 
which he could not conceive him.”

A refutation of de Lubac’s view is found in J. de Blics review of Sumaturel: 
“Bulletin de morale,” Melanges de science religieuse 4 (1947): 105: “On the contrary, 
that which appears to be entirely pertinent in these three texts [II Sent., d. 31, q. 1, 
a. 2, ad 3; Demalo, q. 4, a. 1, ad 14; and Demalo, q. 5, a. 1, ad 15] is that they raise 
the hypothesis of man in solis natumltbus constitutus (as said in the two last texts) or 
rather, in conditione naturae suae relictus (as in the first text), in a context which, far 
from insinuating that this is an impossible supposition, tends rather to indicate the 
contrary. In fact, this is expressly stated in the passage of the Sentences (‘Poterat Deus’ 
etc.). Now, of these three texts, the last two clearly bring out that for a man who 
remained in solis naturalibus, there would be no question of seeing God. Although in 
the first text the state of nature is envisioned above all as implying the absence of the 
gift of original justice, one cannot say, nevertheless, as de Lubac assures us (143), 
that it does not pertain to the question of the final end, for . . .  the purpose of the 
gift of original justice was precisely to aid the first man to attain his end.”
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Likewise in ad 5, he says that the souls in limbo should not be consid- 
ered to be deprived of beatitude in that they are perpetually separated 
from God,121 for he indicates that there are two grades of union with 
God: through natural goods and through glory. The souls in limbo are 
deprived of the union with God through glory, but they ate still united 
with Him through a “participation in natural goods,” in which they will 
rejoice in a natural knowledge and love of God.122

For St. Thomas, this natural happiness is real—concerning a great 
number of actual souls in our current economy of salvation—and clearly 
occurs after this life and continues without end.

In the later parallel text, De malo, q. 5, a. 3,123 written in his maturity 
(1269-1270), St. Thomas holds that the souls in Umbo know that they 
were made for happiness consisting in the possession of the perfect good, 
and clearly think they have attained it in their natural knowledge and love 
of God!

The principal difference between the two texts on limbo is that in the 
later text {De malo, q. 5, a. 3) St. Thomas holds that the souls in limbo 
will not know that they were deprived of a supernatural happiness through 
original sin and their lack of Baptism, because they lack all supernatural 
knowledge. Thus they are ignorant of mans original elevation to a super 
natural end, Adams fall, the transmission of original sin, and the Redemp-

121 II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, ad 5: “Although the unbaptized children are separated 
from God with regard to that union which is through glory, they are nevertheless 
not wholly separated from Him. On the contrary, they are united to Him through 
a participation in natural goods, and thus they will also be able to rejoice in Him 
through natural knowledge and love.”

122 Denis the Carthusian, for example, interprets this text as teaching that the souls in 
limbo enjoy a “natural beatitude.” See II Sent., d. 33, q. 2 {Opera omnia, 22:448a): 
“Since they know and love God with a natural love, and thus enjoy Him according 
to their measure, they have a natural beatitude. Therefore, they are not completely 
separated from God or Christ, but are joined to Him through a participation in nat 
ural gifts. So says Thomas in the Scriptum.”

123 “We say that the souls of children are not without natural knowledge proper to a sep 
arated soul according to its nature, but are without supernatural knowledge.. . .  Now 
it pertains to natural knowledge that the soul knows it 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 that glory which the saints possess is beyond natu 
ral knowledge. Hence the Apostle says in 1 Cor 2:9 that ‘eye has not seen, nor ear 
heard, nor has it entered into the heart of man what God has prepared for chose who 
love Him’ and then he adds: ‘But to us God has revealed them through His spirit,’ 
which revelation pertains to faith. And therefore the souls of children do not know 
drat they are deprived of such a good, and do not grieve on this account; but this 
knowledge which they have by nature, they possess without sorrow.”
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tion. As a result, they think that they possess the beatitude for which they 
were made, in their natural operations of knowing and loving God!124

Furthermore, this thesis that the souls in limbo enjoy a state of natu 
ral beatitude consisting in the natural knowledge and love of God through 
the mirror of creation became the common teaching of the vast majority 
of theologians. Duns Scotus, in fact, explicitly refers to limbo as a state in 
which the unbaptized infant souls “can attain to a certain natural beati 
tude in God known in His general attributes,” whom they know more 
perfectly than the greatest philosophers in this life.125

It is important to observe that Scotuss thesis postulating the existence 
of an innate natural desire to see God does not imply that the lack of sat 
isfaction of this desire would cause any spiritual suffering, or that a natu 
ral beatitude would be impossible, or that the vision of God is due in any

124 See also De malo, q. 5, a. 3, ad 1: “The souls of the children dying in original sin 
know beatitude in general according to its common notion, but not in its particular 
realization. And therefore they will not grieve over its loss.” David Braine, in “Henri 
de Lubac and His Critics,” Nova et Vetera (English ed.) 6 (2008): 561, has com 
mented that for the mature St. Thomas, the ignorance suffered by the souls in limbo 
causes their state to be unfortunate and so far removed from beatitude that, “unsur 
prisingly St. Thomas never describes it as beatitude at all.” This does not seem to be 
correct. St. Thomas maintains first that the souls in limbo know beatitude “accord 
ing to its common notion,” as consisting in possession of the perfect good. Sec 
ondly, he maintains that they are aware that they have this perfect good 
(contemplation of God in a way proportionate to human nature—and thus on the 
natural order), which they “possess without any sorrow” at all. In other words, they 
enjoy a state truly capable of satisfying human nature and which fulfills the com 
mon notion of beatitude. Of course, they do not attain the supernatural beatitude 
of whose existence they are unaware, and thus they do not grieve over its loss.

125 Ordinatio II, d. 33, q. un., n. 3 [11] (Opera omnia, vol. 8 [Civitas Vaticana, 
2001], 364): “It seems probable that they can have a natural knowledge of all nat 
urally knowable things more excellendy than any philosophers have had in this 
state; and thus they can attain to a certain natural beatitude in God known in His 
general attributes.” See also Lectura II, d. 33, q. un., nn. 16-18 {Opera omnia, vol. 
19 [Civitas Vaticana, 1993], 321-22). Generally, Scotus’s solution follows 
Aquinas’s De malo, q. 5, a. 3. The position taken by St. Thomas in II Sent., d. 33, 
q. 2, a. 2, is followed by Matthew of Aquasparta, O.F.M., Quaestiones disputatae 
de anima separata, q. 8, responsio, B (dated between 1277 and 1279) (Quaracchi, 
1959), 143-44: “Although they know that [supernatural] good of which they are 
deprived—and thus they naturally desire it—nevertheless they do not desire it 
with a deliberated will, for they know that they cannot attain it. And since they

• do not desire it with a deliberated will, they do not grieve. Their knowledge and 
their affection are turned to their proper natural goods—their being, life, under 
standing, and other natural operations in which they have a great participation in 
the divine goodness. And they delight in these things, are consoled, rejoice, and 
are content.”
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way to human nature.126 For Scotus, spiritual suffering would follow only 
from the frustration of a deliberated natural desire.

Thus the natural desire to see God as understood by both Scotus and 
St. Thomas is perfectly compatible with the possibility of a state of pure 
nature and with the existence of a natural final end for man, which they 
understood to be realized in the state of limbo. De Lubac neglects to consider 
the fundamental importance of the Thomistic (and Scotist) thesis that 
there is no spiritual suffering in limbo— a thesis which provides a power 
ful illustration of the possibility of a natural beatitude after this life.127 In 
conclusion, it is clear that in manifold ways the texts of St. Thomas assert 
the possibility of a state of final natural happiness for men or angels that 
would be proportionate to nature. Thus they definitely imply the possibil 
ity of a “state of pure nature.”128

Suarez Argues That Innate Appetite Cannot Be Twofold
On the basis of the foregoing demonstration of the possibility of a connat 
ural beatitude for man, Sudrez constructs two theological arguments for 
the impossibility of an innate appetite for the vision of God. The first 
argument is as follows:

1. The final end or beatitude of an intellectual creature can exist in two 
forms: connatural and supernatural.

,2(S See A. Wolter, “Duns Scotus on the Natural Desire for the Supernatural,” New 
Scholasticism 23 (1949): 315—17.

127 See Sumaturel, Note C, 449-65. See G. de Broglie, De fine ultimo humanae vitae, 
Appendix 3, 254: “It is dear that the notion of a necessary destination of man to the 
supernatural is foreign to the mind of the Angelic Doctor. In order to show this 
briefly, we hold that the argument should proceed not from this or that formula, but 
from certain theories which are undoubtedly Thomistic, and which are most closely 
connected with the present question: 1. This is clear first of all from St. Thomass 
doctrine of the state o f children who die without Baptism, explained in II Sent., q. 33, 
q. 2, a. 2. It should be noted that all those who maintain that the vision of God is 
the one and only necessary end of man always conceive the loss of that vision in the 
separated soul as a miserable, violent, horrid state entailing great sorrow. Thus Baius, 
Jansenius, and the Augustinians [Noris, Bellelli, and Berti] were necessarily counted 
under the tortoresparvulorum (torturers of the children]. St. Thomas, however, con 
ceived the whole matter in a very different way. He clearly teaches that the children 
will suffer no internal sorrow from the loss of the divine good” (italics original).

128 See A. Vanneste, “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” £7X44 (1968): 188: “It is certainly 
inexact to attribute to the Angelic Doctor the paternity of the system of pure 
nature, but it nevertheless seems to us that his commentators of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries would never have developed it, if Thomism itself did not 
contain it in germ.” Vanneste is personally opposed to the “system of pure 
nature,” although he clearly recognizes the seeds of it in the works of St. Thomas.
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2. However, there cannot be an innate natural appetite for both of these 
ends, for natural inclination is determined to one. Thus, if our innate 
appetite is directed toward natural beatitude, it will not be simultane 
ously directed to our supernatural beatitude, and vice versa.129

3. However, it is absurd to think that our innate natural appetite is 
directed only to our supernatural end, and not to our connatural end 
to which we are naturally proportioned, for natural inclination has its 
foundation in natural proportionality.130

4. Therefore, our innate appetite can only be directed to our connatural 
beatitude.131

It is interesting to compare Suarezs reasoning with that of de Lubac in 
The Mystery o f the Supernatural, chapter 4.132 De Lubac does not refer to 
Suirezs argument as such, so as to refute it directly, but he clearly opposes 
it and argues for an opposite conclusion:

As soon as I exist, in fact, all indetermination vanishes,. . .  no other 
finality now seems possible for me than that which is now really 
inscribed in the depths of my nature; there is only one end, and 
therefore I bear within me, consciously or otherwise, a “natural

That it is impossible for there to be an innate appetite simultaneously for two 
final ends—natural and supernatural—is also argued by Sudrez in “De statibus 
humanae naturae,” ch. 1, n. 8 (Opera omnia, 7:181b). He argues that if there is an 
innate appetite for supernatural beatitude, then it is inconsistent to maintain that 
there is also an innate appetite for a connatural happiness (as beatitude or as final 
end), for the appetite would not rest in it.

130 See Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 1, §6, n. 3 (Opera omnia, 25:53), cited in this 
chapter, note 36, above. For this teaching in the texts of St. Thomas, see note 38 
above.

131 De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §1, n. 10 (Opera omnia, 4:153b): “We showed 
above that there is a natural beatitude for man other than this supernatural beati 
tude. Therefore, the former will be desired by an innate appetite. It will also be 
desired as a final perfection, for otherwise it could not be desired as beatitude. 
Therefore, no further beatitude will be desired by this appetite. Just as it is impos 
sible to have two final ends with respect to one and the same thing, likewise it is 
impossible to naturally desire [i.e. with an innate appetite) two perfections as final 
ones, which is the same as desiring them as beatitude.”

As noted above, Sudrez uses the expression “innate appetite” where St. Thomas 
speaks of “natural inclination” and “ordering” to an end. Aside from this purely 
terminological difference, Sudrez’s doctrine is in harmony with many texts of St. 
Thomas, analyzed above, which state that man’s natural inclination is directed 
toward his connatural end.
See 56 [71-72].
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desire” for i t . . . .  This “natural desire” is not only just as “necessary,” 
but just as “determinate” as its correlative end. “To each thing a sin 
gle end is naturally appropriate, which it seeks by a natural necessity, 
for nature always tends to one thing” [De malo, q. 16, a. 5], says St. 
Thomas, and he says further: “the natural appetite is determined to 
one thing” [De veritate, q. 22, a. 3, ad 5].

De Lubac is in agreement with what I have referred to as proposition (2), 
according to which innate appetite is determined to one object, and he uses 
this principle to eliminate the other three points outlined above, especially 
proposition (1), according to which the final end or beatitude of the rational 
creature is twofold. De Lubac seems to reason as follows: (1) Natural appetite 
is determined to one. (2) Our de facto end is the vision of God. (3) Therefore, 
our natural appetite is determined to this one supernatural end.

For Sudrez, the one object to which our natural inclination is deter 
mined is our connatural happiness, which St. Thomas contrasts with our 
supernatural beatitude. For de Lubac, the one object of our natural inclina 
tion or innate appetite is the supernatural beatitude of the vision of God. 
In this way de Lubac uses the notion that natural appetite is determined to 
one precisely in order to eliminate the possibility of any true natural end.

It is manifest that the position of Suarez is more faithful than that of 
de Lubac to the texts of St. Thomas examined above which teach that the 
will and intellect of the rational creature are sufficiently inclined or ordered 
not to our supernatural end, but only to our connatural end.133

The difference between the reasoning of Suarez and de Lubac seems 
to lie also in the way they understand finality. De Lubac strongly criticizes 
Suirez’s understanding of this notion in The Mystery o f the Supernatural 
chapter 4:

In fact, this modern theory of a spiritual nature—whether angelic or 
human—with a “purely natural” finality, was born and developed in 
the intellectual context of a watered-down idea of what finality is. . .  . 
Finality was therefore considered as something fairly extrinsic: not a 
desdny inscribed in man’s very nature, directing him from within, 
and which he could not ontologically escape, but a mere destination 
given him from outside when he was already in existence. This is cer 
tainly what Suarez supposes, for example; for him, the punishment of 
Adam’s sin was essentially the withdrawal of the supernatural finality

133 STl,  q. 62, a. 2; I—II, q. 62, a. 1; ibid., ad 3; I—II, q. 62, a. 3; ibid., ad 1; De spe, 
q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 
3; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5; In II  Cor. 5:5 
(#160-61); De veritate, q. 22, a. 7; see pp. 324-27 below.
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which God had bestowed upon human nature as one gift, amongst 
others, added over and above nature.134

In this passage, de Lubac has not correcdy portrayed Suarezs position, which 
in this matter does not appear to be essentially different from that of St. 
Thomas. Sudrez, like St. Thomas, expresses the notion of finality by speaking 
of being ordered to an  “end.”135 This end for the intellectual creature, both for 
Sudrez and St. Thomas, is considered to be twofold: connatural and supernat 
ural. The connatural end corresponds to the proportionality and natural 
inclination of the nature itself.136 This could be referred to as a “natural final 
ity” that flows from the principles of the nature.

Secondly, ordination to a supernatural end (supernatural finality) corre 
sponds to two factors, one extrinsic and the other intrinsic: (1) the intention 
of God from all eternity to elevate men and angels to that supernatural end 
in which perfect beatitude is found, and (2) the presence of sanctifying grace 
in the creature, by which we become divinae consortes naturae. These two 
factors have to be clearly distinguished. For Sudrez,137 as for St. Thomas,138 
an intrinsic ordination to a “supernatural end” is only present in  virtue o f  
sanctifying grace. Thus an intrinsic ordination to the vision is n o t present in 
fallen mankind in virtue of creation, even though God in fact has created us 
for this supernatural end. In other words, human nature alone w ithout sanc- 
tifying grace is proportionate to our natural end (natural contemplation of 
God), to which it is naturally inclined. Human nature w ith  sanctifying grace 
is supematurally proportionate—through a divine mystery—to the super 
natural end of the vision of God, to which it is supematurally inclined 
through the theological virtues.

Therefore, there is no justification for the claim that Suarez’s under 
standing of finality is “watered down” or “fairly extrinsic,” which would 
seem to imply that he holds a nominalist type of position, according to

134 Mystery, 68-69 [89].
135 In this discussion I treat “finality” and “being ordered to an end” as synonymous.
136 £)e veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, a. 2; etc.
137 Sudrez, De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 4, §3, n. 3 (Opera omnia, 4:44b): “An end is 

not due except by reason of a things substantial and primary being. Therefore, a 
supernatural end only corresponds to grace itself, which is like a substantial partic 
ipation in the divine nature. As this grace is not due to human nature, so neither 
is that beatitude, which is its proper end. Thus as human nature could have been 
created without grace, and without any promise of it, while keeping intact all the 
properties and providence due to such a nature, so likewise it could have been cre 
ated without being ordered to a supernatural end.”

138 See Sf(?III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229): “The end to which man is directed by the 
assistance of divine grace is above human nature. Therefore there needs to be 
added to man a supernatural form and perfection, by which he may be fittingly 
ordered to that end.”
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which the essential finality of a thing could be changed ad libitum from 
without, simply by the fia t of God, without involving any ontological 
change. On the contrary, Sudrezs position, like that of St. Thomas, is that 
the intrinsic principles of rational nature themselves are inherently propor 
tionate only to our “connatural end,” and that this intrinsic ordination can 
not be changed from without, because it flows from the very nature of our 
faculties. A new finality can be given by adding a new supernatural form— 
sanctifying grace—which orders us to a supernatural end by mysteriously 
making us proportionate to it. Thus our natural end could be spoken of in 
the words of de Lubac as a “destiny inscribed in mans very nature, direct 
ing him from within.” If we have not received sanctifying grace, however, 
our supernatural end cannot be spoken of as inscribed in our nature in this 
way! It is only in virtue of the presence of sanctifying grace and the theolog 
ical virtues chat our supernatural end is a destiny “inscribed” within mans 
being, “directing him from within.”

It is true that even if we do not receive Baptism and sanctifying grace, 
God has created us in fact for a supernatural end. However, this finality is 
eternally present in the mind of God, but cannot properly be said to be 
inscribed upon our being before we receive the gift of grace. The function 
of grace as presented by St. Thomas139 is not only to enable us to achieve 
our supernatural end, but first of all to give us a mysterious proportionality 
with it.

Furthermore, de Lubac maintains that Sudrezs weakened understand 
ing of finality can be seen in the fact that he holds that the punishment for 
Adams sin was the “withdrawal of the supernatural finality which God 
had bestowed upon human nature . . . added over and above nature.” 
However, the position that de Lubac is criticizing is also the view of St. 
Thomas. For example, in II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. I,140 St. Thomas speaks 
of the penalty of original sin precisely as the removal of the gift of grace 
and original justice, “added above nature” (superadditum), which “ordered” 
man to the vision of God. The deprivation of this gift, therefore, took 
away Adam’s interior ordination to his supernatural end. St. Thomas speaks * I

See £)e veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “It is necessary that man be given something not only 
by which he works for the end, or to incline his appetite to that end, but also by 
which the nature of man is elevated to a certain dignity, according to which such 
an end is fitting to him. And for this he is given grace.”

I40 “However, the defect which is passed on through our origin, having the notion of sin, 
does not lie in the withdrawal or corruption of some good which follows on human 
nature or its principles, but in the subtraction or corruption of something super- 
added to nature.. . .  And therefore no other penalty is due to it except the privation 
of that end to which we were ordered by that gift which was withdrawn. And this, 
which human nature cannot attain by itself, is the vision of God. And therefore the 
lack of this vision is the only proper penalty for original sin after death.”
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of this punishment as a “privation of that end [the vision] to which he was 
ordered by the gift that was taken away.”

Likewise, in De malo, q. 5, a. 1, he writes that “the appropriate 
penalty for original sin is the withdrawal of grace and, in consequence, of 
the vision of God, to which man was ordered by grace.”1*! Although St. 
Thomas does not speak directly of “finality,” the same idea is conveyed by 
speaking of “being ordered to an end.” For St. Thomas, we are intrinsi 
cally ordered to the vision of God only by having received the gift of sanc 
tifying grace. The privation of this gift carries the consequence that we are 
no longer ordered intrinsically to the beatific vision.1'52

In summary, it is necessary to distinguish carefully between three differ 
ent senses in which something can be said to be ordered to an end. (1) Some 
thing can be ordered to an end by the principles of the nature itself. This 
order can be referred to as an intrinsic and natural finality. In this way 
everything is said to be ordered to its natural end. In virtue of this natural 
ordination every being has an innate appetite (natural inclination) for its 
end. (2) Secondly, something can be ordered to an end in the intention or 
plan present in the mind of the creator or possessor of a thing, over and 
above what the principles of a things nature imply or demand. This type of 
ordering to an end is present in the minds of artisans with respect to their 
materials or products, and in God’s eternal plan with respect to His crea 
tures. This kind of finality can be said to be extrinsic, for it lies in the mind 
of the creator, outside of the thing. Nevertheless, this finality is not arbi 
trary, but is based on the fittingness of the thing with respect to the end 
above its nature to which it is ordered. It is in this sense that men in a state 
of original or mortal sin are ordered by Gods plan to a supernatural end, to 
which they are uniquely open by being sons of Adam made in the image of 
God (with a specific obediential potency). This way of being ordered to an 
end does not imply a natural inclination or innate appetite, although it 
does imply fittingness. (3) Finally, the spiritual creature can be ordered to a 
supernatural end by receiving an additional form super-added above its 
own proportionality: sanctifying grace.141 142 143 This ordination to a supernatural 
end can be said to be intrinsic, in that it flows from a supernatural principle 
possessed interiorly. From this super-added form of grace there results a 
new connatural inclination for the supernatural end (pondus gratiae).

It is on the basis of this distinction that Suarez denies the existence of an 
“innate appetite” (pondus naturae) for the vision of God in fallen man. 
There is an “innate appetite” in the creature only for an end to which he is

141 See also De malo, q. 4, a. 1, ad 14.
142 See ST  I-II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 1; De vir- 

tutibus, q. un., a, 10.
143 See P. Donnelly, “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” T S 11 (1950): 403.



THE NAT URA L DESIRE TO SEE GOD

ordered by the principles o f his nature', his intrinsic and natural finality. A 
child of Adam ordered to the vision of God through Gods eternal plan, but 
yet bereft of sanctifying grace by which he would be intrinsically ordered to 
it, does not have an innate appetite (pondus naturae) for the vision of God, 
nor yet an inclination stemming from grace {pondus gratiae), but he does 
have a unique openness for it, as well as an elicited natural desire to see God.

An Innate Appetite for the Vision Would Imply 
That It Is Due
After giving the preceding argument that innate appetite cannot be 
twofold, Sudrez continues this same line of thought by adding a second 
converse consideration. If the possibility of a natural beatitude or natural 
final end implies the impossibility of an innate appetite for the vision of 
God, conversely, the existence of an innate appetite for the vision would 
imply the impossibility of a natural beatitude. This, in turn, would imply 
that the vision is due to our nature, which is heretical.

If there were an innate natural appetite direcdy for a supernatural end, 
this would mean that there could be no connatural end for man in which his 
innate natural appetite comes to rest.144 This, however, leads to an absurdity. 
Innate natural appetite is inseparable from a given nature, since it results by 
necessity from the principles of a nature. Thus, if there actually were an 
innate natural appetite for supernatural beatitude in our nature, it would be 
impossible for God to create that nature without it. However, it would be 
absurd for God to create a creature with such an innate natural appetite and 
not to satisfy it, unless the creature rendered himself unworthy of it through 
sin. This implies the impossibility of a state in which the intellectual creature 
would not be elevated to this supernatural end. However, this conclusion is 
impossible, because it would effectively deny the gratuitousness of grace.145

144 “De statibus humanae naturae,” ch. 1, n. 8 (Opera omnia, 7:181b): “If the [innate] 
appetite of human nature does not come to rest in some natural good, but tends fur 
ther to the supernatural, then no natural good is his final end. For a final end 
includes the negation of tending to a further end. Otherwise, it would not be final.”

145 De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §1, n. 10 (Opera omnia, 4:153b-154a): “Accord 
ing to the former view [asserting an innate appetite for the vision of God], it fol 
lows that the appetite of nature does not rest in any natural perfection, as in its 
formal final end. Consequendy, there can be no natural beatitude outside of this 
which is supernatural; therefore, man cannot be created, ordered to his final end, 
other than by being ordered to this supernatural beatitude. Hence, the ordination 
to this end will be intrinsically due to human nature, because nothing is more due 
than to be ordered to a final end. This consequence has always seemed to me to be 
more than simply false [plusquam falsum]. Furthermore, I do not believe that the 
authors who maintain this position would admit this consequence. However, I do 
not clearly see by what means they escape this conclusion.” Sudrez says that this 
position is “more than simply false” because it would imply a heresy: the negation
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In other words, the existence of an innate natural appetite for the vision 
of God would entail the consequence that no other final end would be pos 
sible for an intellectual creature. This in turn entails the consequence that 
ordination to this final end, although supernatural, would be due to the 
nature. As seen above, to illustrate the notion of debitum naturae, St. Thomas 
says that it is due to a human nature to have reason, hands, and feet. Every 
thing that belongs to the essence or flows from it is due to the nature. Now 
the ordination to some fitting final end also falls into this class of things 
which are due to a nature, without which it would be absurd and in vain. 
The ordination to a final end that is the only endpossible to a nature can never 
be gratuitous in the fu ll sense o f the word. If there is only one possible final 
end for a creature, being ordered to this end is necessarily due to that 
nature, because no creature can exist fittingly without being ordered to a 
proportionate final end. Likewise, if there is an innate appetite for a given 
end, being ordered to that end is due to that nature.

Furthermore, not only the end, but also the necessary means propor 
tioned to the end—through which the creature is ordered to the end— 
would also be due to the nature. This means that grace, the theological 
virtues, and the light of glory would all be due to nature. In his Disputa- 
tiones metaphysicae, Sudrez writes:

The natural felicity of a creature cannot consist in the clear vision of 
God , . . especially because otherwise the ordination to that end 
would be due to the intellectual creature, through proportionate and suf 
ficient means. Neither could God act otherwise in regard to that 
nature except by denying the providence that is due to it. This, how 
ever, I hold to be gready absurd in Theology, and a pernicious foun 
dation for treating the matters of grace. The consequence is manifest, 
because nothing more greatly pertains to the providence due to each 
nature than its ordination to its connatural end through fitting means. 
Now, if that happiness is in no way natural, neither can there be a 
natural and innate appetite for i t . . .  for such an appetite is only for 
those things which are natural.* 146

On the other hand, Sudrez holds that the absurdity which results from an 
innate appetite for the vision of God does not follow from the existence of 
an elicited natural desire to see God that is naturally conditional or imper 
fectly willed. Therefore, it must be interpreted in this way.147

of the gratuitousness of our supernatural end. However, he notes that defenders of 
an innate appetite for the vision of God, such as Scotus, certainly do not intend to 
claim that our supernatural end is due to us.

146 Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 30, n. 37 (Opera omnia, 26:154a).
147 See Sudrez’s commentary on S7T, q. 12, a. 1 (Opera omnia, 1:66).
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Sudrez notes that those who support the innate appetite for the vision of 
God, such as Scotus, de Soto, Toledo, and so forth, would certainly not 
accept this conclusion that grace and glory are due to the intellectual crea 
ture! However, he does not see how they can logically escape from the con 
clusion that ordination to the beatific vision would be due to the creature. It 
is not sufficient to assert that the vision is not due to the creature. One must 
be able to show why this conclusion does not follow from the premise of an 
innate natural desire to see God.148

Since St. Thomas and the Catholic tradition definitively exclude the 
vision of God, grace, glory, and all supernatural gifts from' that which is 
due to human nature, Suirez concludes two things: (1) it is impossible for 
there to be an innate natural appetite for a supernatural end and for super 
natural gifts; (2) it is necessarily possible (although never realized) for God 
to have created intellectual creatures with a final end proportionate to their 
nature, without elevating them to the vision of God.

This theological argument of Suirez is perhaps the most efficacious 
argument against the thesis of an innate natural appetite for the vision of 
God. It interprets the natural desire to see God in the light of the Catholic 
doctrine that the vision of God is not due to human nature. After Sudrez, it 
was repeated by distinguished Thomists for centuries. For example, Gonet 
in 1659 formulated the argument as follows:

In man, considered in himself, deprived of faith and grace, there does 
not exist an innate appetite for the clear vision of God. This is proved 
first by the following: Innate appetite . . .  is a certain tendency of 
nature [pondus naturae] toward the good that is connaturally due to 
it. However, in man considered in himself, there is not a pondus nat 
urae, but only an obediential potency for the clear vision of God, 
since it is not connaturally due to him, but rather is immeasurably 
above him and disproportionate to his natural powers.149

148 It seems that Sudrezs conclusion was not so obvious to thinkers such as Scotus, or 
indeed de Lubac, because of a certain voluntarism according to which the notion 
of debitum naturae was weakened.

149 J. B. Gonet, Clypeus theologiae thomisticae, commentary on 5TI, q, 12, disp. 1, a. 5, 
§2, n. 85 (1:223). See also Xantes Mariales, O.E, Controvmiae ad univenam Sum- 
mam theologiae D. Thomae Aquinatis, controversia 11, ch. 2 (77b): "Third, Thomists 
argue as follows. Neither the beadfic vision, nor the means to the vision such as 
grace and other virtues, are due to the intellectual creature. Therefore, the intellectual 
creature does not have a natural potency or indinadon to them, nor are these his 
natural perfections, contrary to what is taught by our adversaries. The antecedent 
proposition is by faith.. . .  Grace is opposed to what is due.. . .  The consequence is 
proved as follows: The natural perfection of each thing is ‘due’ to it, together with 
the means of reaching it. . . .  Therefore in the same way, if the beatific vision and the 
means to it are natural perfections for the intellectual creature, as our adversaries
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A century later, Billuart makes the same argument:

When we say that man has a natural desire to see God, having seen 
His effects, we do not understand this as an innate desire or appetite 
which follows nature independently of knowledge. Such an appedte is 
directed to a good that is due to the creature in a connatural way, as in 
the innate appetite of a heavy object for the center. However, the 
vision of God is not due to man in this way, as is clear from what has 
been said. Therefore, we understand this as an elicited appetite fol 
lowing on knowledge . . .  which is conditional and inefficacious.* 150

In order to challenge Sudrezs argument against an innate appetite for the 
vision of God, one of the two following axioms on which it is based would 
have to be denied: (1) the ordination to the uniquely possible final end of a 
creature, for which the creature has an innate appetite, is due to the nature; or 
(2) grace and glory are not due even to an innocent human nature.

Baius151 and Jansenius denied the possibility of a state of pure nature 
by denying proposition (2) above. They held that the gratuitousness of 
grace and glory does not require that they be above all that which is due to 
innocent human nature (,debitum naturae). It is sufficient that grace and 
the vision of God be beyond any personal merit.

De Lubac, on the contrary, as will be seen below, justifies his opposition 
to Suarezs thesis of the possibility of a state of pure nature by opposing 
proposition (1): ordination to the uniquely possible final end of a creature, 
to which the creature has an innate appetite, would be due to the nature.

contend, they will be due to him on the basis of what is due to nature according to 
divine insdtution, and not by grace, which is obviously heretical. In order to avoid 
this, one must deny that these are natural perfections of man, and consequendy man 
will not have a natural inclination for them, as the Thomists teach.”

150 C. R. Billuart, Summa Sancti Thomae, diss. 4, a. 3, appendix (Lequette, 1:107). See 
also V.-L. Gotti, Theologia scholastico-dogmatica juxta  mentem D ivi Thomae 
Aquinatts, vol. 1, In primam partem, n. 12 (132); B. Beraza, Tractatus de Deo ele- 
vante, 93n218.

151 Among the propositions of Baius condemned by St. Pius V, see proposition 21 (DS 
1921); proposition 23 (DS 1923); proposition 55 (DS 1955): “God could not have 
created man from the beginning in the condition in which he is now born.” For the 
position of Baius in this regard, seej. M. Mejia, “La hipbtesis de la naturaleza pura,” 
C ienciayfi2  (1955): 7-27; F. Lite, La question des rapports entre la nature etlagr&ce 
de Baius au Synode de Pistoie, doctoral dissertation in theology, PUG (Fontaine- 
I’fiveque, 1934), 1-46; J. A. de Aidama, “Bayo y el estado de naturaleza pura, a 
travbs de la refutacibn bayana de Ripalda,” Salmanticensis 1 (1954): 50-71; X. Le 
Bachelet, “Baius,” Dictionnaire de thfologie catholique, vol. 2, col. 41-57.



The Natural Desire to See God 
is a Conditional Desire

ON CE it has been established that the natural desire to see God is 
an elicited desire rather than an innate appetite, it is not hard to 
see that it will be naturally formed as a conditional or imperfect 
movement.1 This conclusion was drawn first by Medina and Bdnez, fol 

lowed by Sudrez.

Medina and Banez
Medina and Banez come to the above conclusion through two different 
arguments, both of which are then taken up by Sudrez and the subsequent 
Thomist tradition. Medina bases his argument on theological grounds. He 
reasons that the desire to see God cannot be naturally formed as an effica 
cious desire,2 even if preceded by supernatural Revelation, because then it 
would be identical to an act of supernatural hope, which requires the aid of

1 For this notion of imperfect willing, see 571-11, q. 13, a. 5, ad 1; De malo, q. 16, 
a. 3, ad 9; III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1; and pp. 23-25 above.

2 Efficacious willing is used by Scholastic theologians in this context to indicate a 
perfect or completed movement of the will for an end, which includes a willing of 
the means ordered to the attainment of that end. This term is only rarely used by 
St. Thomas in this context, who speaks rather of perfect (completed) willing and 
imperfect willing. St. Thomas uses “efficacious willing” in this sense in Quaestio 
disputata de correctione fratema, a. 1: “The will is not efficacious, nor true, if it is 
not proven by works. Thus it belongs to the notion of love to do good to friends 
and to impede harm from befalling them.” In Scotus and later authors, the term 
“efficacious willing” often is used instead of “perfect willing”; see Scotus, Ordina- 
tio IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 12.
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actual grace. In order to be distinguished from supernatural hope, he con 
cludes that the natural desire can only be formed as an incomplete (imper 
fect) movement of the will.3

Bdnez comes to the same conclusion by reflecting on the way the 
intellect presents the object of the natural desire to see God. If one consid 
ers the idea of knowing the essence of God, the intellect spontaneously 
grasps it as something exceedingly desirable in itself, but also as something 
that seems naturally impossible, exceeding the limits of nature. The move 
ment of the will toward this good must necessarily reflect both these 
aspects of this extraordinary object. Because of its goodness, it is naturally 
desired. Because of its natural impossibility, on the other hand, the move 
ment of desire will not be a completed one resulting in choice. Thus the 
natural desire will have the condition: “if it is possible.”4

It might be objected that a natural desire and a conditional desire are 
two different types of acts which cannot go together. However, Banez gives 
a very interesting example of a natural desire that is also naturally condi 
tional: the desire never to die. St. Thomas speaks of this natural desire “not 
to be stripped of our earthly tabernacle,” in reference to 2 Cor 5:4-6, and 
observes that this “natural desire” coexists with the deliberated “supernatu 
ral desire”—moved by grace—to die so as to reign with Christ.5

Furthermore, Binez notes that even if the desire for the vision of God 
is not explicidy formulated as a conditional desire, nevertheless, a condition 
must still be implicit in it because the vision is something that exceeds our 
powers. The natural desire to see God can only properly cease to be condi 
tional when the vision of God is desired as an end to be achieved through

3 Expositio in primam secundae, q. 3, a. 8 (46a-b): “For the act of hope is nothing 
other than efficaciously desiring to see and possess God as He is. Therefore, it is 
opposed to faith to assert that man, from the faculties of nature alone, can effica 
ciously desire to see God. . . .  Therefore, even if man is illuminated by the light of 
faith, a supernatural divine aid is necessary for his will to efficaciously desire that 
beatific good, which is a supernatural object. Therefore, a member of the faithful 
or a pagan, if he has knowledge of supernatural things, can—from the faculties of 
his nature—have an imperfect desire to see God, which is explained by these 
words: ‘I would like to see God.’ However, no one can have an efficacious desire 
to see God unless he is divinely assisted.”

4 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. I (249-50): “I say that it [the 
natural desire to see God] is conditional, because from his own natural powers, 
man cannot be certain that this good is possible. Therefore, this desire is condi 
tional: if it were possible. For example, man can desire and will never to die, if 
such a thing were possible. And even if this condition is not made explicit in the 
mind, it is nevertheless implicitly contained in the object, which is represented as 
good and is not represented as possible.”

5 In II  Cor. 5:5-6, lect. 2 (#160, 162-63).
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the grace o f God, so that one efficaciously wills the end and the supernatural 
means to the end.^ However, then the desire is no longer natural but super 
natural: the theological virtue of hope.

Suarez
Shortly after the publication of the commentaries of Medina and Banez, 
Suarez also came to the conclusion that the natural desire to see God is an 
imperfect or conditional elicited natural desire.

He begins his treatment of the matter in De ultimo fine hominis 
(1592) by noting that the assertion that this elicited desire is natural is 
problematic for three reasons: (1) because it has a supernatural object; (2) 
because then man could find no repose outside of that object, which 
would thus be the only possible final end of the intellectual creature, 
thereby eliminating the possibility of a natural beatitude; and (3) because 
an elicited desire must be based on a prior innate appetite, but there can 
not be an innate appetite for a supernatural end.6 7

In order to resolve these objections, Sudrez then considers the posi 
tions of Cajetan and Ferrariensis, both of which he finds imperfect or 
incomplete. He therefore proceeds to offer what he refers to as a new solu 
tion, which in fact coincides basically with that of Medina and Banez.

He begins by stating—like Medina—that man cannot naturally have 
an absolute and efficacious elicited desire for our supernatural beatitude, 
because such a desire is properly the act of infused hope. Furthermore, such 
an efficacious desire would have to include a firm will to do all that is nec 
essary to achieve that end. However, man cannot have such a salvific will by 
his own powers, for both the end and the means are above us. For an end 
to be desired absolutely and efficaciously, it is not enough for it to be seen 
as the most excellent perfection of our nature, but it also must be seen as 
proportionate and possible. Furthermore, Sudrez notes that St. Thomas 
never speaks of an absolute or efficacious desire when speaking of the natu 
ral desire to see God.8

6 Scholastica commentaria inprimam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (250).
7 See De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §2, n. 3 (Opera omnia, 4:154b-l55a).
8 Ibid., n. 6 (Opera omnia, 4:155b): “First, man cannot naturally have an absolute 

and efficacious elicited desire for achieving that supernatural beatitude. This con 
clusion is proven by the reasons given above. This I hold to be a certain conclu 
sion, because such a desire is precisely the act of infused hope, by which we 
efficaciously intend to move toward that beatitude and achieve it, aided by divine 
grace. Furthermore, this efficacious appetite virtually includes an absolute will to 
carry out all that is necessary to attain that beatitude; but man cannot have such a 
will through his natural powers. . .  . Nor does St. Thomas ever speak of this will, 
nor is it sufficient that this object be good in itself and most excellent. Rather it is 
necessary that it be proportionate and possible for that nature itself. Therefore, this
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Without grace, however, man can have an imperfect and conditional 
natural desire for supernatural beatitude. This corresponds to experience, 
for heretics certainly have this desire, and pagan philosophers or members 
of other religions could also have this desire if they have once conceived or 
heard of this beatitude. This type of imperfect desire can be directed to an 
end that appears to be impossible because of man’s condition.9

Sudrez notes that there is a twofold distinction between the state of 
one who conceives this desire through Revelation, and one who conceives 
it through the natural light of reason alone. First, through Revelation, the 
vision of God is easily seen to be a great good that is also possible, which 
can generate a movement of hope.10 Secondly, through Revelation, man 
learns that he is ordered to this beatitude. As a result, he cannot be content 
or at rest unless he actually achieves it. A man in “pure nature,” however, 
would be content with a natural destiny, even though desiring this super 
natural beatitude in a conditional way.11 Faith in Revelation, therefore, 
completely changes the quality of this desire, transforming it into hope.

conclusion follows both for man in pure knowledge as well as enlightened by 
faith, for an elevating aid will always be necessary in the will for this type of effi 
cacious act.”

9 Ibid., n. 7: “Secondly, it should be said that with regard to this supernatural beat 
itude, man can have an imperfect natural appetite, consisting in a certain simple 
affection, which is usually called a conditional act, because it includes a virtual con 
dition in the object. The texts of St. Thomas can be excellently understood with 
regard to this act, and experience shows it to be true, for a heretic has this desire 
[affectum], and a pagan will also have it if he once conceives of this beatitude.” 
The term simplex complacentia used by Sudrez is equivalent to St. Thomas’s term, 
simplex voluntas, by which an end is desired, abstracting from a consideration of 
means ordered to its attainment.

10 See De spe, q. un., a. 1, in which St. Thomas distinguishes hope from a simple 
movement of desire: “Desire can be for any good in the abstract [absolute], with 
out considering its possibility or impossibility. Hope, however, tends to some 
good, insofar as it is possible to acquire it. Therefore, it carries in its definition the 
security of attaining it.”

11 De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §3, n. 7 (Opera omnia, 4:156): “There is only a 
twofold difference [between the natural desire coming from the light of nature 
and from Revelation), because from Revelation it is easily understood that beati 
tude is a great good, and possible. From natural reason, on the other hand, it can 
hardly fall into the mind of man. Nevertheless, it is in no way contradictory for 
this to be grasped in a conditional way: i.e. that it is good to see the first cause, i f  it 
is possible. The second difference is that after man learns through Revelation that 
he is ordered to that beatitude, he desires i t . .  . and will not be content or tranquil 
without having attained it, at least in this life. However, if a man in pure nature 
conceives a certain conditional desire for that vision, he will not lose his peace if 
he acts prudently, but will be content with his natural destiny.”
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Furthermore, in this passage, Sudrez also suggests an interesting 
response to a common modern objection raised against his position. If 
there is no innate appetite for die vision of God, but only an elicited 
desire, how then can the vision be truly experienced as our beatitude, and 
how can its loss constitute the pain of damnation? Suirez points out that 
once it is revealed to man that he has been ordered by God to this super 
natural end, he can no longer rest content with any lesser happiness. What 
man could not dare to aspire to on his own becomes an imperative goal as 
soon as he knows that he has been ordered to it by God. Likewise, it fol 
lows that if a man realizes that through his own fault he has eternally lost 
this transcendent good to which he was ordered by the grace of God, he 
cannot help but experience an eternal desperation (the pain of damna 
tion), even though die beatitude that he has lost exceeded the object of his 
natural inclination.12 Suirez does not explain this point, but the reason 
for this is clearly that given earlier by Medina: the beatific vision contains, 
in a superabundant way, all that to which we are naturally inclined.

Finally, Suarez explains how it happens that there can be a natural 
(conditional) desire for an object that cannot be naturally obtained and 
which exceeds the active powers of any created nature. In fact, we all expe 
rience desires of this kind in ourselves. For example, who would not like 
to have direct intuitive knowledge like that of the angels, who know with 
out the necessity of reasoning laboriously from principles to conclusions? 
Such a desire arises from our natural desire to know in as perfect a way as 
possible. However, the lack of fulfillment of such a desire causes no loss of 
peace, because it is evident that such a desire is not proportionate to 
human nature, and so it is not naturally desired in a complete and uncon 
ditional way.

Suarez observes that desires of this type have their root in the natural 
desire for an end conceived universally, such as beatitude in general or 
knowledge of causes in general. One can then desire a particular realiza 
tion of this universal notion—such as seeing God—which happens to be a 
supernatural object, exceeding the proportionality of nature. However, 
that particular end is desired for the sake of the universal object under 
which it fells (beatitude or knowledge of causes), abstracting from the con 
sideration of whether it is natural or supernatural. Suirez thus infers that 
it would be unwarranted to conclude that such a desire arises from an 
innate appetite direcdy for the particular object of the desire. On the con 
trary, this desire arises only from the innate appetite for the universal

12 Suirez’s solution is in harmony with St. Thomass early text on limbo, II Sent., d. 
33, q. 2, a. 2.
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object of which it is a particular instance: the natural desire for beatitude in 
general or knowledge of causes in general, and so forth.13

Thus Sudrez shows how there can be a naturally elicited desire which 
goes beyond the limit o f the innate appetite in which it is rooted. Innate 
appetite is directed toward a general object, insofar as it is proportionate to 
the creature14 (for example, beatitude in general, or knowledge of causes 
and essences in general). A naturally elicited desire that is a consequence of 
an innate appetite can extend beyond the proportionality of the creature, 
and thus beyond the innate appetite from which it is born. This is because 
elicited desire follows on knowledge, and one can know and naturally 
desire disproportionate objects, such as the vision of God. However, when 
an elicited natural desire goes beyond the bounds of proportionality, as in 
the natural desire to see God, the disproportionate object will be desired 
with an imperfect movement of the will.

In this way Suarez considers that he has resolved the problems posed 
by Cajetan, and the three difficulties he himself had posed. There can be a 
natural elicited desire for an object that cannot be naturally obtained if it 
falls under a universal object naturally desired by an innate appetite.

The existence of this conditional elicited natural desire would not make 
it impossible for one to come to rest in a natural happiness without the 
vision of God. A natural happiness would fulfill mans innate natural desires, 
proportionate to his nature, although it would not fulfill conditional 2nd. dis 
proportionate desires like the desire to see God.

This solution of Sudrez is in excellent agreement with St. Thomas’s 
texts speaking of a twofold final end.15 According to these texts, as seen 
above, there are two fundamentally different ways in which a true beati 
tude or final end of the intellectual creature can be achieved: perfect beati-

13 De ultimo fine homints, disp. 16, §3, n. 7 (Opera omnia, 4:156): “Similarly, a man 
could desire to understand without having to reason from step to step. However, 
this desire would not cause him anxiety or a loss of peace, because he would know 
that it is something completely foreign to human nature. Precisely for this reason, 
it is not necessary that this sort of elicited desire be caused properly by an innate 
appetite for that object to which the elicited desire is directed, as is clear in the case 
of other wishes that concern impossible objects. Instead, this desire takes its origin 
from the innate desire for something in its universal notion, which the mind 
applies to an object which exceeds the possibilities of nature. Thus it happens that 
the will adheres with a simple desire for that object considered under that precise 
aspect. In this way, all the reasons for doubt mentioned above are resolved.”

14 This is also the teaching of St. Thomas; see 571-11, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3: “The reason and 
the will are naturally ordered to God inasmuch as He is the cause and the end of 
nature, but according to the proportion of nature”; and see other texts on p. 222n38 
above.

15 See ST  I, q. 23, a. 1; I, q. 62, a. 1; I-II, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, 
a. 2; II Sent., d. 41, q. 1, a. T, III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3.
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tude which is disproportionate to the nature of the creature, and imperfect 
beatitude which is proportionate. Perfect beatitude would bring to rest all 
natural desires, including those which are conditional and disproportion 
ate. This does not rule out, however, the possibility of a state of true, 
although imperfect, natural beatitude in which natural inclination comes 
to rest in a proportionate way. Suarez thus shows that the existence of a 
natural desire to see God does not remove the possibility of a natural hap 
piness, precisely because it is not an innate or unconditional desire.

Finally, the existence of an imperfect elicited natural desire to see God 
does not imply the existence of an innate appetite directed formally to the 
vision of God, upon which it would be based. Rather, it is based on an 
innate natural desire for a universal object: the natural desire to know 
causes and essences, and the natural desire for happiness.

John of S t  Thomas to Garrigou-Lagrange
After Suarez, the interpretation of the natural desire to see God as an imper 
fect or conditional desire was adopted by the vast majority ofThomists. A' 
prominent example is John of St. Thomas (1589-1644). He considers cer 
tain texts of St. Thomas which speak of the end or beatitude of the rational 
creature as twofold: natural and supernatural (ST I, q. 23, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, 
a. 1, ad 3). In these texts, St. Thomas states that the intellect and will of the 
rational creature are not sufficiently ordered, according to their nature, to 
their supernatural end. John of St. Thomas interprets this to mean that 
without grace, the natural desire to know Gods essence cannot naturally be 
formed as an efficacious desire, or perfect willing. This is because the vision of 
God is naturally grasped to lie beyond die reach of our natural powers, and 
no one can efficaciously desire something that he deems beyond his reach. 
However, the vision of God is naturally desired with a conditional desire 
because it can naturally be known to be a great good, if it is possible. In this 
way John of St. Thomas reconciles the texts of St. Thomas asserting the exis 
tence of a natural desire to see God with those other texts asserting that we 
are not naturally inclined or ordered on the basis of our nature alone to the 
vision of God, but only to our “connatural beatitude.”16

16 John of St. Thomas, Cursus theologicus, disp. 12 (on STl,  q. 12), a. 3, nn. 10-12 
(2:141-42): “Man cannot have an efficacious elicited desire o f a natural order fir  the 
clear vision o f God . . .  An efficacious desire is one which is directed to something as 
possible to be attained by the subject, or to which one can direct means suitable for 
its attainment, insofar as this depends on oneself. Thus it concerns the realization 
of the object, and not only its goodness or fittingness abstracdy considered. . . . 
Therefore, St. Thomas holds that there cannot be an ordering of nature itself to 
the beatific vision, nor an efficacious desire, because by the power of nature he 
cannot attain i t . . . .  The efficaciousness of the appetite must be based on a certain 
sufficiency and power to achieve an end . . .  for no efficacious desire can be
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After John of St. Thomas, the same basic position was restated by 
other Thomists of note, such as Gonet,17 Gotti,18 and Billuart.19 In the 
second half of the nineteenth century, it was eloquently defended by 
Matthias J. Scheeben. Like Sudrez, Scheeben conceives the natural desire 
to see God as an elicited conditional desire that is naturally or sponta 
neously aroused when the vision of God is considered by the mind. He 
characterizes this desire, in the absence of grace, as a “sublime wish 
[hochstrebender Wunsch], which God need not satisfy.”20

In the twentieth century, the classical Thomistic synthesis has been 
stated most completely, perhaps, by Garrigou-Lagrange.21 He compares the 
natural desire to see God with St. Thomas’s doctrine concerning antecedent 
willing, such as God s will that all men be saved, as developed in ST  I, q. 
19, a. 6, ad 1. The antecedent will abstracts from a consideration of all the 
relevant circumstances, and thus its motion is conditional rather than per 
fect and absolute. A similar consideration is applicable to the case of the 
natural desire to see God. The vision of God is naturally desired because 
knowledge of the essence of the first cause of all things is naturally seen to 
be a great good. However, this simple desire is still a kind of “antecedent 
willing” because abstraction has been made of the crucial question of its 
practical possibility. This desire, like all antecedent willing, carries within it 
an implicit clause. The object is desired i f  it is possible, and if a considera-

aroused by an object that appears to be impossible, or does not yet appear possi 
ble, as is self-evident.”

“From this it can be concluded that there is no reason to deny to nature an 
inefficacious desire for the vision of God on the basis of natural knowledge, because 
natural knowledge is sufficient to know God as the supreme good, even though 
one cannot know that He can be possessed by us. Simple or inefficacious appetite 
only concerns the absolute goodness of the object without regard to its attainabil 
ity. In this way we desire and wish to have many goods which we judge to be 
impossible, such as willing never to die and suchlike.”

17 See J. B. Gonet, Clypeus theologiae thomisticae, commentary on ST  I, q. 12, disp. 
l ,a.  5, nn. 88,89,93 (1:224).

18 See V.-L. Gotti (1664-1742), Theologia scholastico-dogmatica, vol. 1, In primam 
partem, tract. 3, q. 1, dubium 3, nn. 13-15 (132-33).

19 See C. R. Billuart, Summa Sancti Thomae, diss. 4, a. 3, appendix (Lequette, 
1:107).

20 M. J. Scheeben, Handbuch der katholiscben Dogmatik, bk. 3, Schopfungslehre, §171, 
n. 932, in Gesammelte Schrifien, 5:443-44.

21 See also Jacques Maritains profound although brief reflections on this theme in 
The Degrees o f Knowledge, 303n91; and Approaches to God, 98—99: “According as it 
reaches thus for an end which transcends every end proportioned to nature, the 
desire to see God is an ‘inefficacious’ desire—a desire which it is not in the power 
of nature to satisfy, and it is a ‘conditional’ desire—a desire whose satisfaction is 
not due to nature.”
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tion of the circumstances permits it. In the case of the natural desire to see 
God, the implicit clause will take the form: “if God wishes to elevate me 
gratuitously to this vision.”22

In conclusion, once it has been determined that St. Thomas is speak 
ing of an elicited desire following on knowledge, rather than an innate 
desire independent of knowledge, it is a simple step to see that in the 
absence of grace and Revelation, this desire will be conditional.

Prior to the twentieth century, the notion that the natural desire to see 
God is an absolute rather than a conditional desire was maintained by very 
few authors, the most well-known of whom was Jansenius, who denied the 
possibility of a state of pure nature. After Jansenius, the strongest opposi 
tion to the thesis that the natural desire to see God is an imperfect willing 
has come from Henri de Lubac, whose position will be examined in chap 
ters 14 and 15.

St. T h o m a s 's  Argument in S T  I, q. 12, a . 1,
Is an Argument of Fittingness and Not 
a Strict Demonstration
The conclusion that the natural desire to see God spoken of by St. Thomas 
is an elicited desire that is naturally conditional is important for a correct 
evaluation of the demonstrative value of St. Thomas’s argument in S7T, q. 
12, a. 1, and ScG III, ch. 51, n. 1. On the basis of this prior conclusion, it 
appears to follow that St. Thomas’s argument that it is possible for intellec 
tual creatures to see the essence of God (i.e. that intellectual creatures have 
some kind of capacity for the vision of God) is not a strict philosophical 
demonstration, but rather a profound argument of fittingness. Bartolom^ 
de Medina—who introduced the notion of conditional desire—seems to 
have been the first to give this interpretation, which quickly became the 
established view of the overwhelming majority of interpreters.23

Bartolome de Medina
Medina concludes his discussion of the natural desire to see God by very 
briefly considering the demonstrative force of the argument. He gives two 
principal explanations.

22 R. Garrigou-Lagrange, Le sens du mysthre et le clair-obscure intellectuel 192-94.
23 A rare exception is Vdzquez, who maintains that St. Thomas’s argument provides 

a demonstration of the possibility of the vision of God. He interprets the natural 
desire to see God as a desire that is elicited and necessary quoad specificationem, 
and from this he deduces that the object of this desire cannot be impossible 
because something intrinsically impossible could not naturally be apprehended to 
be desirable. See Commentariorum ac disputationum in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1, 
disp. 36 (1:290a).



The first is that St. Thomas is intending to give an argument of fit 
tingness for the possibility of the vision of God, since he is speaking of a 
divine mystery which exceeds the power of reason.24 Secondly, he pro 
poses that St. Thomas’s argument rigorously demonstrates that perfect 
beatitude can only be achieved in the vision of God. However, this does 
not mean that there could not be an imperfect happiness (proportionate 
to human nature) in which God is contemplated as perfectly as our natu 
ral faculties permit.25

The second explanation accords with St. Thomas’s intention in STI-II, 
q. 3, a. 8, and ScG III, ch. 50, whereas the first explanation accords with the 
argument as it appears in S7T, q. 12, a. 1, and ScG III, ch. 51. These two 
interpretations do not exclude one another, for they correspond to the two 
different conclusions that St. Thomas seeks to establish by means of the nat 
ural desire to see God: (1) the possibility of the beatific vision, and (2) the 
fact that perfect happiness can only lie in the vision of God. Medina holds 
that only the second of these is rigorously demonstrated.

Bahez
Like Medina, Bifiez concludes that the natural desire to see God is not suf 
ficient to furnish a stria demonstration of the possibility of the beatific 
vision, but only offers a profound argument of fittingness. He bases this on 
two considerations. First of all, the possibility of the vision of God is a mys 
tery o f faith, and mysteries do not admit of demonstration by natural reason. 
Therefore, St. Thomas’s argument intends to show that the vision of God is 
“maximally fitting” to the created intellea in that it corresponds to a natural 
desire.26 A better argument of fittingness could not be found. Bdnez notes 
that St. Thomas does something similar with regard to the mystery of the 
Incarnation in S7TII, q. 1, a. 1, by showing that since it is in the nature of 
goodness to communicate itself to others, the Incarnation is maximally fit 
ting to the supreme goodness, which is God. Likewise, in ScG IV, ch. 79, St. 
Thomas shows that the resurrection is maximally fitting because of the nat 
ural desire of the soul to be rejoined to the body and to be complete in its 
nature. Such arguments can be very persuasive. However, although they can 
persuade, they cannot demonstrate. Here Bdnez has given an a priori argu-
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24 Expositio in primam secundae, q. 3, a. 8 (47a): “The arguments of St. Thomas are 
sometimes only probable, not concluding with necessity. This is especially true in 
the exposition of divine mysteries, which human reason cannot comprehend.”

25 Ibid.: "Or it can be said that the arguments of St. Thomas optimally demonstrate 
that the desire of the human heart cannot be perfectly satiated short of the vision 
and possession of God. Nevertheless, it can be satisfied by a natural knowledge of 
divine things, to the extent that this is possible for nature.”

26 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (248).
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ment equally valid for all supernatural mysteries: reason can only show their 
fittingness. Already given by Denis the Carthusian27 and Cajetan,28 this 
argument will be repeated by a long line of Thomists29 up to Scheeben and 
Garrigou-Lagrange.30

Secondly, Bdnez offers another argument based on the feet that it is a 
naturally conditional desire. For it cannot be said with absolute certainty 
that such a desire cannot ever be in vain.31 The Aristotelian axiom can only 
be rigorously applied in the case of a natural desire that is naturally pro 
duced as an unconditional or absolute desire, because a conditional natural 
desire could remain frustrated without absurdity.

For Bdnez, it is clear that if the natural desire to see God were uncon 
ditional and if the axiom according to which “a natural desire cannot be in 
vain” could thus be rigorously applied, it would show too much: not only 
the possibility of the vision of God (or the resurrection), but also the fact of

27 Depuritate etfelicitate animae, a. 56 (Opera omnia, 40:431a-b).
28 De potentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b).
29 A good summary of the Thomistic consensus was given by the eighteenth-century 

Thomist V.-L. Gotti, Theologia scholastico-dogmatica, vol. 1, In primam partem, 
tract. 3, q. 1, dubium 3, §1, nn. 1, 6 (132): “I say first, that the light of nature 
alone is insufficient to demonstrate that the clear vision of God is possible, 
because the light of nature alone can only show us what is natural and has a con 
nection with natural effects. However, the vision of God, being completely super 
natural, has no connection with natural effects, since the supernatural is said to be 
that which is above all of nature, and above the exigencies of the whole of nature.
. . .  Secondly, I say that by the powers of nature it can be shown in a certain way 
that the vision of God is not impossible, by putting forth arguments which, 
although not demonstrative, are nevertheless fitting and probable, as well as by 
resolving the objections that are adduced against it. This conclusion is in con 
formity with what is taught by theologians with regard to the possibility of the 
Incarnation; and enables one to reconcile the conflicting assertions, not only of 
Thomists, but also of St. Thomas with himself. . . . Therefore, to harmonize all of 
these, I respond that the arguments which St. Thomas has adduce! in ScGIII, ch. 
50, are very probable, and are efficacious ad hominem against the Gentile philoso 
phers against whom he is arguing in that book, for they are taken from principles 
which they themselves admit, and they are also sufficient to respond to the objec 
tions which they raise in opposition.”

30 “La possibility de la vision b&itifique peut-elle se demontrer?” RT  16 (1933): 673.
31 Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (250): “St. Thomas . . .  is 

not speaking of an absolute desire, but a conditional one. Therefore, this argu 
ment does not demonstrate that it is possible. Indeed, it is an article of faith. In 
the same way one could demonstrate that the resurrection of the dead will occur. 
Since there is a natural desire of the soul for the body, in order for this desire not 
to be in vain, man will be resurrected. . . . We say first that this desire is not 
absolute. Secondly, if it were held to be absolute, it must be understood as a natu 
ral desire to know the cause, insofar as is naturally possible.”
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its being granted by God. Thus if the natural desire to see God were natu 
rally produced as an absolute desire, it would be very difficult to see both 
how the gratuitousness of grace is preserved, and why the argument would 
not be strictly demonstrative even with regard to the actual ofFer of the 
beatific vision.

In fact, St. Thomas himself states that a conditional natural desire may 
be frustrated, with regard to the natural desire not to be stripped of our 
earthly tabernacle, spoken of by St. Paul in 2 Cor 5:4.32 It is clear that all 
men have a natural desire not to suffer death, but to be “clothed oyer” 
immediately with immortality, if such a thing were possible. However, St. 
Thomas notes that this desire is naturally conditional—a wish (velleitas)— 
and nothing prohibits a natural desire of this kind from being “in vain” in 
all men. It seems that the same consideration would also apply to the natu 
ral desire to see God, since it is conditional in the same way.

Suarez
Like Medina and Bdnez, Sudrezs evaluation of the demonstrative value of 
the argument for the possibility of the beatific vision (as in S7T, q. 12, a. 1) 
follows from his analysis of the natural desire to see God as a conditional 
desire. In his commentary on ST1, q. 12, a. 1, Suarez notes that the inter 
pretation of Sylvester of Ferrara, followed by Vdzquez, seems at first sight as 
if it would offer a demonstrative argument, because Sylvester shows that the 
desire to see God is natural as opposed to free. It seems that the existence of 
a natural desire in this strong sense would necessarily prove the possibility of 
its object, because of the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain.33

However, Sudrez shows that this reasoning is not demonstrative but 
only probable and persuasive, because the axiom is not necessarily true 
with regard to naturally conditional desires, for these can be directed 
toward objects which are impossible to attain. St. Thomas’s argument 
seeks to show that such an object ought to be possible through the divine 
power, even if it is not naturally possible. However, it is not certain that

32 See SuppL, q. 78, a. 1, ad 2.
33 See Sudrez, De divina substantia, bk. 2, ch. 7, n. 10 (Opera omnia, 1:66b): “Some 

say that this desire for beatitude is natural, not only as it is distinguished from 
supernatural, but also as it is distinguished from free. It is necessary, at least with 
regard to specification, because no one can hate the vision of God, or foil to desire 
it if one wishes to make some act in this regard and one is not in a state of gross 
error. From a natural desire of this type it is righdy inferred that the object of 
desire is possible, because natural desire cannot be in vain. It is in this way that 
Augustine says (Contra Julianum 4.3): ‘All men would not desire by a natural 
instinct to be immortal and happy, unless we could be so.’ ” Sudrez is clearly refer 
ring here to Sylvester of Ferrara and Vdzquez.
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the objects of such conditional and inefficacious desires must necessarily be 
possible at all, although it may be very probable and eminently fitting.34

Suarez specifies that the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain is 
necessarily true for desires that are in human nature per se, such as the nat 
ural desire for happiness and knowledge. However, it is not necessarily 
true with regard to conditional desires that stem from these general natu 
ral desires, such as the desire to see God, the desire for a resurrected body 
in the state of glory or incorruptibility, or the desire to achieve a state in 
which it is impossible to sin, and so forth.

In other words, Suarez is saying that the axiom that “natural desire 
cannot be in vain” is an analogical principle which must be applied in a 
critical way. If the natural desire in question is in the creature per se and as 
an efficacious desire, then the principle has an absolute validity. Other 
wise, the Author of nature would be acting contrary to His own wisdom 
in implanting an inclination immediately directed to an impossible object. 
However, if the natural desire is only a particular consequence of a more 
general natural desire, and if it is disproportionate to nature and naturally 
conditional, then it seems that it might not be absurd if that particular 
desire were impossible to be realized, as long as the general desire could be 
realized in a proportionate way. It would be absurd if our fundamental 
general natural inclinations—the desire for happiness and the desire for a 
knowledge of causes and essences—could not be satisfied in a proportion 
ate way, because these natural desires are in us per se, and are immediate 
consequences of possessing an intellectual nature endowed with intellect 
and will. It would be absurd for God to create a rational creature with 
such natural desires if they could not be realized. In fact, this is precisely 
why Sudrez thinks that a natural end for man must be possible, and that 
this consists in the natural perfection of will and intellect (in the contem 
plation of God in a way proportionate to human nature).

34 See ibid., n. 11 (Opera omnia, 1:66b): “Although this persuasion is probable and 
fitting to the condition of human nature, nevertheless it is not a demonstrative 
argument. For there are many goods, known without error, which cannot be 
hated and which can be naturally desired, but not efficaciously. From such an 
appetite one cannot prove that they are possible. This is the case for the hyposta 
tic union . . . and the subtlety, agility, and luminosity of a glorified body. 
Although the good which is proposed cannot appear as bad, if it is possible, never 
theless, from the very feet that it is of a superior order, it may seem to natural rea 
son to be possibly in contradiction [with human nature]. Therefore, the desire for 
it will naturally not be efficacious, but will only be formed by way of a simple 
desire. From this, it cannot be correctly inferred that this good is possible. Not is 
it unfitting that such a desire be in vain with regard to its realization, because it is 
not given to human nature per se, but is born from a general desire for the good.”
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However, it does not necessarily follow by the light of natural reason 
alone that a disproportionate particular object is capable of being realized, 
even though it fells under a general natural desire. Thus it would be absurd 
for God to create a nature that has a natural desire to know, if it were 
impossible ever to know the truth about the causes and essences of things 
in a proportionate way. However, it would not be absurd (although it seems 
unfitting) for God to create intellectual natures capable of knowing all 
truths proportionate to their natures, but absolutely incapable of knowing 
one utterly disproportionate truth, which, nevertheless, they naturally 
desire to know: the essence of God. The argument for the possibility of the 
beatific vision based on natural desire is thus an argument of fittingness.

This same idea could also be expressed in terms of the notion of debi- 
tum naturae, although Sudrez himself does not do so. To say that a natural 
desire absolutely cannot be in vain is to imply that the possibility of realiz 
ing the desire is due to the nature (as in S7T-II, q. 111, a. 1). It is due to 
the order that God Himself has established in creating a nature with such a 
natural inclination. However, it has been shown above that for St. Thomas, 
the vision of God is not due to human or angelic nature. If the fulfillment 
of the desire is not due, then it seems that there is nothing contradictory in 
the notion that God could allow such a desire to exist which in itself is 
incapable of realization, as long as the desire is not implanted by God in 
the creature directly for its own sake, but only as a consequence of the gen 
eral natural desire to know the causes and essences of things. Thus it would 
be absurd for us to be created with a natural desire for happiness if it were 
truly impossible for us to achieve a state in which all our proportionate 
natural desires come to rest.3̂  However, it does not necessarily follow that 
it is possible for us to achieve an absolutelyperfectbtzmuAt, in which even 
all our conditional and disproportionate natural desires come to rest, for 
this is not due to nature.

Sudrez holds that it cannot be naturally known that man is capable of 
attaining a beatitude which satisfies all his desires, although it can be 
known—in virtue of the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain— that 
he can achieve a beatitude that is fitting to an imperfect creature such as 
ourselves, a beatitude ut homines, as Aristotle specified.35 36

Sudrez concludes his discussion of the demonstrative value of ST  I, q. 
12, a. 1, by observing that Cajetan was not wrong to deny that the possi 
bility of the beatific vision can be proven by natural reason alone. That

35 Sudrez, De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 4, §2, n. 4 (Opera omnia, 4:42).
36 De divina substantia, bk. 2, ch. 7, n. 11 (Opera omnia, 1:66b). Sudrez is referring 

to the Nichomachean Ethics 1.10.1101al8: “We shall call blessed those among liv 
ing men in whom these conditions are, and are to be, fulfilled—but blessed as 
men." See St. Thomas’s commentary, In IE tb., lect. 16, n. 16 (#202).
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which is supernatural in itself 'cannot be philosophically demonstrated. At 
most, one can disprove any contrary argument and offer arguments of fit 
tingness or probability.37 Thus Sudrez concludes that neither St. Thomas’s 
argument based on the natural desire to see God, nor any other argument 
that has been proposed, can offer a valid philosophical proofof the possibil 
ity of the vision of God.

The conclusion rests on two key premises: (1) the natural desire to see 
God is an elicited and conditional natural desire directed to a dispropor 
tionate object (not due to nature); and (2) the natural desire to see God is 
a necessary consequence of rationality. For Suarez, as for St. Thomas, 
Sylvester of Ferrara, and Bafiez, the natural desire to see God is not some 
thing that could be added or subtracted from human or angelic nature by 
the will of God, because it is a necessary consequence of the possession of 
an intellectual nature. If, on the contrary, God could subtract this natural 
desire, leaving intellectual nature otherwise intact, then Suarez’s argument 
would no longer be valid. If God could have created rational or intellec 
tual nature without such, a desire (other things remaining equal), and chose 
in fact to create him with such a desire, then this would be a clear sign that 
God means to fulfill that desire that He has freely chosen to implant. Oth 
erwise, He would not have implanted it. In such a case, the axiom that 
“natural desire cannot be in vain” would necessarily be valid, even if the 
object of the desire were disproportionate. If God freely implanted a desire 
that He could equally have withheld, it must be capable of being fulfilled, 
or God would be acting irrationally. Furthermore, in such a case, the exis 
tence of such a desire would not only show the possibility of its fulfillment, 
but God’s actual intention to fulfill the desire. If God never intended to 
fulfill such a desire, it would be unreasonable for Him to have implanted 
it Ln us. Therefore, the presence of such a desire in us—if it could be 
known by natural reason—would demonstrate that God intends to realize 
this desire. This, as we shall see below, is the reasoning of de Lubac.38

However, if the natural desire to see God is a necessary consequence of 
the natural desire to know, which flows from the possession of intellect and 
will, then Suarezs conclusion has a very firm basis. In feet, St. Thomas’s 
texts on the natural desire to see God lead to the conclusion that this desire

37 De divina substantia, bk. 2, ch. 7, n. 12 (Opera omnia, 1:66-67).
38 De Lubac interprets the demonstrative value of St. Thomas’s argument on the 

basis of a supposition (a) that God has inserted the natural desire to see God in 
man per se, in giving him a supernatural finality, and (b) that He could possibly 
have withheld the natural desire to see God from rational creatures, so that they 
would not have a desire to see Him “inscribed on their being.” Therefore, he con 
cludes that the presence of a natural desire to see God means necessarily that God 
intends to satisfy that desire. See Mystery, 54 [70].
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could only be taken away by removing our intellect and will. Therefore, it 
is possible that it is only wiled by God as a consequence of rationality, 
without being naturally “ordered" to its realization. Nevertheless, the exis 
tence of this desire constitutes a powerful argument of fittingness, first for 
the possibility of the vision of God, as well as for its actual offer.

In summary, Bdnez and Suarez base their reasoning on the fact that 
the axiom that a natural desire cannot be in vain is a principle which must 
be applied analogically, considering the particular type of natural desire 
that is involved. The natural desire to see God is a desire which has the 
special property of being imperfect and disproportionate, exceeding the 
limits of what is due to nature. Therefore, they conclude that it cannot 
furnish a strict demonstration of the possibility of the beatific vision (and 
certainly not of its actual offer), although it does prove that perfect beati 
tude for the intellectual creature can only lie in the vision of God.

Sudrez completed the work of forming a classical synthesis concerning 
the interpretation of the natural desire to see God that remained basically 
unchanged for over three hundred years. He succeeded in putting together 
the insights of Cajetan, Sylvester of Ferrara, Medina, and Banez. Later writ 
ers develop various points bur add little that is subsrantively new.



THE notion, set forth by Suirez and the developing Thomistic con 
sensus, that God could have created man for a final end propor 
tionate to his nature, was vehemently rejected by Cornelius 
Jansenius (1585-1638). The founder of Jansenism devoted a large portion of 

his massive Augustinus (1640) to an impassioned attack on the possibility of 
a “state of pure nature,”1 since for him this thesis involves, or at least encour 
ages, the error of Pelagianism.2 The key point Jansenius wishes to combat 
with regard to the “state of pure nature” is the Scholastic claim (Jansenius is 
targeting principally Jesuit theologians, such as Suarez) that man—without 
any preceding sin—could have been created by God without being ordered 
to the vision of God face to face, and in the condition in which he is now 
born, subject to concupiscence and death, etc. In this discussion we shall 
leave aside entirely the issue of concupiscence, and focus only on the ques 
tion of whether man could have been created without being ordered to the 
vision of God, and thus without grace and the theological virtues.

The Vision of God Is Our "Natural" End
Jansenius was deeply influenced by Michael Baius, many of whose theses 
were condemned by St. Pius V in 1567. In his work De iustitia primi

1 De statu purae naturae (Augustinus, 2:677-980). See bk. 1, ch. 2 (Augustinus, 
2:679-80). “In summary . . .  the Scholastics . . .  maintain that man could be cre 
ated by God in a state of pure nature without any preceding sin. Thus he could be 
created without being ordered to the eternal beatitude of the clear vision of God. 
In consequence, they say that he could be created without faith in the intellect 
and charity in the will to love God.”

2 Ibid., 680-82. See also J. Healey, Jansenius' Critique o f Pure Nature (Rome, 1964), 71.
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hominis (1566), Baius set out to show that the condition in which Adam 
was created was his natural condition and not a supernatural elevation.3 4 
For Baius, man without sanctifying grace and original justice would be 
unable to avoid a state of misery and would be incapable of reaching beat 
itude. Therefore, these gifts were necessary and “natural,” for it is both 
necessary and natural for man to be able to reach some beatitude.^

Jansenius defended and developed this position of Baius at length in 
his treatise De statu purae naturae, in the second volume of Augustinus. 
Various arguments against the possibility of the state of pure nature are 
given here by Jansenius. The first is that man has a natural appetite like a 
pondus naturae for perfect happiness, which, as St. Thomas clearly shows, 
can only be Found in the vision o f God. If this vision could not be obtained, 
then man would be created in vain—without a final end in which alone his 
natural appetite comes to rest.

Jansenius understands mans “natural final end” as that state in which all 
natural desire comes to rest. He identifies this with the end “for which he 
has been created,” which is also what his natural state demands. This is 
equivalent to the notion of debitum naturae. Next, he infers that if a state of 
supposed happiness (the natural beatitude of the “Scholastics”) were reached 
which did not satisfy all natural desires, then this could not be our final nat 
ural end, nor any true beatitude at all, because the will would still naturally 
tend toward something further. Therefore, the existence of a natural desire 
to see God would make it impossible for the will to come to rest in anything 
less than the vision of God.5 From this, Jansenius and his followers infer that

3 See especially chs. 4 and 11 (Michaelis Bail opera, 1:55-63). See the propositions 
condemned by Pius V in the bull Ex omnibus affictionibus, especially #21 (DS 
1921): “The sublimation of human nature and its elevation to participation in the 
divine nature was due to the integrity of the human being in its first state, and is 
therefore to be called natural, not supernatural.”

4 See ch. 11 {Michaelis Baii opera, 1:62). See G. de Broglie, “De gratuitate ordinis 
supernaturalis ad quern homo elevarus esr,” Gregorianum 29 0 948): 449, who 
expresses Baius’s reasoning in the following syllogism: “God could not create an 
innocent man in a state that is essentially evil. However, to create man lacking a par 
ticipation in the divine nature is to create man in a state that is essentially evil. (For 
indeed, man constituted in that state could not duly will his single necessary end, nor 
usefully tend to it.) Therefore, God could not create an innocent man lacking a par 
ticipation in the divine nature.”

5 De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 15 (Augustinus, 2:683): “That for the sake of 
which he [man] is made is his final natural end. This is what his natural institu 
tion calls for, and he is necessarily happy when it has been attained. If his natural 
appetite for beatitude still tended to something else, then the first end would not 
have been his final end, nor would he have been created for it, nor would he rest 
in it. Instead, his final end would be that to which his quest for beatitude carries 
him by his natural weight [pondere naturalt\, as to the center.”
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a state of pure nature would be impossible, because it could have no beati 
tude or final end. The absence of a natural final end would be admitted to 
be absurd even by those whom Jansenius is opposing, such as Sudrez, for the 
possibility to attain happiness certainly is due to rational nature.

Jansenius attempts to reinforce his position by showing that it follows 
from the principles of Scorns and St. Thomas. Jansenius maintains that Sco 
rns and St. Thomas are in basic agreement with regard to the natural desire 
to see God. Both hold that mans will has a natural inclination directly to the 
vision of God. The only difference lies in the way they understand the natu 
ral desire of the will: as the relation of the potency to its proper perfection 
(Scotus), or as a naturally elicited act (St. Thomas).6

The same basic argument was stated toward the end of the seven 
teenth century by the Jansenist Antoine Arnauld (1612-1694), who 
sought to defend Janseniuss position with the authority of St. Thomas:

It cannot be seen how the state of pure nature could be possible accord 
ing to this Saint [St. Thomas]. For it is certain that he constandy 
teaches that it is of the essence of man that he not be able to achieve 
happiness except through the vision of God, and that this is die natural 
end of man, although he cannot obtain it except through supernatural 
means. Now he teaches at the same time that the desire to be happy,
“appetitus ad beatitudinem,' is an inseparable property of nature. How 
could he think that man could have been created as he is now born, 
with the exception of original sin, since it would be in vain that God 
had given him a desire to be happy which could never be fulfilled?7

6 Destatupurae naturae, bk. l,ch. 15 (Augustinus, 2:750): “Although God cannot be 
lovingly sought or enjoyed except through a supernatural aid, He is nevertheless the 
natural end of man, which can be nothing else, either lower or highet. This was seen 
and taught by Scotus, the chief of Scholastic theology, and by many others. Scotus 
openly maintains that God is the natural end of man, although He cannot be natu 
rally attained, but only supernaturally. On this basis he consequently teaches that 
man or his will has a natural potency to love and enjoy God . . .  and that he natu 
rally desires and is inclined to that end.. . .  St. Thomas, in agreement with this doc 
trine with regard to the natural inclination to God or to supernatural beatitude, says 
that ‘although man is naturally inclined to his final end, he cannot naturally attain 
it, but only through grace, on account of the sublimity of that end’ [/« Boet. de 
Trin., q. 6, a. 4, ad 5]. Hence in book 3 of Contra gentes he expressly shows in many 
ways that man’s final end . . . .  the vision of the essence of God, brings to rest his 
natural appetite. . . . This is true whether this inclination is nothing other than the 
potency of the will, as Scotus says, or whether it is an elicited act of the will as St. 
Thomas and many of his interpreters hold.”

7 Second icritsur I'amour naturel de Dieu (Oeuvres, 10:690); dated after 1690 (cited 
in F. Litt, La question des rapports entre la nature et la gr&ce, 64).
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The reasoning of Jansenius (and Arnauld) can be summarized in the fol 
lowing two very similar arguments:

1. Like Domingo de Soto, Jansenius and Arnauld infer that St. Thomas’s 
teaching on the natural desire to see God implies that the vision of 
God is mans natural end, although it can only be supernaturally 
attained. Their reasoning seems to be that an end which is naturally 
desired is necessarily a natural end, properly speaking, although it is 
supernatural from the point of view of acquisition. This, in fact,- is the 
explicit teaching of Scotus, which Jansenius and Arnauld hold to be 
also the teaching of St. Thomas.8 However, it would surely be absurd 
for God to create a creature unable to reach its natural end. Therefore, 
it would be absurd for God to create man in a “state of pure nature” 
(i.e. a state in which man would not be elevated to the vision of God), 
because then he would never be able to reach his “natural end.”

2. The same argument can also be formulated in terms of beatitude. 
The desire for happiness is inseparable from human nature, and calls 
for the possibility of its fulfillment. It would be absurd for God to 
create a creature with the desire for happiness, and never make it pos 
sible for him to achieve the only object by which that beatitude could 
be realized. However, the existence of a natural desire (understood as 
an innate appetite) for the vision of God implies that no true happi 
ness for a rational creature could be achieved without the vision of 
God. St. Thomas’s teaching in ScG III, ch. 50, is cited as an author 
ity in this regard. Thus, if man could not attain the vision of God, he 
could not attain beatitude. Therefore, it would be absurd for God to 
create man in a state of pure nature.9

In summary, Jansenius and the Jansenists conclude that the argument 
from natural desire proves not only the possibility of the vision of God, but 
also the impossibility of a state in which the vision would not be given! In 
other words, it proves the necessary fact of the destination of the rational 
creature for the vision of God, once God has freely decided to create a 
rational creature.

8 It has been shown above that St. Thomas never speaks of the vision of God as 
man’s “natural end,” but rather as his “supernatural end.”

9 The same basic arguments are also used by the eighteenth-century Augustinian 
theologians Fulgentius Bellelli and Johannes Laurentius Berti. See Bellelli, Mens 
Augustini de statu creaturae rationalis antepeccatum, bk. 3, ch. 12 (Lucerne, 1711), 
411-15, and Berti, De tbeologicis disciplinis, Additamentum, bk. 12, ch. 3 (Rome, 
1750), l:383ff. See F. Litt, La question des rapports entre la nature et la grdce, 
81-83, 86-89. The evaluation given to the position of Jansenius applies also to 
that of Bellelli and Berti.
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This reasoning attains Jansenius’s purpose, but at a heavy price. From 
this it would follow that the vision of God is “called for” by Gods free 
decision to create rational nature. The vision of God would thus be sub 
sumed within the realm of debitum naturae, as this notion is explained by 
St. Thomas. Evidendy, the true gratuitousness of our supernatural end— 
together with the gratuitousness of grace by which we are ordered to that 
end—disappears in this perspective.

Jansenius and his followers drew this erroneous conclusion, in part, 
because their argumentation is too simplistic and lacks the necessary dis 
tinctions.

1. In the first argument, there is an equivocation concerning the notion 
of “natural end.” First of all, it has been shown that St. Thomas does 
not consider the vision of God to be mans “natural end,” but only 
his supernatural end, properly speaking. The very notion of a super 
natural end, in the Thomistic context, implies the existence of a nat 
ural end which could be sufficient, and which is transcended by the 
supernatural end.10

Secondly, even if one conceded that the vision of God is our 
“natural end,” as in the system of Scotus, de Soto, Toledo, and St. 
Robert Bellarmine, the impossibility of a state of pure nature would 
still not necessarily follow. It would only follow if one understood the 

' notion of “natural end" in the strict Aristotelian sense, as an end pro 
portionate to the nature of the creature. In this sense, the existence of 
a natural end is due to every nature and God could not fail to make 
it available. However, Scotus, de Soto, Toledo, and Bellarmine assert 
that the vision of God is man’s “natural end” in a non-Aristotelian 
sense, according to which the vision is “natural” only with regard to 
desite, but not with regard to realization. For this reason, they hold 
that the realization of such a “natural end” is not due to man, and it 
would not be absurd if he could not achieve it, as long as he could 
achieve a natural end proportionate to his nature.

For example, St. Robert Bellarmine poses an objection drawn 
from the doctrine of Baius, according to which man could not be cre 
ated “in a state of a pure nature” and destined for an end inferior to the 
vision of God, without changing his nature, because the vision is mans 
“natural end.”11 Bellarmine responds to this objection by saying that 
“even though that supreme beatitude is mans natural end, nevertheless

10 See ST I, q. 23, a. 1; I, q. 62, aa. 1 and 2; I-II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3v De veritate, q. 
14, a. 2; q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; q. 27, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3.

11 This position of Baius is contained in the fifty-fifth proposition condemned by St. 
Pius V (DS 1955): “God could not have created man from the beginning in the 
condidon in which he is now born.”
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it is an end that is disproportionate. In addition, man has another nat 
ural end that is proportionate to him, which is to seek the truth 
through reasoning. For this reason God could lead man through natu 
ral means to a proportionate end, and not elevate him any higher.”12 

In other words, when Bellarmine refers to the vision of God as 
our “natural end,” like de Soto and Scotus, he does not understand it 
as an end required by nature for its coherence, because he recognizes 
another “natural end” proportionate to human nature. Thus a denial 
of the possibility of a state of pure nature is not necessarily implied 
by speaking of the beatific vision as man’s “natural end,” if one uses 
the expression in a broad or imprecise sense, as Bellarmine does. 
Nevertheless, it is easy to see that it is better to avoid this ambiguous 
way of speaking, which could give support to the Jansenist heresy.

2. The second argument equivocates on the notion of “beatitude,” by 
failing to distinguish between perfect beatitude, which is dispropor 
tionate to the creature, and imperfect beatitude, which is as perfect as 
can be attained in proportion to the nature of the creature. St. 
Thomas shows in ScCtIII, ch. 50, that simply perfect happiness—in 
which every natural desire is satisfied (whether proportionate or dis 
proportionate and conditional)—can only be found in the vision of 
God. This does not mean, however, that God has to give us perfect 
happiness. It would be absurd for God to create a rational creature if 
it could not attain happiness proportionate to its nature. The possi 
bility of achieving this proportionate but imperfect happiness is due 
to it; a disproportionate perfect beatitude is not due.

Therefore, the reasoning of Jansenius and Arnauld can be coun 
tered by distinguishing two ways in which the natural desire of an 
intellectual creature can come to rest: (1) absolutely and (2) propor 
tionately but imperfecdy. The vision of God satisfies all natural 
desires of the intellectual creature, even desires that are conditional 
and disproportionate, and which therefore are not due to the crea 
ture. Natural happiness, on the other hand, is a state in which all 
proportionate and unconditional natural desires are satisfied. This 
happiness is necessarily imperfect because it leaves unsatisfied the dis 
proportionate natural desire to see God, but is nevertheless a true 
beatitude and is spoken of by St. Thomas as a “final end.”13 This dis-

12 Bellarmine, De gratiaprimi bominis, ch. 7 {Opera omnia, 5:191a). See J. C. Martinez, 
“Notas sobre unas notas para la historia de la palabra sobrenatural,’” Archivo 
teoldgico granadino 1 (1938): 69; H. Rondet, “Le problfcme de la nature pure et la 
th&jlogie du XYIe si£cle,” AST? 35 (1948): 514-15.

13 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; ST1, q. 62, a. 1; see also De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1, 
for two senses of “perfect”: proportionate to the nature, and absolutely speaking.
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unction is necessary in order to understand the Thomistic thesis that 
beatitude for the intellectual creature is twofold.

Jansenius’s reasoning is similar to one of the arguments used by 
Denis the Carthusian to show that there cannot be a natural desire to 
see God.14 Denis reasoned that the existence of such a desire would 
imply that the vision would be our natural end, and that no other 
beatitude would be possible for the intellectual creature. Denis, how 
ever, preferred to reject the existence of a natural desire to see God 
rather than jeopardize the possibility of a natural beatitude. Jansenius, 
on the contrary, is interested precisely in denying the possibility of a 
natural beatitude, and uses the natural desire to see God as an argu 
ment in his polemic. Both Denis and Jansenius err in this matter—in 
two opposite ways—because they lacked the distinctions necessary to 
clarify this issue, by which natural desire is distinguished into innate 
and elicited, unconditional and conditional, proportionate and dis 
proportionate. Denis lacked these distinctions because he stood at 
the beginning of a period of reflection that had not yet matured. 
Jansenius and his followers (like Baius before them), on the contrary, 
lacked them because of their virulent opposition to the inheritance of 
Scholastic theology in general, and because of their tendency to con 
found the natural and supernatural orders.

Jansenius's Argument Based 
on the Necessity of Charity
This confusion of the natural and supernatural orders can be clearly seen 
in Jansenius’s discussion of the necessity of charity. One of his key errors is 
the thesis that it is impossible to love what is good except through a will 
informed by supernatural charity.15 Without grace, Jansenius does not 
admit that the human will can be good and love what is truly good. God, 
however, cannot create a bad will. Therefore, he reasons, God could not 
create man in a state of pure nature, deprived of charity.16

14 De lumine cbrislianae theoriae, bk. 1, a. 51 (Opera omnia, 33:293).
15 See De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 3 (Augustinus, 2:692): “That love of the Cre 

ator, without which the rational creature cannot be created, cannot be in the crea 
ture without the grace of God in the true and proper sense.”

16 Ibid., 686: “Pure nature cannot provide a good will, nor can God be the creator of 
an evil Will.. . .  Thus from either side the state of pure nature is demolished.” See 
J. Carreyre, “Jans&iisme,” Dictionnaire de thiologie catholique, vol. 8, col. 368, 
who summarizes Jansenius’s position: “Man tends naturally to God, as to his prin 
ciple and last end. However, he could not tend to this, and less still achieve it, 
without supernatural love of God. Therefore God could not create him without 
giving him that love: that is, charity, justice, supernatural sanctity.”
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This fallacious argument shows that it is crucial to distinguish 
between two analogical ways of loving what is good: according to nature 
and above nature.17 If man can love what is good both on the natural and 
on the supernatural level, then two analogical states of beatitude should be 
possible: natural and supernatural. Jansenius,18 in the footsteps of Baius,19 
sees this distinction of natural and supernatural love as a corruption com 
ing from Aristotelian philosophy. Furthermore, he correctly sees this dis 
tinction of natural and supernatural love to be the main foundation for 
the doctrine of the possibility of a state of pure nature.20

If, with Jansenius, one claims that without grace and charity the will 
cannot even love what is truly good on the natural level, then clearly no 
beatitude will be possible without grace. However, this has the unfortunate 
result of making grace and charity no longer gratuitous but due to nature!

Jansenius explicitly poses the question of whether charity should be 
considered to be natural or supernatural, and determines that it is properly 
said to be natural for the following reasons: because it is naturally required 
of man by natural law, because it is that for which man was created,

17 For this distinction between natural and supernatural love for God in St. Thomas, 
see ST1, q. 60, a. 5, ad 4; I-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1; II—II, q. 26, a. 3; Quodlibetl, q. 
4, a. 3 [8], ad 1; In I  Cor 13:13, lect. 4 (#806); II Sent., d. 3, q. 4, ad 1.

18 See De statupurae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 16 (Augustinus, 2:758): “How far from the 
mind and doctrine of the holy Doctor are those who maintain a double pure love 
of God, natural and supernatural. Everything we have cited from St. Augustine is 
to be understood with regard to that love of God and adherence to Him which 
God pours forth in our hearts through His Holy Spirit. . . .  Anything other than 
this divinely given love that may be offered by the subdety and erudition of 
human ingenuity is the offspring of human philosophy. If we follow this guide in 
matters of such importance, there is nothing to be wondered at if we suffer ship 
wreck with the Pelagians and with those who seek with all their strength to intro 
duce that natural love, together with pure nature, into the Church.”

19 See Baius, Opusc. de virtutibus impiorum, ch. 4 {Michaelts Baii opera, 1:65). See J. M. 
Mejia, “La hip6tesis de la naturaleza pura,” Cienciayftl (1955): 33 and note 78.

20 De statu purae naturae, bk. 2, ch. 2 (Augustinus, 2:797-98): “This is the doctrine 
which the Scholastics wished to use in a more moderate form, as they combined 
two men—a Christian and a philosopher—into one: the latter who believed, 
hoped, and loved from nature with the Pelagians, and the former who did so from 
grace. . . . Through those in the schools of the Church who set up Aristotle as the 
norm of natural philosophy to be followed,. . .  the powers and virtues and beati 
tude of nature, as described by philosophers who know nothing of the Fall or of 
the Creator and Savior, began to be praised by Christians as natural and unin 
jured. And because they remembered that they were Christians, they placed in 
one edifice a man both supernatural and natural, like the Ark of the Covenant 
with Dagon in the temple. . . .  In this way the entire state of pure nature which 
was hesitandy adumbrated by the philosophers . . .  was brought to completion in 
all its aspects by the Scholastics.”
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because man is naturally inclined to it, and because nature is vitiated with 
out it. Finally, if the vision of God is our natural end, then charity must 
also be “natural,” since it is essentially ordered to the vision.21

Jansenius distinguishes two ways in which charity or the vision of 
God could be said to be natural: because they are a very fitting perfection 
of nature, or because they are necessary for nature to achieve the final end 
to which it is naturally and necessarily inclined. For Jansenius, charity and 
the vision of God are natural in both ways! If they were natural only in the 
first way, then a state of pure nature would indeed be possible. Jansenius 
gives the examples of flying, an angelic type of intuitive knowledge, and 
the hypostatic union as instances of perfections that are natural in the first 
sense but not in the second. He notes that such perfections exceed what is 
demanded by nature, although they can be desired. However, for Janse 
nius, this is not the case with charity or with the beatific vision, to which 
charity is essentially ordered.22

Here Jansenius clearly comes to the conclusion that charity—and by 
implication also the vision of God and the means necessary to achieve it, 
such as grace, faith, and hope—is strictly demanded for the perfection of 
nature, and would thus be due to it. This conclusion follows both from 
Janseniuss lack of distinction between the natural love of God and super 
natural charity, and from accepting the vision of God as the only possible 
end for a rational creature, which thus is considered to be his “natural 
end” in the strict sense.

It is interesting to observe that the example of flying had already been 
used by St. Thomas in this same context, but with an opposite intent. In II 
Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, St. Thomas uses it as an analogy to show that the dep 
rivation of the vision of God, like the inability to fly, would not cause a spir 
itual suffering in souls who died without Baptism before reaching the age of 
reason, because human nature is not proportioned to such a perfection, even

Ibid., bk. 1, ch. 15 (Augustinus, 2:750).
22 Ibid., 751-52: “The love of God is natural to the rational creature in a very differ 

ent way than simply being fitting to it, adorning and perfecting it. It is natural 
because nature itself dictates and naturally feels itself to be most tightly bound to 
love Him humbly and purely; because nature itself was created to desire this, and 
is naturally inclined to it, even though nature itself cannot provide what it desires 
and feels bound to do. There is a great difference between these two ways in 
which something can be natural. What is natural only in the first way does not 
cause a defect [vitium\ in the creature if it is missing. Ho one considers a creature 
to be vitiated if it is lacking . . .  the hypostatic union, simple intuition in the man 
ner of the angels, the power of Eying, or other free gifts that are above the 
demands of the nature [supra naturae exigentiam]. Nevertheless, when they are 
present, they are fitting to nature, adorn and perfect it. But when the love of God 
is absent, a most grave defect is born in the creature.”
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though the beatific vision is naturally desired in a conditional way. In other 
words, the vision of God—like the ability to fly—is not due to human 
nature, and therefore nature can exist without it; its deprivation will cause 
no spiritual suffering.23

Jansenius's Account of the 
Gratuitousness of Grace
After showing that charity is “natural,” Jansenius enters into the question 
of how the gratuitousness of grace and the theological virtues can be main 
tained.24 25 If the existence of man would be absurd unless he receives the 
gift of charity, how can the gift of charity be said to be gratuitous? His goal 
is to explain "how the notion of grace can be combined with this necessity 
that it be given.”23

First he gives an argument ad hominem, in which he asserts that his 
denial of the possibility of a state of pure nature does not compromise the 
gratuitousness of grace and charity any more than does the Scholastic doc 
trine of “sufficient grace,” according to which God is bound to give suffi 
cient grace to every man to enable him to achieve salvation. Those who 
hold this doctrine (which Jansenius himself emphatically opposes!) never 
theless maintain that this necessity for God to give sufficient grace to 
fallen man is not at all contrary to the gratuitousness of grace. By the same 
token, Jansenius maintains that his position—according to which God 
could not deny His grace to an innocent human being—•likewise does not 
take away the gratuitousness of grace.26

In other words, Jansenius—denying the possibility of a state of “pure 
nature”—asserts that God could not create an innocent humanity without 
giving grace and ordering man to the vision of God. The theory of suffi 
cient grace states that God would never deny His gifts of actual grace—in 
a measure sufficient for obtaining salvation—to any member of our fallen 
humanity, which God has freely chosen to elevate. Thus Jansenius argues 
that the Scholastic explanation compromises the gratuitousness of grace in

23 II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, and ad 2.
24 De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 17 (Augustinus, 2:757). With regard to Janse- 

nius’s explanation of the gratuitousness of grace, see ). M . Mejia, “La hipbtesis de 
la naturaleza pura,” C ienciayfel (1955): 36-40.

25 De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 20 (Augustinus, 2:777).
26 Ibid,: “This knot can be resolved with one word, by responding that this love of 

God . . .  is grace in the same way as the sufficient grace of the recent Scholastics.. . .  
See therefore how much more reasonably Augustine asserts that grace could not 
be denied to an innocent rational nature than the Scholastics who hold—against 
both reason and Augustine—that grace is due and necessary for a creature con 
demned on account of sin.”
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an even stronger manner than his own system, in which the “necessity” of 
grace is limited only to a state of innocence.

In both cases, the “necessity” of grace is die result of a prior free deci 
sion of God, although this prior decision is not the same in both doc 
trines. In the Scholastic system, grace is said to be grace on account of the 
gratuitousness of the divine will to elevate the creature to a supernatural 
end. This implies that he could have been created for a purely natural end. 
However, presupposing this gratuitous elevation, certain necessary aids of 
a supernatural order (graces) are due to the creature, on the basis of Gods 
own free decision. These aids are due first and foremost to the order that 
God Himself has established, so that He may be coherent with Himself.

Jansenius claims that the same type of logic applies to his solution. 
Like the Scholastic theologians, he recognizes an antecedent, free decision 
of God to create the rational creature which is absolutely gratuitous, pre 
supposing nothing other than Gods own free will. On the basis of this 
free decision, however, certain supernatural aids now become due to the 
innocent creature, without which the creature cannot reach his natural 
end. Therefore, grace is due to God’s own freely chosen order that He has 
established in creating a rational creature with such a dignity that he can 
not find repose and happiness except in God alone. In this way, Jansenius 
thinks he has solved the problem of how grace can be both gratuitous and 
absolutely necessary.27

However, there is a great gulf between the Jansenist and the Scholastic 
doctrines, as Jansenius himself realizes. In the case of the Scholastic doctrine 
of sufficient grace, the prior free decision of God on which the gratuitous 
ness of grace rests is not simply the decision to create the rational creature, 
but rather to elevate him to an end that infinitely exceeds his own propor 
tionality and anything that is due to his nature. In Janseniuss explanation, 
on the other hand, the prior free decision of God on which the necessity of 
grace rests is not the decision to elevate man, but simply the decision to cre 
ate him in the first place. The gift o f grace is ‘'gratuitous" only because creation 
is'gratuitous. If God wishes to create a rational nature, He has no real choice

27 Ibid., 779: “For they say that it is grace, absolutely speaking, but it is due to a 
nature already ordered to a supernatural end with the obligation of procuring it. 
That is, the gratuitousness of grace lies in the antecedent will to order the creature 
to a supernatural end: once this has been determined, it is due to that elevation. 
Otherwise, the will of God would lack coherence. Now I say that the gratuitous 
ness of grace lies in the antecedent decision to create the creature with such a dig 
nity that it cannot be satiated and made blessed by anything other than God 
Himself. However, without grace the creature can neither love nor repose in God, 
so as to attain this end either in a perfect or imperfect way. Presupposing the will to 
create such a creature, then grace becomes due to the creature. Otherwise the will of 
God would lack coherence” (emphasis mine).
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but to elevate him to the supernatural level.28 This follows from Jansenius’s 
erroneous teaching that without supernatural charity, the human will would 
be intrinsically sinful and incapable of loving God above all.

Thus it is dear that the situation is not at all parallel. The doctrine of suf 
ficient grace presupposes our free elevation to the supernatural order, whereas 
Jansenius’s theory presupposes only Gods decision to create a rational nature 
that has such dignity that it can only come to rest in a “supernatural” end. 
For Jansenius, “elevation” is not a gratuitous presupposition, but a strict con 
sequence of God’s decision to create the rational creature.

In other words, Jansenius is unable to separate the gratuitousness of 
the creation of the rational creature from that of his elevation. The gratu 
itousness of grace is thus reduced to the gratuitousness of the creation of a 
creature with such dignity that no other end is possible than the vision of 
God.29 However, for Catholic theology, the gratuitousness of grace is on 
another order from that of creation, infinitely transcending it. Grace is 
grace because it is doubly gratuitous. God did not need to create a rational 
creature. However, presupposing that He wills to do so, He still does not 
have to elevate him to a supernatural end. If He does wish to do so, this is 
due to a further free decree of God’s love, going beyond the mere decision 
to create him. To deny this double gratuitousness of grace, and the result 
ing double obligation of thanksgiving owed to God, is to reduce God’s 
glory and the praise that is due to Him from the rational creature that He 
has freely created and graciously elevated.

Similarly, Jansenius defends the gratuitousness of grace by asserting 
that it is not due to human works or merits, while admitting that it is due 
to the condition of nature as created in innocence. However, grace in the 
proper sense must transcend not only everything due to any personal merit, 
as creation surely does, but also everything due to the nature of the creature 
that God freely wills to create.30 In effect, Jansenius’s doctrine again puts 
supernatural gifts on the same level as the gift of rational nature itself.31

28 The same basic position is maintained by the Augustinian theologian Fulgennus Bel 
lelli in MensAugustini de modo reparations, bk. 4, ch. 20 (Rome, 1737), 222, 224.

29 SeeJ. M. Mejia, “La hipdtesis de la naturaleza pura,” C ienciayfel (1955): 36-37, 
who characterizes Janseniuss position as follows: “Finally, the destruction of the 
notion of grace. He concludes by asserting that it is due. However, what is due is 
not opposed to grace when . . .  it follows on a gratuitous will. And such is the will 
to create man ‘in such a dignity that nothing else except God alone can satiate and 
beatify him.’ . . . The freedom of the act of creation is sufficient to save the notion 
of gratuitousness. . . .  God owes it to His justice, that is, to Himself, that He not 
create the creature without grace.”

30 See S2T-II, q. I l l ,  a. I,ad2 .
31 The same logic can be found toward the end of the eighteenth century in the Italian 

Jansenist Tamburini, the major theologian behind the Jansenist Synod of Pistoia, in
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Finally, Jansenius thinks he can defend his position by saying that the 
necessity for God to give grace to an innocent rational creature is some 
thing due, not to the creature, but to God Himself, and His attributes: 
“Hence there is nothing more fitting, proper, and just with respect to 
God, than that the innocent image, who is ordered to God as to his natu 
ral end, be given grace to reach this end.. . .  It is impossible for God to act 
unfittingly, without propriety, foolishly against reason, without clemency 
and mercy. Thus if some effect in the creature follows from what is due to 
these attributes, it does not stop being grace.”32 He concludes that “it is 
said to be due not so much to the rational creature as to the natural order 
of God.”33

Jansenius is saying that if a certain gift of God is required by His wis 
dom, mercy, fidelity, and so forth, it does not by that token cease to be gra 
tuitous, as long as it is not merited by a prior work of the creature. In this 
way, the gift of supernatural grace, charity, and the vision of God remain 
gratuitous, even though they are demanded by the wisdom and mercy of 
God in such a way that it would be impossible for Him not to give them!3̂  

However, the fact that grace is due not to the creature but to the justice 
and wisdom of God is not sufficient in itself to show that grace is not due 
to nature (debitum naturae), as understood and explained by St. Thomas. * 32 33 34

De summa cathoBcae de gratia Christi doctrinae praestantia, militate ac necessitate dis- 
sertatio, 6th ed. (Pavia, 1786, first published 1771), 242, cited and discussed in F. 
Litt, La question des rapports entre la nature et la gr&ce, 117-18. Tamburinis work, 
placed on the Index in 1790, puts the gratuitousness of grace on the same level as 
the creation of a rational nature, and holds that the gratuitousness of grace is suffi- 
dendy defended by denying that it is merited by any works. This author also, like 
Jansenius, asserts the impossibility of a state of pure nature by arguing that there is a 
mturale animi pondus for the vision of God. See De summa catbolicae de gratia 
Christi doctrinae, 237; and Litt, 116.

32 De statupurae naturae, bk. l,ch. 20 (Augustinus, 2:780).
33 Ibid., 784.
34 In support of his position, Jansenius, in De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, brings forch 

various analogies accepted by the Scholastics. These are: (a) a free gift does not 
cease to be gratuitous by the feet that God has promised it and is required by His 
own fidelity to maintain His promise; (b) the conservation of grace in the crea 
ture, as long as the creature does not desert the Creator, is infallible and required 
by God’s justice, but it does not cease to be gratuitous; (c) it is due to habitual 
grace to have certain supernatural aids of grace, which still remain gratuitous; (d) 
a man created in a hypothetical state of pure nature would have certain aids “due” 
to him by which he may keep free of sin. However, these analogies are all invalid 
in the same way as rite analogy with sufficient grace seen above. In the case of 
(a)-(c) above, the gratuitousness of grace is guaranteed by the feet that it rests on 
a prior free decision to elevate the creature to a supernatural end. In the case of 
(d), the aids in question are not supernatural, and thus they would not be gratu 
itous in the double sense in which grace is gratuitous.
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For Aquinas, something is said to be due to the nature of a creature pre 
cisely because it is due to God Himself and to the order of His creative wis 
dom.35 Saying that grace is not due to any right of the creature, but to 
God’s wisdom itself, does not constitute a sufficient defense of the gratu 
itousness of grace. Rather, it is necessary to show that it is not called for 
intrinsically by the nature of the creature and its natural exigencies.

In summary, Janseniuss denial of the possibility of a “state of pure 
nature” shows itself incapable of being harmonized with the revealed truth 
of the gratuitousness of grace and of our supernatural end, and. with 
Catholic teaching that grace and the vision of God transcend all that is due 
to human nature. All of the paths by which Jansenius sought to ensure the 
gratuitousness of grace while denying the possibility of a state of pure 
nature fail because they effectively reduce the gratuitousness of grace to that 
of the creation of rational nature itself, making grace a necessary comple 
ment of nature.36

Janseniuss failure to maintain the gratuitousness of grace shows that 
the existence of a natural desire to see God cannot be validly used to argue 
that a state of pure nature is impossible and that it would be absurd for 
God to create a rational creature without destining him to the vision of 
God. A Jansenist interpretation of the natural desire to see God leads to 
direct conflict with revealed doctrine. This failure provides a very powerful 
confirmation of the correctness of the position taken by Suarez in asserting 
the possibility of a connatural beatitude for the rational creature and in 
denying the existence of an innate appetite directly for the vision of God.

Jansenius was not specifically condemned for his teaching on this par 
ticular point, probably because St. Pius V had already condemned this 
thesis as formulated previously by Baius, in the following proposition: 
“The sublimation of human nature and its elevation to participation in 
the divine nature was due to the integrity of the human being in its first 
state, and is therefore to be called natural, not supernatural.”37

The same position was latef condemned again as taught by the Jansenist 
Quesnel: “The grace of Adam is a consequence of creation [sequela creatio 
nist and was due to his whole and sound nature.”38 It was condemned yet

35 See S7T, q. 21, a. 1, ad 3; ScG II, chs. 28-29, n. 17 (#1060): “In each creature 
there is something conditionally due as regards its parts, properties, and accidents, 
upon which the creature depends either for its being or for some perfection 
proper to it. . . . Now in all these cases, rightly considered, God is said to be a 
debtor, not to the creature, but to the fulfillment of His own purpose.”

36 See F. Litt, La question des rapports entre la nature et la grdce, 57.
37 DS 1921; proposition 21 of the bull Ex omnibus afflictionibus, October 1, 1567.
38 DS 2435; proposition 35 of Quesnel condemned in the dogmatic constitution 

Unigenitus of Clement XI, September 8,1713.
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again by Pius VI in 1794 in the bull Auctorem fidei against the errors of the 
Jansenist Synod of Pistoia: “The doctrine of the synod about the state of 
happy innocence . . . insofar . . .  as it intimates that that state was a conse 
quence o f creation, due to man from the natural exigency and condition of 
human nature, not a gratuitous gift of God, is false, elsewhere condemned 
in Baius and in Quesnel, erroneous, favorable to the Pelagian heresy.”39 40 

Although Jansenius repeatedly asserts that the grace of Adam was gra 
tuitous and not due to any personal merits, his rejection of the possibility 
of a state of pure nature and his explanation of the gratuitousness of the 
grace of Adam implies that grace is a sequela creationis, “due to the natural 
exigency and condition of human nature.” Thus his doctrine concerning 
the gratuitousness of grace would fall under the censure of all of these Mag 
isterial documents,'*0 which condemn the thesis that the vision of God is 
the necessary end of man, called for by his nature itself, without which he 
would not be able to achieve any beatitude.41 42 This conclusion is strength 
ened further by the encyclical of Pius X, Pascendi dominici gregisfi1 and Pius 
XIIs encyclical of 1950, Humani generis, which states: “Others destroy the

39 DS 2616; proposition 16.
40 DS 1921, 2435, 2616. See F. Lite, La question des rapports entre la nature et la 

grtice, 136-37, who argues very persuasively that from the publication of Auc 
torem fidei, the question of the possibility of a state of pure nature is no longer an 
open question for Catholic theologians, since its denial was declared to imply that 
grace was “due” to the condition of human nature. See also F. Litt, 150, 154. Of 
course, this is still more crue after Humani generis.

41 See G. de Broglie, “De gratuitate ordinis supernaturalis,” Gregorianum 29 (1948): 
449'. “Indeed, it is dear that, in the aforementioned position [DS 1921), the Holy 
See did not intend to condemn the major premise involved in the opinion of 
Baius: that a good God could not create an innocent spiritual creature in an evil 
state.—Nor did it intend to condemn the assertion (philosophically most correct 
and completely evident) according to which the condition of a free and spiritual 
creature would be evil if it could not duly will nor usefully tend to its single nec 
essary end. . . . Therefore, there is no alternative than to say that Baius and the 
Jansenists were condemned for the reason that they held that the vision of God 
was the necessary end of man, i.e. the only end to which man could be divinely 
called, the only end to which he could direct himself with an upright will.”

42 N. 37: “And here again We have grave reason to complain that there are Catholics 
who, while rejecting immanence as a doctrine, employ it as a method of apologet 
ics, and who do this so imprudently that they seem to admit, not merely a capac 
ity and a suitability for the supernatural, such as has at all times been emphasized, 
within due limits, by Catholic apologists, but that there is in human nature a true 
and rigorous need for the supernatural order.” See G. de Broglie, “De gratuitate 
ordinis supernaturalis,” Gregorianum 29 (1948): 453-54, for an analysis of the 
implications of this Magisterial text with regard to the question of the possibility 
of the non-ordination of man to the vision of God.
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gratuity of the supernatural order, since God, they say, cannot create intel 
lectual beings without ordering and calling them to the beatific vision.”43

After Jansenius, the thesis of the impossibility of a state of pure nature 
together with an innate desire for the beatific vision was kept alive by his 
followers, especially in France (Arnauld and Quesnel) and Italy (Tam- 
burini and the Synod of Pistoia). It was also maintained by the Augustin- 
ian school represented by H. Noris (1631—1704), F. Bellelli (1675—1742), 
and J. L. Berti (1696-1766),44 who denied the possibility of a state of pure 
nature while still trying to maintain a kind of middle road that would not 
fell under the condemnations of Baius and Quesnel.45

After the bull Auctorem fidei condemning the errors of the Synod of 
Pistoia, however, supporters of the impossibility of a “state of pure nature” 
became ever rarer,46 so that Fernand Litt could write in 1934: “After this 
final explicit intervention of the Church [Auctorem fidei, 1794], the thesis 
of the impossibility of a state of pure nature has found ever fewer defend 
ers. Is there even a single one left today? . . . The position has been 
absolutely abandoned by all.”47 Just twelve years after Litt wrote this, 
however, the thesis of Jansenius maintaining the impossibility of a state of 
pure nature on account of the existence of an innate desire for the vision 
of God was vigorously re-proposed by Henri de Lubac in SumatureL, and, 
remarkably, has rapidly come to dominate the theological field!

Summary of the Jansenist Position
We can summarize the main tenets of the Jansenist position as follows:

43 N .26 , DS 3891.
44 For the position of these three Augustinians in this regard, see F. Litt, La question des 

rapports entre la nature et la grdce, 75-102; J. M. Mejfa, “La hipdtesis de ia natu- 
raleza pura,” Ciencia y  fe 2 (1955): 58-90; M. Wrede, Die Moglkhkeit des Status 
Naturae Purae ifa Lichte der kirchlich verurteilten Sdtze des Bajus vom Urstand (Lim 
burg, 1953), 24-28,49-51.

43 For criticism of the position of these Augustinians, see M. J. Scheeben, Nature and 
Grace, 80: “Only they who blindly persist in error can deny the principle that. . .  the 
aspirations and rights of nature cannot reach beyond the horizon of their active 
power. That was the mistake of the Jansenists and of some theologians who unfortu 
nately sided with them [i.e. Noris, Bellelli, and Berti]. They admitted that nature did 
not have the resources to see God’s essence as it is in itself, but maintained that nature 
had a positive desire and tide to the beatific vision as its natural end. This contention 
seems to us to be not only false but to involve a contradictio in terminis." See also 58.

46 See L. Renwart, “La ‘nature pure’ & la lumifcre de l’Encyclique Humani generis,” 
NRT74 (1952): 352.

47 F. Lite, La question des rapports entre la nature et la grdee, 148—49.
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1. There is an innate appetite for the vision of God, conceived as the 
only possible beatitude for a rational creature.48

2. The vision of God is mans natural end with regard to inclination, 
although supernatural with regard to the means of realization.49

3. A “state of pure nature” is impossible with regard to Gods provi 
dence, which must provide the creature with the indispensable means 
for reaching its natural final end.

4. Because the vision of God is considered to be the only possible end 
for the rational creature, the innate desire for that end is absolute, and 
its frustration will result in misery.50 51

5. The Thomistic doctrine distinguishing a natural and a supernatural 
love of God is rejected. For Jansenius, the love of God can only be the 
result of grace.

6. The gratuitousness of grace and glory is explained by specifying that 
they are not due in justice to the creature or his nature directly, but 
rather to God Himself and to His attributes, such as His wisdom, 
justice, goodness, or providence.52

7. The gratuitousness of grace resides in Gods free decision to create the 
rational creature.53

48 See Arnauld, Secondicrit sur I’amour naturel de Dieu (Oeuvres, 10:690).
49 A similar position is defended by de Lubac in Surnaturel, 393.
50 Compare with H. de Lubac, Mystery, 54 [70].
51 See Jansenius, De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 16 {Augustinus, 2:758).
52 Ibid., ch. 20 {Augustinus, 2:780-84).
53 De Lubac laudably rejects this position (7) in Mystery, 82 [106-7]. However, as 

will be seen below, the difficulty lies in reconciling this with his other positions, 
such as the assertion of an innate and unconditional natural desire to see God, 
and his opposition to the Scholastic thesis affirming the possibility of a “state of 
pure nature.”





al Desire to See God

AFT E R  the Jansenists, the classical Thomistic consensus concern 
ing the interpretation o f the natural desire to see God was 
opposed most vigorously by Henri Cardinal de Lubac, S.J. Like 
Jansenius, he contested the theological system defending the possibility of 

a “state o f pure nature,” and proposed again the thesis of an innate and 
unconditional natural desire to see God.

De Lubac dealt with this subject in Sumaturel: Etudes historiques
(1946),1 which created a storm of controversy,2 and in an important article

1 He first touched on this theme in the article “Remarques sur 1’histoire du mot 
‘sumaturel,’ ” N R T 61 (1934): 225-49, 350-70, which contains many of the cen 
tral points of Sum aturel

2 Some of the most significant and substantial criticisms can be found in the follow 
ing articles and reviews: J. C. Martfnez, “Notas sobre unas notas para la historia 
de la palabra ‘sobrenatural,’” Archive teoldgico granadino 1 (1938): 57-85; T. 
Deman, review of Sum aturel in Bulletin thom istel (1943—1946): 422—46; J. de 
Blic, “Bulletin de morale,” Milanges de science religieuse 4 (1947): 93-113; C. 
Boyer, “Nature pure et sumaturel dans le ‘Sumaturel’ du Pfcre de Lubac,” Gregori- 
anurn 28 (1947): 379-95; “Moral et sumaturel,” Gregorianum  21 (1948): 
255-66; “Note sur ‘Le Mystfere du Sumaturel’ du P&re H. de Lubac,” Gregori 
anum  48 (1967): 130-32; L. Malevez, “L’esprit et d&ir de Dieu,” N R T  69
(1947): 1-31; “La gratuit^ du sumaturel,” N R T 75 (1953): 561-86, 673-89; G. 
de Broglie, “De gratuitate ordinis supernaturalis,” Gregorianum  29 (1948): 
435-63; P. Donnelly, “CurrentTheology,” 7*58 (1947): 483-91; “Discussions on 
the Supernatural Order,” 7*5 9 (1948): 213—49; “Current Theology,” 7*5 9
(1948): 554-60; “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” TS 11 (1950): 374-404; G. 
Fr&iaud, “Esprit et gr&ce sanctifiante,” La pensie catholique 5 (1948): 25-47; “La 
gratuit^ des dons surnaturels et son opposition aux conclusions de la ‘Th^ologie 
Nouvelle,’” La pensie catholique 6 (1948): 30-41; Philippe de la Trinity, “Du p£chd
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of 1949, “Le myst&re du surnaturel.”3 * He subsequently reworked this mate 
rial in two books published in 1965: Le mysthe du surnaturel and Augusti- 
nisme et thiologie moderne,4

It is interesting to compare the reasoning o f de Lubac with the 
Thomistic school that he criticizes (as represented by Sudrez, for example). 
De Lubac and Sudrez agree that the possibility o f a “state of pure nature” 
is incompatible with an innate and unconditional natural desire to see 
God. They differ, however, in opting for opposing sides o f the alternative.

De Lubac disagrees with the Thomistic school in two other important 
respects. He does not think that a natural desire for the vision o f God nec 
essarily belongs to intellectual nature as such, but only to our concrete 
human nature that is “called.”5 Secondly, he does not think that the denial 
o f a state o f pure nature or the affirmation o f an innate and unconditional 
appetite for the vision o f God endangers the gratuitousness of grace or 
implies that the granting o f the vision would be due to human nature.

In order to preserve the unity of de Lubacs thought, an exposition of 
his position will be presented in this chapter, followed in the next chapter 
by an analysis of its compatibility with the principles o f St. Thomas. The 
subdivisions o f both chapters are parallel.

du Satan et de la destin^e de l’esprit d’apr&s S. Thomas d’Aquin,” in Satan, 
64-67v C. de Pamplona, “El concepco de ‘gratuidad de lo sobrenaturaT en una 
obra del P. de Lubac,” Estudios jranciscanos 51 (1950): 179-88; G. De Rosa, “II 
problema del soprannaturale in alcune sue recenti soluzioni,” Divus Thomas (Pia 
cenza) 54 (1951): 133—48; A. Piolanti, “Vecchie discussioni e conclusioni recenti 
sul soprannaturale nel pensiero di S. Tommaso,” Divinitas 1 (1957): 93-117; J. 
Wright, review of Augustinisme et thiologie moderne and Le mystb-e du surnaturel, 
TS 27 (1966): 278-80; G. Colombo, Del soprannaturale (Milan: Glossa, 1996), 
201-11, 225-36, 285-93 (reproducing articles of 1957 and 1971); J.-H Nicolas, 
Lesprofondeurs de la grdce, 335-97; C. Cardona, “Rilievi critici a due fondamen- 
tazioni metafisiche per una costruzione teologica,” Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 75 
(1972): 149-76. For more recent evaluations see also J. L. Illanes Maestre, “La 
teologfa como saber de totalidad: En torno al proyecto teoldgico de Henri de 
Lubac,” Revista espaHola de teologia 48 (1988): 149-92; G. Cottier, “D&ir naturel 
de voir Dieu,” Gregorianum 78 (1997): 679-98. The most controversial work of 
de Lubac was Surnaturel By 1965 the controversy had already largely died down, 
although the issues that had been raised were not resolved.

3 In RSR35 (1949): 80-121; trans. A. E. Nash in Theology in History, 281-316.
4 See also “Duplex hominis beatitudo,” RSR 35 (1948): 290-99; A Brief Catechesis 

on Nature and Grace, trans. R. Arnandez (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1984).
5 Mystery, 54 [70].
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1. A Supernatural Finality Is Imprinted 
on Our Nature Itself

De Lubac argues that the supernatural finality o f a spiritual creature is 
intrinsic and cannot be changed without changing its nature. As seen 
above, he charges the modern Scholastic tradition, and Suarez in particu 
lar, with a weakened view of finality.6

De Lubac’s fundamental concern is to remove an “extrinsicist” view of 
mans relation to his supernatural end, a view which he thinks is inherently 
linked to the theory of the possibility o f a state of pure nature, as put for 
ward by Suarez, and to the way the natural desire to see God was interpreted 
by authors such as Cajetan, Bdfiez, Sudrez, and those who followed them.7

For de Lubac, the “essential finality” o f man is the vision o f God-8 This 
finality cannot be changed without changing his nature.9 Man as he is today 
has only one end that is in harmony with his nature as it now exists— the 
vision of God.10 This end, therefore, is “inscribed” or “imprinted” on mans 
nature as he concretely exists, prior to any gift of grace.11

6 Mystery, 68-69 [88-89]. See the discussion in chapter 11, pp. 250-56' above.
7 See Sumaturel, 437, in which de Lubac severely criticizes the theological system 

embracing the possibility of a state of pure nature: “a timid theology, doubly 
‘extrinsic,’ which expelled dogma from thought and the supernatural from nature, 
with the illusory intention of better maintaining them above nature and above 
reason.” See also 153-54, 174-75. For the decisive influence of Blondel in this 
regard, see A. Russo, Henri de Lubac: Teologia e dogma nella storia; L’inftusso di 
Blondel (Rome: Studium, 1990), 289-92. Russo notes that the term “extrinsi- 
cism” is an expression coined by Blondel in reference to Neo-Scholasticism (290 
and311n44).

8 See “Le mystfere du sumaturel,” RSR 35 (1949): 94-95 [Theology in History, 
294—95]: “My destiny is something ontological, and not something which I can 
change as an object changes its destination. . . . W e all have the same essential 
finality.” This passage is taken up, slightly augmented, in Mystery, 62-63 [81].

9 See “Le mystfere du surnaturel,” 94-98; Mystery, 54-55, 59-60, 62 [69-72,77, 81].
10 See Mystery, 62 [81]: “To convince me that I might really have had this humbler 

destiny [a natural end] - - . you need only show it to me, even momentarily, as 
something really imprinted upon me, in my nature as it is. Most people would 
agree that this is precisely what is, by hypothesis, impossible.”

11 Mystery, 55: “My finality, which is expressed by this desire, is inscribed upon my 
very being as it has been put into this universe by God. . .  . No other finality now 
seems possible for men than that which is now really inscribed in the depths o f my 
nature'-, 68-69; 76: “Upon this being he has given me, God has imprinted a super 
naturalfinality, he has made to be heard within my nature a call to see him”; 80: 
“Nor could he be constrained or required by anything or anyone to imprint on my 
being a supernatural finality”; 81; 95-96: “But no more than we can envisage, 
except in order to represent the thing humanly to ourselves, any real subject exist 
ing before being brought into being by the creative act, can we now envisage that 
nature in its concrete reality as existing before having its finality imprinted upon it,
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De Lubac also expresses the same idea by speaking of an “essential des 
tiny,”12 13 “ontological d e s t i n y , a  “destiny. . . which he could not ontologi- 
cally escape,”14 15 16 or “ congenitally, the end of the spiritual creature is something 
that surpasses the powers of his nature or any other created nature.”1̂  This 
same notion is also expressed in the assertion that the permanent frustration 
of this supernatural finality would cause an “essential suffering.”1̂

This conception is based on a fundamental philosophical notion, central 
to de Lubac’s position, according to which the actual final end of a thing is 
necessarily something which ontologically determines the nature of the 
thing.17 Since we know by faith that we have been destined to a supernatu-. 
ral end, it follows that even before we receive the gift of grace, our nature 
must be intrinsically determined by our destination to this supernatural 
end.18 One and the same “concrete nature” cannot have two distinct possible

and that finality, by God’s free will, is a supernatural one”; 96n96: “However onto 
logical, so to say, the effect be from the first, the call to union imprinted, on nature is 
not yet actual union” (my italics).

This notion was expressed earlier by Y. de Montcheuil, Maurice Blondel: Pages 
religieuses (Paris: Aubier, 1942), 38: “It is written in the very fabric of our spirit.”

12 See “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” 116 ['theology in History, 312]: “Theologians ran 
into an apparent opposition between the essential destiny of man and the gratuity 
of chat destiny.. . .  So it was the essentiality chat fell. The result was ‘pure nature,’ 
set up in a system.”

13 See Mystery, 62 [81]; see also 96 [125]: “in creating the human soul destined by 
nature for a supernatural life” (my italics).

14 See Mystery, 69 [89]; “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” 97.
15 See Mystery, 111 [144].
16 Mystery, 54 [70].
17 See G. Colombo, Del soprannaturale, 202: “Everything is summed up and begins 

with this fundamental principle: the end is essential to the spiritual creature and 
determines its nature. A spiritual creature cannnot be conceived as something 
constituted in itself and the end as something which comes to it from the outside. 
The end is not added to the spiritual creature but is constitutive of it. It is not 
exterior to but interior to the spirit.. . .  Consequendy one cannot modify the end 
of the spiritual creature without modifying its nature.” See also J. L. Illanes 
Maestre, “La teologfa como saber de totalidad,” Revista espafiola de teologia 48 
(1988): 167: “Henri de Lubac . • . begins with the affirmation of the existence of 
an intimate connection between the nature and the end of spiritual beings. That 
is, he affirms the intrinsic character of finality, which is not juxtaposed on the 
spirit from outside, leaving it unchanged in its being, but affects it from the root.”

18 See “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” 92: “For my finality. . .  comes to me from my nature. 
And I have no other real end—that is, an end really assigned to my nature—but 
that of'seeing God”’ (my italics). See also Mystery, 55-56 [72]. This idea had been 
proposed earlier by E. Brisbois, “Le d&ir de voir Dieu et la m&aphysique du vouloir 
en St. Thomas,” N R T68 (1936): 1104-5; and Y. de Montcheuil, Maurice Blondeh 
Pages religieuses, 44: “Independently of the elevation given by sanctifying grace, and 
of the temporary and passing impulses of actual grace, the destination of
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finalities, one natural and the other supernatural, which God could assign by 
an external decree, without changing the nature itself. Such a notion implies 
a “watered-down idea of what finality is.”19 Rather, two different finalities 
determine two different natures (or two different “concrete natures” or “his 
toric natures”).20 In other words, the actual finality o f a thing is always the 
“essential finality” o f a thing, postulated by its very essence.

Thus de Lubac opposes the idea that our supernatural end is some 
thing “super-added” by God above and distinct from a “natural end” to 
which our nature would be directed in virtue o f its own intrinsic princi 
ples.21 If this were the case, then our actual finality in this economy of sal 
vation (which is supernatural: the vision o f God) would be different from 
the essential finality called for by our nature itself. It is precisely this possi 
bility o f two distinct ends for human nature— natural and supernatural—  
that de Lubac rejects as a notion that is philosophically and religiously 
unacceptable,22 contrary to the authentic notion o f finality.

2. The Natural Desire to  See God Is a Consequence 
of Our Supernatural Destiny

De Lubacs interpretation o f the natural desire to see God is intimately 
connected with his understanding o f finality in the spiritual creature. He 
understands natural desire as the innate inclination o f a being for its actual 
final end, or as the “expression” o f the finality o f a thing.23 Therefore, he 
infers that mans elevation to a supernatural end necessarily determines a 
natural desire for that supernatural end. The natural desire to see God is 
thus nothing other than the necessary attraction of spiritual beings to the 
end imprinted on their nature by God. It is precisely the presence o f our 
finality, inscribed within us, for the vision o f God. In The Mystery o f the 
Supernatural, de Lubac writes:

the spirit to a precise end, which it must reach with determinate means, is already a 
reality which must leave traces in him, and manifest itself in movement. This desti 
nation . . . constitutes the very being of the spirit, at least for those who do not 
resign themselves to admitting that the concrete finality of a thing could be extrinsic 
to its being.”

19 See Mystery, 68 [88].
20 See Mystery, 54-55 [69-71].
21 See “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” 97 [Theology in History, 296-97]: “Thus finality 

was only considered as something rather extrinsic: not as a destiny inscribed 
within the very structure of ones being and which one could not ontologically 
escape, but as a destiny received more or less from without and in a subsequent 
moment. For this reason, no obstacle was seen in a supernatural beatitude being 
‘added on’ to an essentially natural beatitude.”

22 See G. Colombo, Delsoprannaturale, 201.
23 See “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” 92 [Theology in History, 292].
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My finality, which is expressed by this desire, is inscribed upon my 
very being as it has been put into this universe by G od .. . .  As soon 
as I exist, in fact, all indetermination vanishes, and whatever might 
have been the case “before,” or whatever might have been in any 
other existence, no other finality now seems possible for me than, that 
which is now really inscribed in the depths of my nature; there is 
only one end, and therefore I bear within me, consciously or other 
wise, a “natural desire” for i t . . . .  This “natural desire” is not only just 
as “necessary,” but just as “determinate” as its correlative end. “To 
each thing a single end is naturally appropriate, which it seeks by a 
natural necessity, for nature always tends to one thing” [De malo, q.
16, a. 5], says St. Thomas, and he says further: “the natural appetite 
is determined to one thing” [De veritate, q. 22, a. 3, ad 5].24 . . .  And 
it is this same fundamental reason that makes St. Thomas conclude 
so certainly, regardless of the contradictory evidence that common 
experience seems to suggest: “Every intellect naturally desires the 
vision of the divine substance” [ScGIII, ch. 57] .25

De Lubac is affirming here a natural appetite for beatitude with regard to 
the particular object in which it actually consists (the vision of God), and 
not just for beatitude in general Since the end for which God has ordained 
us is quite determinate in the mind of God— the beatific vision— de Lubac 
concludes that our natural desire must be equally determinate.26

24 As seen above, St. Thomas teaches that innate natural appetite is directed only to the 
proportionate or connatural end of the creature. De Lubac, on the other hand, inter 
prets St, Thomas to mean that there will always be an innate natural appetite for the 
actual final end of the creature, even if it is supernatural. The texts of De mab, q. 16, 
a. 5, and De veritate, q. 22, a. 3, ad 5, cited here by de Lubac, concern the natural 
desire for happiness in general, and not the natural desire for the vision of God or for 
our supernatural end. De Lubac is reading St. Thomas through the lens of Scorns.

25 Mystery, 55-56 [70-72]. A source for de Lubacs thesis here is found in an article 
by E. Brisbois (referred to by de Lubac on 55n4), “Le d&ir de voir Dieu et la 
m^taphysique du vouloir en St. Thomas,” NRT68 (1936): 1104-5: “The voca 
tion of man to his supernatural perfection thus physically modifies human nature 
by ordering it already in a certain way. . .  to this new destiny. It is undoubtedly a 
remote ordination, for we are not yet dealing here with sanctifying grace, nor with 
an act of faith, nor even with habitual faith, but with a certain subjective prelimi 
nary disposition which should render this possible, and which is the need, the exi 
gency of the absolute final end, expressed by a first undeliberated act of the will.”

2,5 This thesis, based on Scorns, had been previously maintained in similar form by J. 
Laporta, “Les notions d’app£tit naturel et de puissance ob^dientielle,” ETL 5 
(1928): 268; “The ontological tendency of a being, on the contrary, refers direcdy 
and formally to the concrete reality which constitutes its ultimate perfection. A 
reality is only defined by a reality.” Laporta is speaking here of the supernatural 
end: the vision of God. De Lubac knew this work and cited it in Sumaturel
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Since de Lubac identifies the actual end o f the spiritual creature with 
the end called fo r by its nature, or “imprinted on its nature,” he conse 
quently understands the innate natural desire o f the rational creature as 
the desire for its actual final end, which is supernatural, and not for a con 
natural final end proportionate to the creature, as understood by Suarez 
and the Thomistic tradition. For de Lubac, a proportionate or connatural 
finality is not “imprinted on our nature” as we possess it.* 27

3. The Desire to  See God Is the
"Desire of Our Nature"

Since the natural desire to see God is interpreted by de Lubac to be the 
expression o f the finality imprinted on our nature, it is also seen to be the 
“desire o f our nature” itself. Once again, this position is based on the idea 
that our actual finality must correspond to the finality o f our nature itself 
as it concretely exists. De Lubac notes that St. Thomas uses the expression 
desiderium naturae in S T l ,  q. 12, a. 1, and he interprets this to mean that 
the desire to see God is not an elicited desire, but innate: the intrinsic 
finality o f our nature itself:

St. Thomas himself most certainly saw something more in it than 
some kind of superficial “wish,” which would have in common with 
any chimerical dream the fact that it spontaneously or “naturally” is 
born in the spirit. On the contrary, he saw it as the desire of the 
nature itself—or at least its manifestation in objective consciousness 
and its authentic expression. The effect and the sign of a profound 
finality. Not only desiderium naturale, but desiderium naturae. These 
same theologians [Sylvester of Ferrara and others] have made the mis 
take of deducing that St. Thomas never intended to speak of anything 
other than a purely elicited desire, of an act without profound roots 
and without ontological interest, and not rather of a true appetite of 
nature analogous to the “innate appetite” spoken of by Duns Scotus.
This was to profess to scrupulously respect the letter of the text of 
their Master at the moment in which they betrayed his thought.28

434nl. See also Laporta’s later work. La destinie de la nature humaine selon Thomas 
d ’Aquin, 35n65 and 36. This thesis of Laporta and de Lubac, however, is contrary 
to the teaching of St. Thomas, as can be seen in S ri—U, q. 10, a. I,ad3: “To every 
nature there corresponds one [end] which is proportionate to that nature.”

27 See Mystery, 62 [81].
28 Sumaturel, 433. The same idea is expressed again in Mystery, 58 [75]: “Such a 

being, then, has more than simply a ‘natural desire’ [desiderium naturale] to see 
God, a desire which might be interpreted vaguely and widely, which might, as a 
later commentator on St. Thomas has said, simply be ‘a desire in conformity with 
nature.’ . . .  St. Thomas is most clear that such is not the case. The desire to see
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The natural desire to see God is thus seen to be the innate inclination of 
the faculty o f the will itself (or o f spiritual nature itself). It is related to the 
elicited desire spoken o f by Sylvester of Ferrara as the underlying potency is 
related to its corresponding act. The elicited natural desire has the function 
only o f manifesting the hidden profound innate “appetite o f nature,” 
which is the natural desire to see God in the truest sense: “For in Thomistic 
thought there is no room for a similar opposition between two kinds of 
desire. The former (elicited desire) has the role to manifest the latter 
(appetite o f nature), and it receives its value from the latter.. . .  One can say 
that the objective elicited ‘desire’ is rather like the act of which the rational 
appetite would be the potency.”29 In other words, de Lubac holds that the 
elicited desire to see God spoken of in the texts of St. Thomas is introduced 
in order to manifest the existence of an underlying innate appetite for the 
vision of God, which is the fundamental desire of spiritual nature itself.30

4. The Natural Desire to  See God 
C onstitutes Our Being

For de Lubac, the natural desire to see'God is not only the expression of 
the finality o f our nature, but is seen to “constitute” our nature.31 In Sur- 
naturel, he writes that “the spirit is the desire for God.”32 Likewise, in The

God is, for him, a ‘desire of nature’ in man; better, it is ‘the desire of his nature,’ 
naturae desiderium: this expression, which he uses on several occasions, should be 
enough in itself to do away with any tendency to fancy interpretation.” In note 13 
on this page he writes: “ 'Desiderium naturale' can be translated in various senses, 
but ‘desiderium naturae has only one, far more pregnant, meaning.”
Sumaturel, 433-34.

30 It is interesting to compare Sudrez and de Lubac on this point. For Sudrez (as well 
as Sylvester of Ferrara), the elicited natural desire to see God is indeed based on an 
underlying innate appetite. However, for Sudrez, the innate appetite on which it is 
based is directed to a universal object—knowledge of causes in general and happi 
ness in general—insofar as this is proportionate to the nature. The elicited natural 
desire to see God applies the innate appetite to a disproportionate maximum 
object, which thus goes beyond the connatural object of the innate appetite. See 
Sudrez, D e ultimo fin i hominis, disp. 16, §3, n. 7 (Opera omnia, 4:156).

31 This view is already expressed in a letter of de Lubac to Blondel, dating from April 
3, 1932, in which de Lubac sketches the nucleus of what will become Sum aturel: 
“Moreover, this concept of a pure nature runs into great difficulties, the principal 
one of which seems to me to be the following: How can a conscious spirit be any 
thing other than an absolute desire of God?” In A t the Service o f the Church: Henri 
de Lubac Reflects on die Circumstances That Occasioned His Writings, trans. A. E. 
Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 184.

32 Sumaturel, 483: “L’esprit est done ddsir de Dieu.” See also 487: “For it is essentially 
in our nature and it expresses its foundation”; 488: “It is so much in us that it is 
ourselves” (“II est si bien en nous qu’il est nous-memes”). For the influence
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Mystery o f the Supernatural'. “The desire to see him is in us, it constitutes 
us, and yet it comes to us as a completely free gift. Such paradoxes should 
not surprise us.”33

De Lubac does not directly explain why he maintains that the desire to 
see God “constitutes” mans nature, but this seems to be because he identi 
fies the natural desire to see God with our supernatural finality itself, and 
he applies the principle that a nature is defined or constituted by its finality.

5. The Natural Desire to  See God Is God's "Call" 
to  the  Supernatural Implanted in Our Nature

The natural desire to see God, as the expression of our actual finality, is 
also seen by de Lubac as Gods “call” to the supernatural within our nature 
itself. In Sumaturel, he writes: “If there is a desire to see God in our 
nature, this can only be because God wills for us this supernatural end 
which consists in seeing Him. This is because, willing it without pause, 
He ceaselessly imprints this desire in our nature, in such a way that this 
desire is nothing other than His call.”34

In The Mystery o f the Supernatural, this notion is expressed as follows:

For this desire is not some “accident” in me. It does not result from 
some peculiarity, possibly alterable, of my individual being, or from 
some historical contingency whose effects are more or less transitory.
A  fortiori it does not in any sense depend upon my deliberate will. It 
is in me as a result of my belonging to humanity as it is, that human 
ity which is, as we say, “called.” For Gods call is constitutive. My 
finality, which is expressed by this desire, is inscribed upon my very 
being as it has been put into this universe by God.35

of Fr. Joseph Huby with regard to this idea, see At the Service o f the Church, 63. 
Cf. D. Vibrac, “Le d£sir naturel de voir Dieu selon Saint Thomas d’Aquin: L’in- 
terpr^tation de Monseigneur Antonio Piolanti,” Divinitas 40 (1996): 48: “Accord 
ing to the avowal of the French theologian, it was a matter of finding, in St. 
Thomas himself, the intuition of his master, Fr. Joseph Huby, thus formulated 
with regard to human nature: ‘The desire for the vision of God is constitutive of 
his being.’ This assertion . .. poses a major speculative problem. . . .  If the natural 
desire to see God is constitutive of the being of human nature, it is innate, and the 
most innate of all innate desires. How then could it be frustrated? Still more, it 
has a proper exigency for its satisfaction. . . . The true question is not then to 
know if Thomas posited a natural desire to see God, but to know what kind of 
desire we are truly dealing with.”

33 Mystery, 167 [217].
34 Sumaturel, 486-87.
35 Mystery, 54-55 [70]. See also 76 [98].
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For de Lubac, we are “called” (ordered?)36 to the vision of God essentially 
by having the natural desire to see God inscribed on our nature. In this 
way de Lubac attempts to counter a so-called “extrinsicist” conception of 
our supernatural destiny.

6. The Natural Desire to  See God 
Is an Absolute Desire

O n the basis of the preceding points, it should be no surprise that for de 
Lubac the desire to see God is conceived as an absolute desire rather than 
a conditional one. In feet, it is the “most absolute o f all desires.” In Suma- 
tureU he writes:

Does this mean that the desire for God in us is nothing but a “wish”?
One concludes this from the fact that it is necessarily inefficacious-----
But the expression “inefficacious desire” is equivocal, and the notion of 
“wish” is insubstantial. In opposition to a current fashion regarding the 
understanding of these terms, we maintain that the desire for God is 
absolute. The most absolute of all desires. 'To desire the communica 
tion of God as a free gift, as a gratuitous initiative, is indeed to desire it 
with a desire that is inefficacious in itself. However, this does not 
mean—as is sometimes said—that we have nothing more than a “Pla 
tonic” desire, conditional or conditioned.37

36 In Mystery, 85 [111], de Lubac specifies that the desire to see God “does not consti 
tute as yet even the slightest positive ‘ordering’ to the supernatural. Again, it is sanc 
tifying grace, with its train of theological virtues, which must order the subject to his 
last end.” However, it is difficult to understand how we can be called and finalized 
by nature to the vision of God, if our nature is not ordered to it without grace!

37 SumatureL, 484. Other parallel passages referring to the natural desire to see God as 
an unconditional desire include Sumaturel, 433, 478-79; Mystery, 180 [235]: “St. 
Thomas Aquinas conceived of a desire which, though nor efficacious, was none the 
less ‘radical,’ absolute, and in no sense ‘conditional.’ . . . Yet among the very people 
who were most anxious to return to the sources, there were many who soon came to 
envisage no more than some land of velleity’ totally contrary both to the language 
and teaching of St. Thomas: for though he knew the word velleitas well, and used it 
in other cases, he never makes use of it in the many texts concerned with this partic 
ular question”; Augustinianism and Modem Theology, 162 [182]: “It is merely that 
the desire which they [Suarez and his followers] still admit differs entirely from that 
of tradition. It could only be a question, they explain, of a purely elicited and con 
ditioned desire, of a certain imperfect desire like some vague willingness. It is a 
‘velleity’, a wish’ such as arises spontaneously in the mind in connection with all 
sorts of impossible things which, moreover, are not of essential interest. It is a desire 
that cannot produce a real uneasiness in relation to its object.”
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The natural desire to see God is considered by de Lubac to be an “ineffica 
cious desire,” but he is very strongly opposed to interpreting it as a condi 
tional desire or velleitas.

By speaking of the desire to see God as the most “absolute of all 
desires,” de Lubac is saying that the desire to see God cannot be frustrated 
without causing an essential spiritual suffering.38 It is no less absolute than 
the natural desire for happiness. Therefore, without its satisfaction, no beat- 
itude would be possible. In this, de Lubacs position is much more radical 
than that of other authors who maintain an innate desire for the vision of 
God, like Duns Scotus and St. Robert Bellarmine.39

For Scotus, like St. Thomas, a natural beatitude without the vision of 
God— consisting in the natural knowledge and love o f God through the 
mirror o f creation— is possible for the souls in limbo, who certainly do 
not experience spiritual suffering.40 Similarly, for Bellarmine, the existence 
o f an innate desire to see God does not imply the impossibility o f a state 
o f pure nature. On the contrary, Bellarmine is recognized as one of the 
first explicit defenders of the possibility of such a state.41

However, the existence of an innate and absolute desire to see God as 
postulated by de Lubac would logically make impossible the existence of 
any natural beatitude, or a “state o f pure nature” for man. This conclusion 
follows for him, as for Jansenius, because the natural desire to see God is 
conceived as absolute, ruling out any other final end proportionate with 
human nature. Thus it can be seen that there is a great difference between 
the innate natural desire to see God as posited by Scotus, de Soto, Toledo, 
and Bellarmine, on the one hand, and that defended by de Lubac and 
Jansenius, on the other, with regard to the possibility of a natural beatitude.

7. A Natural Desire to  See God Is Not Necessarily 
Present in the  Rational Creature

However, although de Lubac maintains that the desire to see God is con 
stitutive of our nature and imprinted on it, he does not hold that it must 
necessarily be imprinted on the nature o f rational creatures. O n this point

38 Mystery, 54 [70]: “The ‘desire to see God5 cannot be permanently frustrated with 
out an essential suffering.. . .  And consequently—at least in appearance—a good 
and just God could hardly frustrate me, unless I, through my own fruit, turn 
away from him by choice.”

39 See E Donnelly, “CurrentTheology,” TS8 (1947): 489: “The uniqueness of P, de 
Lubacs position consists in his insistence that the desire is absolute and in his con 
sequent negation that the state of pure nature is possible.”

4° See Scotus, Ordinatio II, d. 33, q. un., n. 3 [11] {Opera omnia, 8:364).
41 See De gratia prim i hominis, ch. 7 (Opera omnia, 5:191a). See also H. de Lubac, 

Augustinianism and Modem Theology, 152 [170].
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there is a significant development in de Lubacs thought.42 In Surnaturei, 
spiritual nature is presented as if it intrinsically required the vision of God 
as its end.43 Thus the end o f a spiritual creature necessarily exceeds its own 
level, and this necessary disproportion is presented as the paradox of the 
Christian view of the spirit. However, in the article o f 1949, “Le mystere 
du surnaturei,”44 and in the book o f the same title of 1965,45 de Lubac 
allows the possibility that God could possibly create a rational creature 
which does not possess a supernatural finality inscribed upon it, and thus 
it would not possess a natural desire to see God (at least, not in the form 
of an absolute desire). By not possessing this desire, its nature would not 
possess God’s call within it.

Nevertheless, de Lubac stresses that this hypothetical rational nature 
would be a “different nature” from ours. This idea is expressed rather 
ambiguously. Sometimes he directly asserts that a hypothetical “man” in a 
state o f pure nature would have a different nature from ours, and at other 
times he leaves open the possibility that such a man would have the same 
nature as we now have (which de Lubac refers to as our “concrete” or “his 
torical” nature),46 although only in an "abstract” or “generic” sense, for the 
natures would be “materially different.”47 However, it clearly follows from 
his premises that a man in a state o f pure nature would indeed have a dif 
ferent nature, for he holds that our nature is constituted by the desire to see 
God and by our supernatural finality. Therefore, it is obvious that a

42 See J. L. Illanes Maestre, “La teologfa como saber de totalidad,” Revista espanola 
de teologiaAZ (1988): 189-91; G. Colombo, Delsoprannaturale, 292.

43 See especially 467 and the conclusion, 483-94.
44 RSR  35 (1949): 91.
45 Mystery, 54 [69]: “It is said that a universe might have existed in which man, 

though without necessarily excluding any other desire, would have his rational 
ambitions limited to some lower, purely human, beatitude. Certainly I do not deny 
it.” See also 61 [79]: “One may point out that they [the great Scholastics] did not 
deny the hypotheses of the moderns [i.e. the possibility of a state of pure nature]*, 
nor would I dream of doing so. But it remains true that they did not put them for 
ward, and when they spoke of the gratuitousness of the supernatural they did not 
mean it in terms of some abstract human nature as envisaged in those hypotheses.”

46 De Lubac speaks of our “concrete” human nature in opposition to an “abstract” 
human nature in Mystery, chapter 4, 54—55, 59-61, 63 [69-71, 77, 79, 81].

47 See Mystery, 59-60 [77]*. “For by putting forward the hypothesis of another order of 
things one cannot help by that very fact supposing another humanity, a different 
human being, and thus a different me.’ In this ‘purely natural’ universe which some 
have imagined, or have at least declared to be possible, ‘my nature,’ they say, would 
be included. We may perhaps agree—though it cannot be as certain as they think, 
except in the most abstract sense, since it must be said at the same time that this 
nature would be 'materially1 different . . . For the difference between them is not 
merely one of individuation, but one of nature itself1 (my italics).
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humanity not elevated to the vision would be essentially different, lacking 
that which “constitutes” our “concrete nature.”

Implicit in this conception o f the mature de Lubac is the idea that the 
“abstract” nature o f the created spirit does not have a proper final end pro 
portionate to it, and will need to be determined to a concrete final end by 
the creative action o f God imprinting a concrete finality upon it in the act 
o f creation itself.48

Therefore, de Lubac can assert both that a state of pure nature is impos 
sible for human nature as we now possess it, and that God could perhaps 
create other rational creatures without ordering them to the vision o f God, 
and without giving them a natural desire for the vision. Thus the possibil 
ity o f a state o f pure nature for other rational beings is left open, neither 
being asserted nor denied. However, the possibility o f a state o f pure 
nature is clearly denied with regard to men possessing the same “concrete” 
nature as ourselves.

In this way, de Lubac could maintain that his thesis as presented in
1949 and 1965 is not the same as the position condemned by Pius XII in
1950 in the encyclical Humani generis*. “Others destroy the gratuity o f the 
supernatural order, since God, they say, cannot create intellectual beings 
without ordering and calling them to the beatific vision.”

8. The Dem onstrative Value of the  Argument
From the preceding points, it is clear that the existence o f a natural desire 
to see God, for de Lubac, is sufficient to prove not only the sheer possibil 
ity o f the vision o f God (or our capacity for it), but also the fact that God 
will grant it to us. This is because the natural desire to see God is con 
ceived as the call o f God to the vision, as our supernatural finality 
inscribed upon our nature, as a desire constituting our very nature, and as 
an absolute desire which cannot remain frustrated without causing an 
essential suffering. In Sv.matu.rel, he writes*.

Many historians of the thought of St. Thomas remark that when he 
speaks of the beatific vision, he is not seeking to establish the feet, 
but only the possibility. . .  . However . . .  we believe that St. Thomas

48 See Mystery, 76-81 [98-105]. See J. L. Wanes Maestre, “La teologla como saber de 
totalidad,” Revista espanola de teologla 48 (1988): 191: “In The Mystery o f the Super 
natural this thought has undergone an evolution and arrived at formulations that are 
in part new and in part more precise. The solution which he now offers is clear and 
structured around one axis: the negation of the concept of a proper final end, pro 
portionate or connatural, for the spiritual creature.. . .  Spiritual nature is open to the 
infinite and this implies that it has no end that is proportionate to it. Its only end 
will be that which God grants to it in the economy in which He decides to create it.”
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indeed intends to show the actual and concrete possibility o f the 
vision of G od .. . .

. . .  It surely seems to be an excessive subtlety to make St. Thomas 
say that for a natural desire not to be in vain, it is sufficient that it 
have an abstract possibility of its fulfillment; it suffices that the 
hypothesis be possible in another order of things or . . .  in another 
universe, in which this fulfillment could really take placed9

But in the 1949 article,49 50 and in somewhat more expanded form in The 
Mystery o f the Supernatural de Lubac specifies that the natural desire can 
not be fully recognized without the aid o f Revelation:

But is the desire for the beatific vision really, in its full nature and 
force, able to be known by reason alone? This I do not believe. . . .  I 
am not trying to establish a philosophical thesis, but to study a dog 
matic statement and all that it implies. I do not say that the knowl 
edge gained by reason of a natural desire, outside any context of 
faith, “proves strictly that we are called to the beatific vision.” . . .  On 
the contrary, I say that the knowledge that is revealed to us of that 
calling, which makes us certain of that end, leads us to recognize 
within ourselves the existence and nature of that desire.51

Therefore, de Lubac does not hold that the natural desire to see God pro 
vides a philosophical demonstration o f the fact o f our supernatural eleva 
tion to the vision of God, as might be thought at first sight, because he 
considers the existence o f a natural desire to see God to be a datum of 
faith, and not an acquisition of reason.52 In support of this interpretation, 
de Lubac cites Scotus, Ordinatio I, prol.5̂

49 Surnaturel Note D, 467, 469.
50 “Le mystfere du surnaturel,” 118.
51 Mystery, 208-9 [274—75], which expands the 1949 article, “Le mystfcre du surna 

turel,” 118. On this point, see J. L. Illanes Maestre, “La teologfa como saber de 
cocalidad,” Revista espanola de teologia 48 (1988): 183-85.

52 In Mystery, 208n4 [274], de Lubac reacts rather forcefully to the criticism directed 
against Surnaturel by C. Boyer, in “Nature pure et surnaturel dans le ‘Surnaturel’ du 
P£re de Lubac,” Gregorianum 28 (1947): 384, who wrote: “The authors thought 
seems to be this: the desire to see God belongs to our nature; it is absolute, ‘die most 
absolute of all desires’ (p. 484) and it proves stricdy that we are called to the beatific 
vision.. . .  In short, we have an absolute natural desire for the beatific vision, which 
enables us to be certain that we have been created for that end.” De Lubac responds: 
“There could be no reference to support these assertions. In my book which 
appeared in 1946 (489nl), I made it clear that I avoided examining this point of 
doctrine which is ‘argued among theologians.’ ” In any case, there is a fundamental 
truth in Boyer’s interpretation. Both in Surnaturel and in The Mystery o f the Super 
natural de Lubac argues that the existence of a natural desire to see God, if it could
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In fact, de Lubac is being quite consistent in this point with his philo 
sophical premises concerning the strict identification of finality and natu 
ral desire, as was Scotus, whom he is following. I f  the natural desire to see 
God is the expression o f our supernatural finality or elevation, and not an 
elicited natural desire following on some prior knowledge o f God’s effects, 
then it follows that the existence o f that desire cannot be known by. reason 
alone, but only by Revelation.

However, de Lubac makes no attempt to show that this is also the view 
of St. Thomas. In fact, it is very clear that all the texts of St. Thomas con 
cerning the natural desire to see God demonstrate the existence o f this nat 
ural desire on the basis o f natural reason alone. De Lubac has failed to see 
the important difference between Scotus and St. Thomas on this point.

9. The G ratuitousness of the  Supernatural
De Lubac gives various considerations to defend the gratuitousness o f grace 
and glory according to his system of thought. First, in the brief conclusion 
of Sumaturel, he maintains that the gratuitousness of grace is always pre 
served because nothing, ultimately, can be due from God to the creature. In 
fact, the very notion that the creature can “demand” his “rights” before 
God is a product of an overly juridical mentality which deforms the Chris 
tian message:

To suppose a nature which could claim its own exigencies would be as 
absurd as supposing a freedom which could claim its own merits. God, 
in crowning our merits, crowns His own gifts. In the same way, in sat 
isfying the desire of our nature, He responds to His own call.. . .  In no 
sense and by no title, whether natural or moral, can we have any rights 
over God. Deus nuUi debitor est quocumque mode [God is not a debtor 
to anyone in anyway): this phrase of Ockham is the echo of the entire 
tradition. It is one of the first axioms of the Christian faith.54

be known, would prove the fact of our elevation to the vision of God, which would 
be the only final end possible for a creature with a natural desire to see God. In other 
words, de Lubac’s fundamental thesis—in 1946, 1949, and 1965—is that there is a 
necessary link between the presence of a natural desire to see God and our actual 
elevation to the vision. It is this necessary link that Boyer held to be false, and, I 
hold, rightly so.

53 Mystery, 211-12 [277-79]. See R. J. Mayer, “Zum desiderium naturale visionis 
Dei nach Johannes Duns Scotus and Thomas de Vio Cajetan: Eine Anmerkung 
zum Denken Henri de Lubacs,” Angelicum 85 (2008): 740.

54 Sumaturel, 487-88. See also Mystery, 236-37 [309-10]: “No ‘disposition’ in crea 
tures can ever, in any way, bind the Creator.”



? Thus de Lubac holds that it is possible to maintain simultaneously 
without contradiction that God would not be unjust if  He were to deprive 
the innocent rational creature o f the vision o f God,55 and that the vision 
o f God is mans only possible final end. This is seen not as a contradiction, 
but as the "paradox o f human nature (or o f the created spirit),” although 
an Aristotelian philosophical framework, badly adapted to the Christian 
tradition, may make it appear contradictory.56

It should be noted that this contradiction results only when it is held 
that man (or the created spirit) has only one possible beatitude, which never 
theless is not due to him. If, on the contrary, one admits with St. Thomas a 
twofold beatitude for the rational creature—connatural and supernatural—  
then this apparent contradiction totally vanishes.57 Ordination to a super 
natural beatitude is not due to the creature because a connatural beatitude 
is possible, and this alone is due to him. However, it is precisely this solu 
tion to the problem that de Lubac rejects. Instead he resolves it by denying 
that anything can be due from God to the creature in any way.

By means of this argument, de Lubac considered that he had shown 
that the problem of preserving the gratuitous nature o f our supernatural 
end and the supernatural means ordered to it— a problem lying at the 
heart of the long and heated controversy over Baius and Jansenism—was 
not a true problem at all, but only a kind o f phantom.58 According to de 
Lubac, Thomists— beginning with Bdnez and Sudrez and continuing up to 
his own time—had attempted to show that the natural desire to see God

C ^ O  THE N A T U R A L  DES IRE TO SEE GOD

55 As taught by St. Thomas in De male, q. 5, a. 1, ad 15.
56 Sumaturel, 456-57: “It follows from this article [De mab, q. 5, a. 1] that the beatific 

vision is a grace, and that man cannot attain it without the double gift of justice and 
sanctifying grace. Supposing these gifts were to be withheld from him without that 
deprivation being the result of a fault, this privation would not take on the charac 
ter of a penalty. God would not be at all unjust in withholding them from him. 
These are truths which St. Thomas recalls in many places in his works, which can 
not be doubted by any theologian. Nevertheless, they allow the thesis of a unique 
beatitude and of a unique finality to remain intact. Shall we say that St. Thomas has 
contradicted himself without realizing it? However, there is no contradiction here. 
Instead, it is the paradox itself of human nature (or rather of the created spirit), a 
paradox which St. Thomas did not at all invent, a paradox whose heritage he con 
served and transmitted. Nevertheless, this was done in a philosophical framework 
that was partly new, and which, being badly adapted to this heritage, could give it at 
times the semblance of contradiction. Let us say at least that the teaching of this 
article, when compared with the Thomist doctrine of beatitude, poses a problem, 
and this problem is nowhere expressly resolved in the works of St. Thomas."

57 See S7T-II, q. 62, a. 1; I, q. 62, a. 1.
58 For an exposition of de Lubac’s views on this point, see C. de Pamplona, “El con- 

cepto de ‘gratuidad de lo sobrenatura! en una obra del P. de Lubac,” Estudios fran- 
ciscanos 51 (1950): 179-81.
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was not incompatible with the gratuitousness o f grace by “attenuating” 
this desire as much as possible, declaring it not to be an absolute desire 
whose satisfaction would be due to the nature, but only a conditional 
desire or “velleity.”59 De Lubac, on the contrary, attempts to show that 
this concern to protect the gratuitousness of our supernatural end was not 
in fact necessary, but was produced by an imprecise reflection on the rela 
tions of the creature with the Creator:

We imagine two beings face to face, thus equal in some manner, and 
we naturally conclude that if the universe is to have some coherence, 
all essential desire in the first of these beings engenders in the second 
an obligation to satisfy such desire, thus placing the latter in a state of 
dependence with regard to the former. It is only at this point, remem 
bering that the second of these two beings is God Himself and recog 
nizing that such a state of dependence is incompatible with the divine 
sovereignty, that we recover, as if after the event, the rights of the Cre 
ator by putting a bridle on the desire of man. We declare then that the 
desire for God, if it is truly a desire to see Him, could not be an 
absolute desire, for such a desire would put God in a position of 
dependence on His creature. Consequently, if we do not entirely deny 
its existence in man, at least we attenuate it as much as possible. . . .
We reduce it to the level of a simple ‘velleity.’ . . .  In this way we have 
exorcised the monster of ‘exigence.’ We do not ask at what price. . . .
But was it worth the trouble to take the monster so seriously? Was it 
something more than a phantom of our imagination?60

De Lubac concludes that the entire concern to protect the gratuitousness 
o f the beatific vision was unnecessary, because Gods acts cannot help but 
be gratuitous, in any hypothesis, even if only one end is possible for man. 
It was unnecessary to seek to reconcile the natural desire to see God with 
the gratuitousness o f grace by limiting the import o f that desire, for the 
problem whose solution was sought was only a pseudo-problem, caused by 
a phantom of the theological imagination, anthropomorphizing God’s 
relation with His creatures:

The monster of exigency was only a phantom. The attempt was 
made to resolve a false problem. In reality, the question of exigency 
does not come up. As pressing, in effect, as is the desire for the super 
natural, as strict as is the spirit’s need, which the desire manifests, 
how can one speak of something in man which would weigh on 
God, putting Him in dependence on man, since such a desire or

59 See Surmturel, 486.
60 Sumaturel 485-86.
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such a need—if it is in man—is not from him? It is first entirely 
willed by God.61

In other words, precisely because the natural desire to see God is natural, 
and thus stemming direcdy from God, it cannot create any dependence of 
God on man. It is God who freely imprints the desire on man, and therefore 
its fulfillment clearly remains gratuitous, like all Gods works in creation. The 
fulfillment of natural desire is due nor to the creature, but to God.62

10. A Positive Argum ent for the  G ratuitousness 
of the  Supernatural: We Desire the  Vision 
of God Precisely a s  a Gift

Secondly, de Lubac defends the gratuitousness o f grace with a positive 
argument based on the special nature o f the object o f our desire for the 
supernatural. Mans innate desire for the beatific vision is a desire to 
receive the vision as a gift, given out of love and not out o f justice. There 
fore, it would be a contradiction for there to be a self-giving o f God, as in 
the beatific vision—which would not be gratuitous. The supernatural is 
necessarily gratuitous by its very nature, as the self-giving o f God, in any 
hypothesis. In Sumaturel, de Lubac writes:

The spirit, in effect, does not desire God as an animal desires its prey.
He desires Him as a gift. . . .  He desires the free and gratuitous com 
munication of a personal Being.. . .  Can one still speak of exigency? In 
that case, one would have to say that the only exigency of the spirit is 
not to demand anything. He requires that God be free in His offer.. . .
To desire the divine communication as a free gift, as a gratuitous ini 
tiative, is certainly to desire it with a desire that is inefficacious in 
itself. However, this does not mean that it is only a Platonic desire, 
conditioned or conditional, as is often said. Certainly. . .  it would be 
contradictory to express such a desire—the desire for a gift as a gift— 
with the term “exigency. ” This would be to conceive the idea of a 
demand or claim in the subject of this desire. Now—without entering 
into the question of what is due, but only from the point of view of a 
phenomenological analysis—it would be contradictory to give this 
desire such a character. It is the opposite. It is essentially humble—

61 Sumaturel, 487 (italics original).
62 This idea is developed also in Mystery, 207 1272}: “However ‘natural,’ however 

real it may be, the desire for the vision of God is in no case what determines God’s
actually giving that vision. God is not governed by our desire___There can be no
question of anything being due to the creature.” See also 236-37 [309-10]: “It 
remains gratuitous in every hypothesis.. . .  No ‘disposition’ in creatures can ever, 
in any way, bind the Creator.”
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with an ontological humility—which puts the spirit in the attitude of 
expectation. The “I who aspires” is not an “I who requires.”63

11. The Possibility of a S ta te  of Pure Nature 
Is Irrelevant to  the  G ratuitousness of 
the  Supernatural

In the 1949 article and in The Mystery o f the Supernatural, de Lubac offers a 
new consideration to support his thesis that the possibility o f a “state of pure 
nature,” as developed by theologians from Cajetan and Sudrez up to the 
twentieth century, is not necessary to guarantee the gratuitousness o f grace. 
In feet, he claims that this theory fails to show how the gift of grace and 
glory is gratuitous for man who has already been "elevated” and “called” to 
the beatific vision. A true defense of the gratuitousness o f grace needs to 
show how grace is gratuitous above all for man as he actually exists today, 
and not just for man considered in the abstract, prior to his elevation.6'* 

This argument presupposes de Lubacs key principle that our supernat 
ural finality is something which intrinsically affects our nature, prior to our 
reception o f grace. On this basis, he argues that our humanity as we now 
possess it cannot be equated with a hypothetical nature not called to the 
vision o f God. Therefore, asserting the hypothetical possibility o f some 
other “uncalled humanity” would be o f no value in showing the gratuitous 
ness of the call to the vision o f God in our “concrete” or “historical” human 
ity, which necessarily differs from an “uncalled humanity.” Thus he 
concludes that the affirmation o f the possibility o f a state o f pure nature is 
basically ineUvantvw&i regard to the gratuitousness of our supernatural end.

This argument o f de Lubac is crucial for his entire position concern 
ing the supernatural. His concern in The Mystery o f the Supernatural is not 
directly to show the falsity of the thesis that a state o f pure nature is possi 
ble, but rather to show first its irrelevance (chapter 4), and secondly, its 
negative consequences. He argues that if the thesis he is opposing is both 
irrelevant and negative in its consequences, then it should be dropped, and 
a totally new approach should be adopted, based on the oneness o f man’s 
final end (beatific vision), an end which is the only one possible for man as 
his nature exists in fact.65 However, if the thesis of the possibility o f pure

63 Sumaturel, 483-84. The same doctrine is presented in Mystery, 73 [95].
64 Mystery, 55 [71]: “It remains necessary therefore to show how the supernatural is 

a free gift not only in relation to a given hypothetical human nature,. . .  but how 
it is so precisely in relation to the concrete human beings we are,. . .  mankind cre 
ated by God to see him, or, as we sometimes say, ‘historic nature.’ It remains to be 
shown that the supernatural is absolutely freely given to me, in my condition now. 
Otherwise nothing at all has been said.” See also Mystery, 207 [272].

65 See Mystery, 73 [95].



nature cannot first be shown to be irrelevant for the defense o f the gratu 
itousness of the supernatural, then he has accomplished nothing and that 
thesis should be kept.66

12. De Lubac's Charge against 
the  Thomistic Consensus

To show the negative consequences o f maintaining the possibility o f a state 
of pure nature, de Lubac charges it with a tremendous historical responsi 
bility: abetting the secularization o f the modern spirit and the growth of 
atheism,67 leading man to think that perhaps his natural end—if it is so 
real and coherent as theologians argue—would be completely sufficient.

Furthermore, de Lubac understands the state o f a purely natural hap 
piness as one in which man would be basically self-sufficient and closed 
into himself, not needing Gods aid for his beatitude, a notion which he 
rightly finds repugnant.68 However, it should be noted that this is not 
actually taught by the Thomists targeted by de Lubac. O n the contrary, 
they view it as a state o f beatitude that can be achieved only through the 
aid of God, but realized, in a way proportionate to mans nature, in a loving 
contemplation o f God as grasped through His work o f creation.69

66 See Mystery, 74 [96]: “And if there are chose who feel that it is impossible to preserve 
that divine truth [the gratuitousness of our supernatural end] except by reference to 
the system of ‘pure nature,’ I would be the first to tell them that not merely have 
they every right to maintain it, but that they would be wrong to reject it.”

67 See Surnaturel, 153-54: “The new system was thus not without rendering emi 
nent services. Its technique was nonetheless insufficient, and its very inspiration 
was not always sure. When all is said and done, its results are often revealed to be 
unsatisfactory. Did it not realize, between nature and the supernatural, a separa 
tion which was finally to become fatal? Was not the relative autonomy which it 
accords to nature . . .  a temptation of independence? Did it not thus encourage 
the movement of ‘secularization’ which opened up from the time of the Renais 
sance?” See also 174—75.

68 See Sumaturel 15, taken up in Augustinianism and Modern Theology, 1: “Augus 
tine declines to conceive a state in which man would be more self-sufficient, more 
independent of God.”

69 See C. Boyer, “Nature pure et surnaturel dans le ‘Surnaturel’ du Pfcre de Lubac,” 
Gregorianum 28 (1947): 387: “The state of pure nature as understood by the theolo 
gians is completely different. It is a state in which man possesses all that which 
belongs to his definition, all that which is necessary for the exercise of his faculties, 
all that which is required for living reasonably and attaining a proportionate end. All 
the divine aids, permanent or transitory, which such a state supposes, are included 
in its definition.” See also C. Cardona, “Rilievi critici a due fondamentazioni 
metafisiche per una costruzione teologica,” Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 
3 50; R. Garrigou-Lagrange, De beatitudine: De actibus humanis et habitubus; Com- 
mentarius in Summam tkeologtcam S. Thomae Ia / / "  qq. 1-54  (Turin, 1951), 164.
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Finally, de Lubac claims that in this context, the supernatural "loses its 
unique grandeur,” and ends up by becoming a kind o f elevated copy o f the 
natural order. He holds that this has had the effect o f encouraging the 
modern mind to think that it can abandon the supernatural in favor o f the 
natural.70 Finally, he maintains that it has contributed to the separation of 
theology from philosophy, obstructing a specifically Christian reflection 
on man and the world.71

Likewise, M. J. Scheeben, in Nature and Grace, 89—92, stresses the necessity of man 
ifold divine assistance in a “state of pure nature,” the possibility of which he vigor 
ously defends.

70 See “Le myst&re du sumaturel,” 88: “The supernatural order thus loses its unique 
grandeur. It now ends up constituting, with regard to the natural order, only a 
sort of doubling.. . .  Too separated to be truly differentiated, they develop on two 
parallel planes, fatally homogeneous.” See also 116: “Soon reason avenges itself, 
declaring that under these conditions the supernatural is nothing but a chimera 
which one can ignore.”

71 See de Lubac’s letter to Blondel, dating from April 3, 1932, in which de Lubac 
sketches the nucleus of what will later become Sumaturel (published in At the Ser 
vice o f the Church, 184): “Finally, would this system [of the possibility of a state of 
pure nature] not be in large part responsible for the evil of ‘separated theology,’ an 
evil from which we still suffer greatly today? Is it not this that still sets up a barrier 
in opposition to every effort of Christian thought?”





le with St. Thomas?

1. Is a Supernatural Finality Imprinted 
on Our Nature, Prior to  Grace?

ON E  of the difficulties of The Mystery o f  the Supernatural is that 
de Lubac seems to give conflicting accounts o f the natural desire 
to see God. In chapter 5, he beautifully expresses the Thomistic 
teaching that we are “ordered” to our supernatural end first by grace:

The desire itself is by no means a “perfect appetite.” It does not con 
stitute as yet even the slightest positive “ordering” to the supernatu 
ral. Again, it is sanctifying grace, with its train of theological virtues, 
which must order the subject to his last end; at least, it alone can 
order him “sufficiently” or “perfectly,” or “directly.” This grace is a 
certain “form,” a certain “supernatural perfection” which must be 
“added over and above human nature” in order that man “may be 
ordered appropriately to his end.”1

I am in complete agreement with this important text. However, I do 
not see how other aspects o f de Lubac’s interpretation o f the natural desire 
to see God— particularly the innovative thesis that a supernatural destiny 
has been imprinted on our concrete human nature prior to receiving 
grace— can be reconciled with it, although he clearly intends them to be.2

1 Mystery,^ [110-11].
2 It must be borne in mind that my criticism of de Lubac’s positions does not mean to 

imply any unorthodox intention on de Lubac’s part, for it is clear that his intention was 
always to think with the Church. Secondly, I do not mean to imply any global criti 
cism of de Lubac’s other theological views, which I respect. The question under dispute 
is limited to the concrete issue of the interpretation of the natural desire to see God.



For St. Thomas, everything is ordered to an end by reason of its form. 
In ScG III, ch. 150, he states that “each thing is ordered to the end that is 
fitting to it according to its form, for to different species there belong dif 
ferent ends.”3 From this he concludes (as in the text o f  de Lubac cited 
above) that a new supernatural form— sanctifying grace— must be “super- 
added” to human nature so that it can be fittingly ordered to an end that 
is “above human nature.”4

This clearly implies that human nature in itself is not naturally or 
essentially ordered— and cannot be fittingly ordered without grace— to an 
end that is above human nature. The spiritual creature is not exempt from 
this universal principle, even though he aspires to the infinite and his end 
can thus only lie in God. For by nature he is ordered to knowing and lov 
ing God through his natural powers.5 It is precisely for this reason that we 
need sanctifying grace, so that we may be intrinsically and sufficiently 
ordered to our supernatural end by receiving a “participation in the divine 
nature” (2 Pt 1:4).6 Thus, if one were to speak of a supernatural “finality 
inscribed upon our very being,”7 then one would have to say that this 
finality is imprinted by the presence o f supernatural principles received in 
Baptism— sanctifying grace and the supernatural virtues— and not by 
something belonging to our nature itself or imprinted on it at conception.

For de Lubac, on the contrary, the “imprinting of a supernatural final 
ity” upon our nature is actually prior to the gift o f grace, and is involved in 
the very constitution of our nature, as it concretely exists in us from con 
ception.8 The first fundamental problem with this position is reconciling

3 #3229. See also De veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “For to different natures there belong dif 
ferent ends.”

4 ScG III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229): “How, the end to which man is directed by the 
assistance of divine grace is above human nature. Therefore there needs to be 
added [superaddatur] to man a supernatural form and perfection, by which he 
may be fittingly ordered to that same end.”

5 See, for example, De veritate, q. 27, a. 2.
6 See STI-II, q. 62, a. lc and ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 3c and ad 1; I-II, q. 63, a. 3; ScG 

III, ch. 151, n. 5 (#3238): “Sanctifying grace is a certain form in man by which he 
is ordered to his final end”; De veritate, q. 27, a. 5: “Grace is said to be that by 
which man is sufficiently ordered to eternal life”', De malo, q. 5, a. 1: “And there 
fore the appropriate penalty for original sin is the withdrawal of grace and, in con 
sequence, of the vision of God, to which man was ordered by grace') III Sent., d. 
23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 1; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 1.

7 Mystery, 54 [70], etc.
8 See Mystery, 76 [98]: “There is, as we shall see, a genuine parallelism between that 

first gift of creation and the second, wholly distinct, wholly super-eminent gift— 
the ontological call to deification which will make of man, if he responds to it, a 
‘new creature’ . . . .  blessings both of which logically precede any offer o f grace to my 
free will, any action of providence within me” (my italics). See also 80-81 [105].
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the denial that our nature is ordered to the vision o f God prior to grace, as 
seen above, with his repeated assertion that a supernatural finality has been 
imprinted on our nature, prior to grace. Being intrinsically ordered to an 
end and having a finality imprinted on ones nature seem to be equivalent 
notions. It appears therefore that de Lubac’s position entails an unresolved 
tension or contradiction, and that he must logically choose between (1) his 
repeated affirmation that our nature itself is intrinsically determined by 
having received a supernatural finality (also referred to as an “essential final 
ity”),9 prior to the reception o f grace, and (2) his clear avowal— following 
St. Thomas— that our nature itself is not intrinsically ordered to a supernat 
ural end without sanctifying grace.

The notion of finality is generally expressed in St. Thomas by saying 
that something is “ordered” to an end, for which it has a natural inclination 
or appetite.10 Thus when St. Thomas repeatedly teaches that a rational 
creature cannot be intrinsically ordered to a supernatural end without the 
addition of supernatural principles (grace and the theological virtues), he is 
saying that the nature o f the rational creature does not have a supernatural 
finality inscribed upon it without those super-added principles.

In order to avoid contradiction, both with himself and with St. 
Thomas, de Lubac would have to show that the Thomistic notion of 
being “naturally ordered to an end” is quite distinct from his own notion 
o f having a “finality imprinted in ones nature,” so that ones nature could 
have a finality impressed on it without yet being naturally “ordered” to 
that end. This problem, however, is not addressed; nor does such a distinc 
tion seem intelligible.11

It is for this reason that de Lubac severely criticizes Sudrez (See Mystery, 68-69 
[88-89]) for teaching that we are ontologically ordered to our supernatural end 
first through Baptism and the reception of grace. It is obvious that God’s eternal 
decree to elevate precedes the giving of grace. What is in dispute is whether Gods 
decree to elevate imprints that finality on our nature or being itself, so that we are 
intrinsically or ontologically finalized or ordered to the vision of God prior to the 
reception of sanctifying grace.

9 See Mystery, 63 [81]; “Le mystfere du surnaturel,” 95, 116.
10 See, for example, 571, q. 25, a. 2, ad 2; In IPolit., lect. 1 (#36); In IPhys., lect. 

15, n.10 (#138).
11 David Braine, in “Henri de Lubac and His Critics,” Nova et Vetera (English ed.) 6 

(2008): 552-53, makes an interesting suggestion to clarify this ambiguity in de 
Lubac’s thesis. Braine argues that a supernatural finality is in some sense inscribed in 
our being through the relation we have to Adam, to whom original justice was given 
as a gift that was to be passed on to all his descendants. Of course, this gift was lost 
to Adam and his descendants through original sin. Nevertheless, Braine argues that 
a real relation to original justice and the vision of God remains in us through our 
relation to Adam. Thus it can be said, he argues, that a supernatural finality is 
inscribed on our personal being{ through this relation to Adam), but not on our nature.
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De Lubac’s reasoning could be made explicit as follows: (1) Finality is 
something intrinsic, imprinted on one’s nature, according to a principle 
attributed to St. Thomas. (2) Faith teaches that mans finality, according to 
Gods eternal gratuitous plan, is supernatural (prior to the effective offer of 
grace). (3) Therefore, our supernatural finality is imprinted on our nature 
prior to the reception of grace.

This thesis seems to derive from an over-extension of the philosophical 
principle that “the end determines the nature.” This principle is only valid 
when speaking of natural or “proper finality,” not for intentional finality 
that exists only in the mind o f an intelligent agent, nor instrumental finality, 
nor supernatural finality (which by definition can never determine a 
“nature”).12 Giuseppe Colombo13 and Carlos Cardona14 have shown how 
de Lubac reasons here on the basis of a misunderstanding, failing to distin-

I would respond, first, that this interpretation seems insufficient to explain de 
Lubac’s understanding of the natural desire to see God as the expression of our 
supernatural finality. How could a mere extrinsic relation of descent from Adam 
imprint on our being an absolute desire to see God? Secondly, although all the chil 
dren of Adam have a real relation of inheritance to him, this relation involves us in 
original sin, by which it is due to us to be .conceived and born without any positive 
principles intrinsically ordering us to our supernatural end, precisely as the penalty 
of original sin. Thus all who are born in original sin are born without an intrinsic 
ordination to their supernatural end, while yet remaining ordered to that end in 
God’s salvific plan, which He implements in Christ, through the grace merited for 
mankind through His Passion.

12 See the discussion of this theme in chapter 11, 250-56.
13 See G. Colombo, Del soprannaturalet 209-10 (in which Colombo is discussing 

the position of de Lubac together with other members of his school, such as Y. de 
Montcheuil and H. Bouillard): “It is clear that the proper end is interior to a 
nature and thus determines it. . . . When we affirm that the proper end of a being 
determines its nature, we are on the strictly ontological plane, and by proper end, 
we mean the end that is adequate to the nature of a being . . . and which could 
also fail to coincide with the end realized by the being in its own history. . . . For 
which reason, to refuse to determine the proper end of man on the basis of the 
unique, obligatory nature . . .  of his actual supernatural end is not a failure to rec 
ognize the metaphysical principle according to which the proper end of a being 
determines the nature of the being. Rather, it is simply a refusal to identify, with 
out further discussion, the proper and the actual end of a being, that is, meta 
physics and history. But what is the proper end of a spiritual creature? For the 
‘new school’ it is its actual end, that is, the supernatural, such that a purely natu 
ral end would essentially change the nature of the spiritual creature.”

14 “Rilievi critici a due fondamentazioni metafisiche per una costruzione teologica,” 
Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 157: “To reject the affirmation that the proper 
end of man is the supernatural (an affirmation which de Lubac makes on the basis 
of the unicity, obligatory quality, etc., of the actual supernatural final end) does not 
signify therefore a failure to recognize the metaphysical principle that the end deter 
mines the nature.. . .  On the contrary, it signifies an affirmation of it, rejecting the
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guish. between the end. to which we are actually destined by God {de facto 
end) and the end called for by the nature itself (proper or natural end). De 
Lubac presupposes that the actual or de facto end must necessarily be the 
natural end, inscribed in the nature.

However, we cannot conclude that because God has destined man for 
an end that is above his nature, such an end must therefore be a finality 
“imprinted on the nature” itself, or an “intrinsic” or “ontological” end, or 
an “essential finality.” All that we can conclude is that if God has eternally 
destined us to a supernatural end, it is fitting that He give a new form, 
“added on” to our nature,* 15 by which we are suitably ordered to that 
supernatural end. This new accidental16 form, which is sanctifying grace, 
must necessarily be above our nature, so as to make us proportionate to an 
end above our nature, connatural only to God.17

If this new form which determines us to a supernatural end is above 
our nature (and given to us in Baptism), then this supernatural finality can 
not be said to be “imprinted on our nature itself.” Nor can the finality gen 
erated by this supernatural form be spoken o f as an “essential finality.” It is 
ultimately contradictory to suppose that our nature or being itself—without the 
addition o f a supernatural principle— could be intrinsically determined by a 
supernatural finality, or have a supernatural finality inscribed upon it, or 
have an “essential finality” that is supernatural.18 If this were the case, our 
nature itself would be supernatural or divine,19 for every nature is defined

confusion that one would incur by holding that a nature is essentially ordered to an 
end of a superior order.”

15 See S ri-II, q. 62, a. 1; ScGIII, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229).
16 See S n -II , q. 110, a. 2, ad 2.
17 See ST  I, q. 12, a. 4.
18 See C. Cardona, “Rilievi critici,” Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 157. De 

Lubac’s position in this matter is similar to that of J. Laporta, who wrote in 1928 
that the natural desire to see God shows that every intellectual creature is “essen 
tially ordered” to the vision of God, an end which “defines human nature and the 
will itself.” The significant difference between them is that Laporta holds that this 
is necessarily true of any possible intellectual creature who could be created. See J. 
Laporta, “Les notions d’app^tit naturel et de puissance obddientielle,” ETL 5 
(1928): 275n59. See also 269: “Ontologically, man, and consequently the will 
itself, is defined by the vision as its final end.” It is evident that Laporta’s doctrine 
contradicts that of St. Thomas, according to which our nature and our will are not 
naturally (or essentially) “ordered” to the vision of God. It also seems that 
Laportas view is incompatible with the later teaching of Humani generis.

19 See the remarks by Engelbert Gutwenger in this regard in “Natur und Obernatur: 
Gedanken zu Balthasars Werk iiber die Barthsche Theologie,” Zeitschrifi fiir 
Katholische Theologie 75 (1953): 91: “The solution, which Balthasar suggests 
together with de Lubac, also raises grave concerns. . . .  An innate supernatural 
finality as a constitutive element of being would affect and transform the whole of 
human nature, since finality and nature are really identical.. . .  Would not thereby
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by its end. A  nature with a divine end can only be the divine nature. A  crea 
ture can be intrinsically ordered to a supernatural end only by receiving— 
above nature— a supernatural principle o f being, which is sanctifying grace. 
By giving us a participation in the divine nature, grace orders us to a partic 
ipation in the end that is proper to the divine nature. An end that is actu 
ally imprinted on our nature itself (an “essential finality”) can never truly be 
supernatural.20 Thus it should be said that for St. Thomas, our supernatu 
ral finality is “imprinted on our being” first by sanctifying grace.21

In summary, St. Thomas and de Lubac present two completely different 
models o f how our nature is ordered and inclined to its supernatural end.22 
For St. Thomas, the nature itself is intrinsically ordered and inclined suffi-

sanctifying and actual grace be emptied of their true character?” Although he is 
speaking primarily of H. U. von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth: Exposition 
and Interpretation, 267-302, his remarks apply also to de Lubac, whom von 
Balthasar is substantially following. In essence, Gutwenger is saying that if our 
supernatural finality is really imprinted on our nature prior to our reception of 
sanctifying grace, then it is hard to see how three grave consequences would not 
logically follow, none of which, however, are intended by de Lubac or von 
Balthasar. First, this would mean that oup concrete nature is really “supernatural- 
ized” and turned into a supernatural substance, like that once proposed as a hypo 
thetical possibility by the seventeenth-century Jesuit theologian Ripalda. 
Secondly, the vision of God would be due to such a supernatural substance (this 
question will be analyzed on pp. 377-84 below). Third, grace would no longer be 
necessary to order us to our supernatural end, or to elevate our nature so as to 
make that end “belong to us,” as St. Thomas says in De veritate, q. 27, a. 2. If we 
already possess that finality in virtue of our concrete nature, then why would our 
nature need to be elevated by grace for that end to be fitting to it? In other words, 
the hypothesis of a supernatural finality imprinted on our nature is really assum 
ing the function that St. Thomas assigns to sanctifying grace itself, which would 
logically make sanctifying grace superfluous.

20 See C. Cardona, “Rilievi critici,” Dims Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 157: “An end 
without which a given nature is inconceivable can in no way be considered . . .  as 
pertaining to an order superior to that nature. Such an end is necessarily a natural 
end: it is the end which is naturally due to such a nature, the end which God gives 
to this nature in creating it. . . . Prior to any gift of grace, a nature cannot be 
ordered to one end, unless this end enters into its very notion.”

21 See T. Deman, review of Sumaturel; Etudes historiques, in Bulletin thomiste 7 
(1943-1946): 434: “According to St. Thomas, grace is necessary for God to be 
constituted as the object of beatitude for man, and not only so that an end can be 
attained which is already inscribed in advance in spiritual nature. It concerns the 
very destination of the nature to that end, and nor only the means to attain it. 
Otherwise, it would not transcend the natural order. This is the exact point of dis 
agreement between de Lubac and St. Thomas.” See also C. Cardona, “Rilievi cri 
tici,” Dims Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 157.

22 It could likewise be said that de Lubac himself presents two different models in 
chapters 4 and 5 of The Mystery of the Supernatural
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ciently only to its connatural end.23 It is ordered and inclined to our 
supernatural end through “super-added” principles: grace and the theolog 
ical virtues.24 For de Lubac, our nature is intrinsically finalized25 and 
inclined exclusively to our supernatural end in virtue o f the imprinting of 
a supernatural finality on the soul in the moment o f its creation. Nothing 
need be super-added to the concrete nature to give it this “determination” 
to a supernatural end and the corresponding natural desire.26 Super-added 
principles are necessary only with regard to the means to attain this end.27 
In other words, for de Lubac, sanctifying grace should be conceived as 
“super-added” to our nature only insofar as it renders us properly disposed 
and capable o f achieving the end which was already somehow inscribed in 
our nature prior to the gift o f grace.

However, for St. Thomas, grace is not conceived as a necessary means 
to achieve an end to which our nature is already essentially ordered.28 On
23 See STl-U, q. 62, a. lc and ad 3; I—II, q. 62, a. 3c and ad 1; I—II, q. 63, a. 3; De 

virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; ScG III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229); De veritate, q. 27, a. 2. It 
is precisely for this reason that St. Thomas finds it necessary to speak frequently of 
our connatural end, even though God has gratuitously elevated us to a supernatu 
ral end, for the connatural end corresponds proportionately to the principles of 
our nature, and thus is the object of the natural inclination of our faculties.

24 See Demalo, q. 5, a. 1; ScG III, ch. 151, n. 4 (#3237); De veritate, q. 27, a. 5; III 
Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 1.

25 Although de Lubac rightly denies that we are “ordered” to our supernatural end 
prior to receiving sanctifying grace, the notion of a natural ordination to a super 
natural end is nevertheless necessarily implied by his general argument that our 
supernatural finality has been imprinted on our nature (prior to grace), generating 
the natural desire to see God.

26 Mystery, 55-56 [71-72]. However, this needs to be read in the light of85-86 [111].
27 See Sumaturek 393: “That which is super-added5 is only the collection of means

destined to procure that end. This is original justice___This is grace. This is also
glory itself; but always under the condition that they be conceived from a well- 
determined point of view: not as included in the finality of spiritual nature, but in 
their particular reality, insofar as they are distinct from that end, as means and 
‘dispositions5 apt to procure that end.55 However, in Mystery, 85-86 [111-12], this 
position seems to be mitigated and corrected: “Again, it is sanctifying grace, with 
its train of theological virtues, which must order the subject to his last end; . . .  it 
is an infused grace that raises up the essence of the soul to some divine esse, mak 
ing it truly fitted (idonea) for divine activities.55 However, the difficulty lies in rec 
onciling this later more Thomistic position with his central thesis that our 
supernatural finality is imprinted on our nature prior to our reception of grace (as 
developed especially in chapter 4 of Mystery). I hold that these two positions are 
ultimately contradictory and irreconcilable.

28 See the review of Sumaturelby R, Laurin, “D&ir naturel du surnaturel,” Revue de 
Wniversiti d’Ottawa 18 (1948): 61: “One suspects a latent confusion between 
nature and grace, between natural desire and the act of hope emerging from move 
ments of charity. Both one and the other come from God, but under different titles
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the contrary, grace is necessary first for us to have a being and dignity such 
that the vision of God is a fitting and proportionate end for us.29 Sancti 
fying grace inscribes a supernatural finality in our being by giving us a 
mysterious proportionality with the divine nature. O n the basis o f that 
foundation, hope and charity give our will an adequate inclination to that 
supernatural good, and the infiised moral virtues are necessary so that we 
may work for that supernatural end.30

2. W ithout Grace Our Will Lacks a Sufficient 
Natural Inclination to  the  Vision of God

It has been seen above that de Lubac understands the natural desire to see 
God as the manifestation o f the supernatural finality imprinted on our 
nature. Once our nature receives this finality in its creation, there is an 
innate natural desire for this end alone, because it is the end that God has 
actually assigned to the creature.31 Conversely, if we had not received a 
supernatural finality imprinted on our nature, we would not have a natu 
ral desire to see God.32 Thus the natural desire to see God is the inherent 
attraction o f our nature to its actual final end, prior to any elicited or con 
scious desire. De Lubac also speaks of this desire as a “natural inclina 
tion,”33 a term frequently used by St. Thomas to indicate the innate 
appetite of a potency for its proper and proportionate perfection.

A great problem for de Lubacs interpretation is that St. Thomas 
teaches— in a considerable number o f texts spanning his career— that the

which should be clearly distinguished. For grace in us is not reduced to constitut 
ing an order of superior operations, to which nature would already be ontoiogically 
proportioned by its specifying ordination. Also, this is to generate unfortunate 
ambiguities, contrasting nature and grace as the order of ‘nature’ and order of 
‘morality’ (487). Grace constitutes us as ontoiogically regenerated, recreated . . . : 
Divinae consortes naturae (2 Pet. 1,4).” See also C. Cardona, “Rilievi critici,” Divus 
Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 157.

«  See S7T-II,q. 110, a. 3.
30 See De veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “It is necessary that man be given something not only 

by which he works for the end, or to incline his appetite to that end, but also by 
which the nature o f man is elevated to a certain dignity, according to which such an 
end is fitting to him. And for this he is given grace”; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10.

51 See Mystery, 55-56, 62 [71-72, 81].
32 See Mystery, 101-2 [132]: “We shall not therefore say with Pfere E. Brisbois that 

‘there is naturally in the human will a desire for the vision of God, independent of 
man’s vocation to his supernatural destiny’; but rather, with the Augustinian Ful- 
gentius Lafosse: ‘The innate appetite for the beatific vision is not so natural that it 
is not at least rooted in the supernatural [ut non sit supematuralis saltern radi- 
caliter], in that it is founded upon the elevation of man to a supernatural end.’ ”

33 See Mystery, 86 [111].
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natural inclination o f our w ill (prior to the reception o f sanctifying grace) is 
directed toward our connatural end, and not toward our supernatural end It 
should be noted that St. Thomas never refers to the natural desire to see 
God as a “natural inclination.”34 He apparently regarded this expression as 
too strong in its implications to describe the natural desire to see God.

Grace and the theological virtues are necessary for our will to have a 
natural inclination for the supernatural end consisting in the vision o f God. 
For example, in ST1, q. 62, a. 2, St. Thomas explains that both for angels 
and for men, “the natural inclination o f the will is for that which is fitting 
to it according to its nature. Therefore, if something is above nature, the 
will cannot be carried into that object, unless it is aided by some other 
supernatural principle.” O r again in De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, he states: 
“Through hope and charity the will acquires a certain inclination to that 
supernatural good to which the human will is not sufficiently ordered by its 
natural inclination.” In another text he says that “according to the doctrine 
of faith there is posited a fin a l end that surpasses natural inclination.”35 36

According to the thesis o f de Lubac, we should expect St. Thomas to 
affirm the existence o f a natural inclination directly for the vision of God, 
prior to the gift of grace and the theological virtues. Likewise, for de 
Lubac, no “humbler destiny” is imprinted on our nature as it is,3<* and 
therefore, we should not expect to find a natural inclination for a humbler 
destiny (such as a natural beatitude), since he holds that our natural desire 
is determined by the end that is actually assigned to our nature.

34 As mentioned above, “inclinatio naturalis” for St. Thomas generally indicates an 
innate appetite prior to cognition, which is only directed to a proportionate end. 
Furthermore, for St. Thomas, natural inclinations are based on “a certain inchoa 
tive possession” of the end to which they are directed, as we see in De veritate, q. 
14, a. 2; q. 27, a. 2; 571—II, q. 62, a. 3. See A. Finili, “Natural Desire,” Domini 
can Studies 2 (1949): 2: “It is clear then that the natural desire for God, whatever 
it may be, is not, in St Thomas’s mind, that type of natural desire which is the 
same as natural inclination.”

33 III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5. See also 571-11, q. 62, a. 3: “The theological virtues 
order man to supernatural beatitude in the same way as through natural inclination 
man is ordered to his connatural end”; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 3, ad 9: 
“Thus the theologians posit certain virtues which concern the end itself. But the 
philosophers do not do this, because the end of human life considered by the 
philosophers does not surpass the power of nature. Hence, man tends to that end by 
a natural inclination, and to pursue that end he does not need to be elevated by any 
habits, as he does to pursue the end considered by the theologians, which surpasses 
the power of nature”; De spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De caritate, q. un., a. 1: “An act which 
exceeds the total power of human nature cannot be voluntary for man unless some 
thing intrinsic perfecting the will is added to human nature, so that such an act can 
come from an intrinsic principle”; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 2-3.

36 Mystery, 62 [81].
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However, Sr. Thomas’s position is exactly the opposite! According to 
the texts cited above, the natural inclination of our will is not “determined” 
to our supernatural end by our nature as it exists prior to the gift of grace. 
For example, in De veritate, q. 22, a. 8, St. Thomas says that through the 
addition o f grace and the supernatural virtues the will is inclined to desire 
our supernatural end to which it was not previously “determined by a natu 
ral inclination.” On the contrary, the natural inclination or natural appetite 
of our will is determined only to an end proportionate to our nature,37 38 
which St. Thomas speaks of as our connatural end.38 This inclination to our 
connatural end could be truly spoken of, to use de Lubac’s terms, as 
“inscribed in our nature.”

The vision of God is certainly not “proportionate” to human nature 
without grace, as de Lubac also recognizes.39 However, he fails to draw the 
necessary conclusion from this. According to St. Thomas, the natural 
inclination o f our will is directed to the end that is proportionate to our 
nature (loving contemplation o f God through the mirror of creation),40 
and not to the actual end to which God has destined us, which is super 
natural. A supernatural end necessarily exceeds the proportionality of the 
nature which has been elevated to it, by definition. Therefore, it necessar 
ily also exceeds the natural inclination or innate appetite o f that nature,41 
since natural inclination is based on proportionality and similarity.42 De 
Lubac s fundamental deviation from St. Thomas in this matter consists in 
supposing that natural inclination or innate appetite is necessarily directed 
to the actual final end to which God has destined a creature, and not 
rather to the end proportionate to the nature of the creature.

To generate an “innate” inclination to an end above our nature, super 
natural principles— grace and the theological virtues— must be added to 
our nature, which make us in a mysterious way “proportionate” to the

37 See III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; De spe, q. un., 
a. 1, ad 8. For additional texts, see p. 222n38 above.

38 See 57T-II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3; HI Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3.
39 See Mystery, 86 [111-12]: “However profound, however lofty it may be, created 

spiritual nature is in no way ‘proportionate’—except ‘as the effect to the cause, or 
the potency to the act’—to what infinitely surpasses it.”

40 See De veritate, q. 27, a. 2.
41 See 57’1-H, q. 5, a. 5, sed contra; I—II, q. 114, a. 2; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; InEph. 

2:7 (#90); In loan. 17:23, lect. 5 (#2250); I Sent., prol.; II Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 1.
42 See ST  I-II, q. 8, a. 1: “There is no inclination except to something similar and 

fitting”; I-II, q. 25. a. 2: “Now it is evident that whatever tends to an end, has, in 
the first place, an aptitude or proportion to that end, for nothing tends to a dis 
proportionate end”; I-II, q. 27, a. 1; II Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 2: “The natural 
appetite of a thing is for that which is similar to itself.”
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vision of God.43 If our nature—prior to the reception of grace— possessed 
a natural inclination directed to our supernatural end, as de Lubac holds, 
this would take away the fundamental necessity o f grace and the theologi 
cal virtues in sufficiently inclining us to our supernatural end.

Furthermore, it cannot be seen why the mere feet that God has destined 
us to a supernatural end should generate in us an innate natural inclination 
for that disproportionate end. St. Thomas teaches that a natural inclination 
or appetite presupposes that the nature already possesses a certain “seed” or 
germ of the proportionate end to -which it is inclined, generating that incli 
nation.44 However, de Lubac admits that our nature, prior to grace, pos 
sesses no “inchoation,” no matter how small, of our supernatural end.45 
Therefore, it cannot be understood how our nature could have an innate 
appetite for an end for which it possesses no germ. On the contrary, it can 
easily be seen how the presence o f sanctifying grace generates this inclina 
tion, since grace is indeed the seed o f glory.

Natural inclination or innate appetite must be based on the nature of 
the creature, since, being prior to knowledge, it can only be generated by the 
natural form that is possessed. Clearly there is nothing in the natural form  of 
the creature, prior to the gift o f grace, that could generate a natural inclina 
tion or innate appetite for the vision o f God. A natural desire for the vision 
o f God, prior to grace, can only be an elicited desire caused by some knowl 
edge o f Gods effects, and thus it will be directed to knowledge o f God’s 
essence as first cause. The presence o f sanctifying grace, on the other hand, 
generates a new “super-added” pre-cogniuonal inclination direedy for the 
vision of God, as the object of our supernatural beatitude. This new inclina 
tion follows on grace as its innate impetus (pondus gratiae).

In short, there is no basis for the thesis that the end to which God 
actually destines a creature— if that end is supernatural— necessarily gen 
erates a corresponding innate appetite or natural inclination for that end 
in the creature, prior to the reception o f sanctifying grace.

43 See ST I, q. 62, a. 2; I—II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3; De caritate> q. un., a. 2, ad 16; De 
spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; q. 22, a. 8; q. 27, 
a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 3; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 
4; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5; In II Cor. 5:5, lect. 2 (#160-61).

44 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; “In everything which 
acts for an end, it is necessary that there be an inclination to the end, and also a 
certain seed [inchoatio] of that end.”

45 See Mystery,, 86 [111]: “If therefore the desire [to see God] is truly a ‘natural incli 
nation,’ . . .  it is not the source of any ‘sufficient activity’ which would make it, 
however minimally, of itself ‘a certain inchoative possession.’ In this order, any 
‘inchoatio’ comes by grace.”
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3. De Lubac's Interpretation of D esiderium  N aturae
As seen above, one o f de Lubac’s major arguments in support of his inter 
pretation o f the natural desire to see God is the fact that St. Thomas uses 
the expression desiderium naturae in S T  I, q. 12, a. 1. De Lubac gives great 
importance to this phrase, and interprets it to mean something more than 
an elicited natural movement or desire of the will, which could be indicated 
by the more normal expression desiderium naturale.46 Instead, he takes the 
expression to refer to the finality of the rational nature as such, in accor 
dance with the innate appetite spoken o f by Scotus.47 48 Thus desiderium 
naturae is put in contrast with purely elicited desires, which are seen to be 
“acts without profound roots and without ontological interest,” all of 
whose “value” would come from the underlying desiderium naturae.®

However, no argument can be based on the fact that St. Thomas uses 
the expression desiderium naturae. This expression appears in ten texts of 
St. Thomas, in which it clearly has exactly the same significance as 
desiderium naturale, with which it is very frequendy juxtaposed in close 
proximity with no change in meaning.49 The reason for the variation 
appears to be solely one o f style.

In two texts, the “desire o f nature*’ is juxtaposed with the “desire of 
grace” to indicate a conflict between the natural desire to preserve our earthly

Mystery, 58 [75]; Sumaturel, 433-34.
47 Scotus uses the term voluntas naturalis. This, in turn, is fundamentally the same as 

the pondus naturae spoken of by de Soto, and the “ontological appetite” of 
Laporta (see “Les notions d’app^tit naturel et de puissance obddientielle,” ETL 5 
[1928] 257, 266-75), of whom de Lubac speaks with approval in this context (see 
Sumaturel, 433-34).

48 For St. Thomas, on the contrary, naturally elicited movements of the will have 
great ontological interest. See ST I, q. 60, a. 1; I, q. 82, a. lc and ad 2; I-II, q. 10, 
aa. 1-2; III, q. 18, aa. 3-5; De veritate, q. 22, a. 5; q. 25, a. 1; De male, q. 6; I 
Sent., d. 48, q. 1, a. 4; II Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 1.

49 In STI, q. 12, a. 1, the expression desiderium naturae refers back to the previous 
sentence, in which St. Thomas spoke of the “natural desire to know the cause” 
aroused (elicited) by knowledge of the effect. Other texts which juxtapose the two 
expressions include ScG III, ch. 48, n. 12 (#2257): “Again, it is impossible for nat 
ural desire to be unfulfilled, since ‘nature does nothing in vain.’ Now the desire of 
nature [desiderium naturae] would be in vain if it could never be fulfilled. There 
fore, mans natural desire [desiderium naturale\ is capable of fulfillment”; Comp, 
theol II, ch. 8: “The desire of nature would be in vain, by which all naturally 
desire to know something of God”; De regno ad regem Cypri, I, ch. 8; In I  Eth., 
lect. 15, n. 10 (#186): “Otherwise the desire o f nature would not come to rest. For 
each one naturally desires to remain in the good which he has”; In II Cor. 5:4 
(#158-59). Other texts include ScGEl, ch. 25, n. 9 (#2063); In I  Eth., lect. 16, 
n. 16 (#202); S7TI-II, q. 83, a. 16.



I s  d e  L u b a c ' s  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  C o m p a t i b l e ?

life and the desire moved by grace to be clothed with heavenly glory. 5° In 
this case the meaning o f desiderium. naturae matches that of voluntas u t 
natura, which appears by preference in Christological texts.^ It should be 
noted that desire o f nature here does not indicate a desire for our ultimate 
supernatural beatitude (equated by de Lubac with the finality o f the nature). 
O n the contrary, such a desire for supernatural beatitude is expressly referred 
to as a “desire o f grace,” which is in conflict with the “desire o f nature” not 
to be stripped o f our earthly tabernacle.

If the natural desire to see God spoken o f by St. Thomas really is 
intended to refer to the underlying impressed supernatural finality o f the 
rational nature, and not to an elicited natural desire, this fact is not 
demonstrated by St. Thomas’s use o f the expression desiderium naturae, 
which for St. Thomas is simply synonymous with “natural desire.”^2

4. Is th e  Natural Desire to  See God 
Natural or Supernatural?

De Lubac’s thesis that a supernatural finality—expressed by the natural 
desire to see God—is inscribed on our nature prior to grace generates a fun 
damental ambiguity as to whether this impressed tendency to a supernatural 
end is itself something natural or supernatural in the soul. O n the one hand, 
it would seem to be supremely natural, in that for him it constitutes our 50 51 52

50 In II Cor. 5:2-7 (#158-65): “Thus the desire of grace is fervent for the reward, but 
is held back by the desire o f nature”; De rationibus fidei, ch. 9 (#1013): “Thus 
there are two desires in us: one a desire o f nature not to desert our earthly habita 
tion, the other of grace to attain a celestial habitation.. . .  Thus with firm trust and 
audacity we prefer the desire of grace to the desire of nature.”

51 See OTII, q. 18, aa. 3-5; III, q. 21, a. 4.
52 Note that de Lubac, in Mystery, 58nl3 [75], makes clear that his intention “does not 

include any deeper study of this ‘desire,’ either in itself, or in Thomist thinking.” See 
J.-H. Nicolas, “Les rapports entre la nature et le sumaturel dans les d^bats contem- 
porains,” in RT95 (1995): 412: “One can call it—as St. Thomas himself sometimes 
does—desire of the nature, although, properly speaking, it is not the nature that 
desires, but the person.. . .  I part company with H. de Lubac where he refuses to see 
this desire of nature as a deliberated act, but rather as what St. Thomas refers to as 
natural appetite, which is a movement prior to any act, by which the nature is pre 
cipitated towards the good . . .  in the manner comparable to the movement of a 
body that falls beneath the force of attraction of the earth... . The natural desire to 
see God cannot but be an zee of desire elicited by man’s will. Moreover, it is in this 
way that St. Thomas indubitably presents it.” However, Nicolas seems to be mis 
taken in referring to the natural desire to see God as a “deliberated act.” Although 
elicited on the basis of knowledge, as a natural desire it is prior to deliberation (and 
thus imperfect or implicitly conditional). Nicolas, together with many other 
Thomists, has missed the decisive contribution of Sylvester of Ferrara.
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nature53 and “is essentially in our nature and expresses its foundation.”54 
On the other hand, it would seem to be supernatural, in that the desire is 
said to be “something o f God,” to be gratuitous with respect to our nature,55 
and constitutes a “call” to our supernatural end.56

This creates an unresolved (and I would say unresolvable) tension in 
de Lubacs thought as to whether the natural desire to see God should be 
conceived as purely natural, or as also somehow divine.57 According to the 
logic of his system, there are strong reasons for both affirmations. It must 
be considered as natural, on the one hand, insofar as it is identified either 
with the nature itself, or with its foundation and depths. O n the other 
hand, however, it must be considered to be somehow divine or supernatu 
ral (even though he firmly denies this consequence) for it to accomplish 
the role he assigns to it. The imprinting o f a supernatural finality on our 
nature— the innate inclination to our supernatural end58 which de Lubac

53 Surnaturel, 483: “L’esprit est done d£sir de Dieu.”
54 Surnaturel, 487: “Although there are good reasons to call it natural’ (for it is 

essentially in our nature and expresses its foundation), one must add that it is 
already, in a sense, something of God.”

55 Mystery, 80-82 [104-7]. '
56 Surnaturel, 487. C. Boyer, in his review of Mystery of the Supernatural, “Note sur ‘Le 

Mysore du Surnaturel’ du Pfcre H. de Lubac,” Gregorianum 48 (1967): 132, draws 
attention to the importance and problematic nature of this thesis: “Here, to my 
mind, lies the fundamental difficulty of the position defended in this work. The 
desire of the vision is presented at once as the desire of our nature and as the call of 
God to the vision. . . .  By invoking the call, one has implicitly introduced the 
entire supernatural order. But if the call is at the same time a reality of the nature, 
then one no longer sees how, given this nature, it could lack the vision. This is 
what one calls exigency. The problem has not been resolved.”

57 See C. Cardona, “Rllievi critici,” Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 75 (1972): 158-59: 
“De Lubac affirms that the desire for the beatific vision is natural, but that nature 
does not possess it through itself, because it is put in it by God. Now either the 
desire is natural, and then so is the term [end] which specifies it (moreover, for de 
Lubac the spirit is this desire: 483); or else the desire is already supernatural, 
including in itself the natural desire for the end, and it does not constitute the 
subject which thus could exist without it.. . .  ‘Nothing rends to an end that is nor 
proportionate’ [I-II, q. 25, a. 2]. To say that the desire is natural and at the same 
time that the nature does not possess it through itself is a contradiction, which 
cannot be healed by saying that all that the creature has is a gift: of God.” See also 
the penetrating discussion of this point, with regard to Surnaturel, by C. Boyer, 
“Nature pure et surnaturel dans le ‘Surnaturel’ du Pfere de Lubac,” Gregorianum 
28 (1947): 383-84.

58 See L. Malevez, “L’esprit et d&ir de Dieu,” NRT69 (1947): 25-26: “When he [de 
Lubac] emphasizes the divine origin and to some extent the divine subsistence of 
the desire, as well as its gratuitous character, does he not lead one to think that he 
is identifying it with grace? . . . Furthermore, without this identification one is 
forced to conceive grace being given ro man who already has this desire
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understands as Gods “call”— can only be the result o f the gift o f a super 
natural form added to our nature.59

It is basically for this reason that Karl Rahner introduces his “super 
natural existential,” for he argues that a principle which intrinsically orders 
us to a supernatural end must itself be supernatural and thus distinct from 
nature.60 He agrees with de Lubac that man has an unconditional desire 
to see God, independendy o f receiving sanctifying grace. However, he 
holds that the desire to see God, conceived as an unconditional innate ten 
dency, is not from nature itself, but is a “supernatural existential” of super 
natural origin and thus gratuitous.61 In this he is being quite coherent. St. 
Thomas is in agreement with Rahner (against de Lubac) that we are 
intrinsically ordered to our supernatural end not by nature but by super 
natural principles. Note, however, that there is a critical difference 
between the two! For St. Thomas, these principles are sanctifying grace 
and the supernatural virtues. For Rahner, as for de Lubac, the principle

formed. But then what is the role of grace? If the soul calls to God without it, 
then without it also . . .  the soul is open to the divine visit. It is no longer easy to 
understand that grace is still necessary to dilate the soul, a function which how 
ever defines it. . . . Has not Fr. de Lubac gone too for in the divinization of our 
desire?” However, Malevez recognizes that de Lubac does not intend to strictly 
identify the natural desire to see God with grace, for de Lubac holds that the nat 
ural desire in itself is inefficacious, and that it becomes efficacious only through 
grace (see Malevez, 26). Thus there is a fundamental and unresolved ambiguity in 
de Lubac’s thought in this regard.

59 See &GIII, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229).
60 See K. Rahner, “Concerning the Relationship between Nature and Grace,” in The 

ological Investigations, 1:297-317, an expanded version of an article that appeared 
first as “Eine Antwort” in Orientierung 14 (1950): 141-45. See especially 312-13: 
“The capacity for the God of self-bestowing personal Love is the central and abid 
ing existential of man as he really is. . . . But that means that this central, abiding 
existential, consisting in the ordination to the threefold God of grace and eternal 
life, is itself to be characterized as unexacted, as ‘supernatural’ . . .  because the long 
ing for, the ordination to, God’s Love, this existential for supernatural grace, only 
allows grace to be unexacted grace when it is itself unexacted, and at the moment 
when, fulfilled by grace, it becomes conscious of itself as supernatural.” Note that 
de Lubac, in Mystery, 55n4 [72], equates what he refers to as the concrete finality 
“inscribed in the depths of my nature” (the natural desire to see God) with what 
Karl Rahner refers to in this text as “an abiding supernatural existential foreor 
dained to grace.”

61 K. Rahner, “Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investigations, vol. 4 (London, 
1974), 185: “The concept of pure nature is legitimate. If someone affirms: I expe 
rience myself as a being which is absolutely ordained for the immediate possession 
of God, his statement need not be false. He will only be mistaken if he maintains 
that this unconditional longing is an essential element of ‘pure’ nature, or if he 
says that such pure nature,' which does not exist, could not exist.”
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that inclines us unconditionally to the beatific vision is not sanctifying 
grace itself, but something prior to the reception o f grace.

Rahner has rightly grasped that if the realization o f such a desire is 
purely gratuitous, then the innate desire for such an end cannot be said to 
constitute our nature or form the depths o f our nature. Indeed, the possi 
bility ofrealizing the essentialfinality o f a nature can never properly be said to 
be gratuitous with respect to that nature. Therefore, if the possibility of 
realizing a finality (together with the necessary means for that end, which 
in this case is given by grace) is gratuitous with respect to the nature, then 
the finality itself (manifested in an unconditional desire for that end) must 
be gratuitous with respect to the nature.

Furthermore, if the desire to see God is itself something gratuitous 
with respect to our nature, then it too must logically be something added m 
some way to our nature, giving it an additional (supernatural) determina 
tion.62 In The Mystery o f the Supernatural this idea is expressed by contrast 
ing our “concrete” and “historical” nature determined by the imprinting of 
a supernatural finality and by the natural desire to see God, with an 
“abstract or generic nature,” which could be imagined without such a final 
ity or desire.63 De Lubac introduces this distinction in order to allow for 
the possibility, as affirmed by Pius XII in Humani generis, that God could 
create intellectual creatures without raising them to a supernatural end.

O n the basis of this distinction, de Lubac differentiates three aspects 
regarding our finality: (1) the creation o f a spiritual nature (abstract 
nature), (2) the gratuitous imprinting of a supernatural finality (i.e. the 
natural desire to see God) on that nature, by which it becomes our “con 
crete” or “historical” nature,6** and (3) the actual offer o f grace.65 In this 
way he maintains that the imprinting o f a supernatural finality is not 
implied in the creation o f a spiritual nature, nor is the offer o f grace 
implied in the imprinting o f a supernatural finality, so that spiritual nature 
can “claim” neither a supernatural finality nor the offer of grace.

62 See Mystery, 55 [71-72].
63 De Lubac speaks of our “concrete” human nature in opposition to an “abstract” 

human nature in Mystery, 54-55> 59-63 [69-71, 77-81].
64 See Mystery, 55 [71].
65 See Mystery, 80-81 [104—5]: “Nor could he [God] be constrained or required by 

anything or anyone to imprint on my being a supernatural finality; therefore my 
nature cannot possess any claim upon it. If, by a legitimate and indeed necessary 
process of analysis, we distinguish these three things even more clearly, by stagger 
ing them, so to say, in time—the fact of the creation of a spiritual being, the 
supernatural finality imprinted upon that beings nature, and finally the offer pre 
sented to his free choice to share in the divine life—we shall have to recognize that 
the first thing does not necessarily imply the second, nor the second the third.”
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The novelty and difficulty o f this doctrine lies in the second “interme 
diate” level inserted between abstract nature and grace. Is it part o f our 
nature or above our nature? I f  our nature can make no claim to the super 
natural finality that has been imprinted on it, and does not in itself imply 
that finality, then the imprinting o f that finality cannot properly belong to the 
nature itself for otherwise my nature would “claim” it and “imply” it, as an 
essential constituent element. For example, our nature itself “claims” and 
“implies” the presence o f reason, hands and feet, ordination to a fitting 
final end, and so forth. St. Thomas expresses this through the notion o f 
debitum naturae.66 Therefore, this finality, if it is truly not claimed by the 
nature, must logically be something super-added to it.

This implies that what de Lubac refers to as our “concrete” or “histor 
ical” nature should really be conceived—in order to be coherent—as a com 
posite formed by two elements: (1) our nature itself, as such (“abstract” or 
“pure”), and (2) a supernatural finality imprinted on that nature from the 
beginning which determines in us a natural desire to see God. This 
“imprint” would logically itself be a supernatural element, and thus this 
interpretation would coincide basically with the solution o f Karl Rahner.67 
However, this way o f conceiving the natural desire to see God is incom 
patible with the texts o f St. Thomas, which present the desire to see God 
as a natural and necessary consequence of the natural desire to know, 
which would be equally present in any historical order or economy of sal 
vation, and belongs to human nature as such.

However, de Lubac does not in fact conceive our “concrete nature” 
simply as the addition o f a supernatural finality (and a corresponding 
absolute desire to see God) to an abstract or pure nature.68 Such a model 
would still give conceptual importance to the notion o f “pure nature,”

66 See Comp, theol I, ch. 214; STl,  q. 21, a. 1, ad 3; I—II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2; Deveri- 
tate, q. 6, a. 2; etc.

67 See K. Rahner, “Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investigations, 4:185: “This de 
facto human nature, as it knows itself here,. . .  cannot and need not be considered 
as the reflexion of that ‘pure’ nature which is distinguished in theology from 
everything supernatural. Our actual nature is never ‘pure’ nature. It is nature 
installed in a supernatural order which man can never leave. . . .  It is a nature 
which is continually being determined (which does not mean justified) by the 
supernatural grace of salvation offered to it.”

See Luden Roy, who interprets de Lubac’s thought as presented in Sumaturel 
along these lines (as if the natural desire to see God were a consequence of our 
being destined by God to a supernatural end), in “Ddsir nature! de voir Dieu,” 
Sciences eccttsiastiques 1 (1948): 140. See C. Ruini, La trascendenza della grazta 
nella teologia di S. Tommaso d’Aqumo, 297n72.

68 See Sumaturel 393.
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which he rejects as unnecessary.^ In The Mystery o f the Supernatural, de 
Lubac briefly criticizes Rahners “supernatural existential” because it is not 
conceived as the supernatural finality o f the nature itself but as an added, 
already supernatural, “linking reality”: “Really, to the extent that this ‘exis 
tential’ is conceived as a kind of ‘medium’ or ‘linking reality,’ one may 
object that this is a useless supposition, whereby the problem of the rela 
tionship between nature and the supernatural is not resolved, but only set 
aside.”69 70 71 In other words, de Lubac conceives our ordering to the supernat 
ural to occur in the nature itself as it  concretely exists, whereas Rahner locates 
this ordering not in the nature as such, but in something supernaturally 
added to it and transforming it— a “supernatural existential.” It should be 
observed that St. Thomas differs greatly from both by holding that this 
intrinsic ordination comes first through the reception of sanctifying grace.

De Lubac, therefore, seems to conceive our concrete nature— and the 
natural desire to see God which “constitutes” it— as a kind o f determina 
tion71 o f an otherwise amorphous and undefined possibility or generic 
notion of spiritual nature (abstract nature). Because of the amorphous qual-

69 C. Boyer, in “Nature pure et surnaturel dans le ‘Surnaturel’ du Pfcre de Lubac,” Gre- 
gorianum 28 (1947): 383-84, discusses two possible ways of interpreting de Lubacs 
position in Surnaturel, the first of which substantially anticipates the position later 
proposed by K. Rahner, according to which a supernatural finality and a correspon 
ding absolute natural desire to see God would be added onto a “pure nature” (or 
abstract nature) by God in our creation; this addition would constitute a supernatu 
ral element. However, Boyer rightly holds that this interpretation is contradicted by 
numerous other passages of Surnaturel, and by the spirit of the work as a whole, 
which rejects all value to the hypothesis of a “pure nature,” even as the underlying 
basis for the reception of an additional supernatural finality. Therefore Boyer pro 
poses another interpretation: the natural desire to see God is properly natural and 
determines and constitutes our nature, not just by being “added on” to a “pure 
nature.” This concrete nature, however, is not to be conceived in the Aristotelian- 
Thomisric context of a nature that could have anything due to it in terms of debi- 
tum naturae. He writes on 384: “The thought of the author [de Lubac] seems to be 
this: the desire to see God belongs to our nature. It is absolute . ..  but it is not nec 
essary, which means that it does not follow from a law of essences. It is, like our 
entire nature itself, a gift of the divine liberality. It does not give us rights over God 
in any way. It does not demand the vision; it is simply a witness of what God has 
done to us and of that to which He calls us.”

70 Mystery, 101-2n2 [132]. For this subtle difference of view between de Lubac and 
Rahner, see B. Sesboul, “Le surnaturel chez Henri de Lubac: Un conflit autour 
d’une thfologie,” RSR 80 (1992): 403-7. See also E. Schillebeeckx, “L’instinct de 
la foi selon S. Thomas d’Aquin,’’ Revue des sciencesphilosophiques et thiologiques 48 
(1964): 397.

71 See Mystery, 55-56 [71-72].
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icy o f such a notion and because it does not exist and was never intended by 
God, “abstract nature” merits no further thought.72

In any case, this very distinction between “abstract” and “concrete” 
nature is out o f place and incompatible with the Aristotelian-Thomistic tra 
dition. For St. Thomas, a nature is necessarily the same in all the individuals 
that participate in that nature. It is the individual that is historical and con 
crete, and not the nature or essence itself. The nature includes only what is 
expressed by the definition o f the species.73 A given man has in himself 
things (individuated matter and accidental forms) not contained in 
“humanity.” However, the nature itself o f man cannot contain something 
not contained in “abstract” nature, so as to make the nature itself concrete.74 75

Something in the creature not “implied” or “claimed”73 by its nature can 
only be an accident in the creature, added to its nature.76 Thus, if our “con 
crete” or historical nature differs from “abstract” human nature by having a

72 See also H. U. von Balthasars criticism of Rahner’s position in The Theology of 
Karl Barth, 299-301: “Is it both possible and meaningful to say at the same time 
that the meaning of all of creation finally rests on the fact that God wills to give 
his grace (and to interpret the deepest essence of man from this meaning) and yet 
in ail seriousness to try to abstract from this ultimate meaning? How does one go 
about abstracting the deepest core of things’? And how—this is the second objec 
tion—are we not going to end up simply equating the invisible residual product 
with man’s spirit-nature? Are we not really trying to unite the incompatible? That 
is, can we really reconcile Marshals philosophy with de Lubac’s theology? . . . 
Thus from God’s standpoint it is an utterly idle question whether there might 
have been a world even without this grace. And what has no weight in God’s eyes 
should carry no weight with us either, especially considering our humble estate.” 
For an interesting comparison and discussion of the views of de Lubac, K. Rahner, 
and von Balthasar, see L  Malevez, “La gratuity du surnaturel,” NRT75 (1953): 
561-86, 673-89.

73 See STl,  q. 3, a. 3: “The essence or nature includes only what is in the definition 
of the species. For humanity includes all that is in the definition of man, for it is 
by this that man is man, and it is this that humanity signifies: that whereby man 
is man”; Depotentia, q. 9, a. 1; De ente et essentia, ch. 2 (#5).

74 This way of speaking implies that “abstract nature” is really being considered as a 
kind of undetermined genus of spiritual nature, in opposition to the particular 
species denoted by “concrete nature.” Thus it would indicate only a part of human 
nature, lacking the specific difference that would be present in our concrete 
nature. Nevertheless, de Lubac does not unequivocally draw this conclusion, as 
mentioned below.

75 See Mystery, 80-81 [104-5].
76 See ScG I, ch. 21, n. 3 (#198): “Only that which does not enter into the defini 

tion of a thing would seem to be outside its essence or quiddity, for the definition 
signifies what a thing is. Now only the accidents of a thing do not enter into its 
definition. Therefore, only the accidents are in a thing outside of its essence.”
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supernatural finality imprinted on it (causing an innate natural desire to 
see God) to which we have no claim, this new finality can only be 
regarded as a further “super-added” determination, the result o f the addi 
tion of some accidental form.77 However, de Lubac vigorously rejects such 
a conclusion— indeed this rejection is his central thesis— and holds our 
supernatural finality (and consequently the natural desire to see God) to 
be “essential.”78

Here St. Thomas and de Lubac diverge in two fundamental respects. 
For St. Thomas, our intrinsic supernatural finality is the result o f an acci 
dental form (sanctifying grace), given through Baptism and justification. 
For de Lubac, our supernatural finality is essential to our (“concrete”) 
nature and given in the creation of our nature itself.

Yet in order to coherently hold that our supernatural finality is truly 
“essential” in the proper sense of the word, de Lubac would logically have 
had to eliminate his novel distinction o f abstract and concrete human 
nature altogether, and maintain that human nature as such is necessarily 
determined by a supernatural finality, which thus would be included in 
man’s definition itself.7̂  According to this solution, an “uncalled” rational 
nature would not be human nature 'at all, but a completely different 
nature or species, having a different definition, with a different essential 
finality. This would mean discarding the possibility o f an abstract human 
nature different from our actual human nature in not containing a super 
natural finality imprinted on it.

Although this solution would be philosophically more coherent, and is 
supported by several passages o f The Mystery o f the Supernatural in which de 
Lubac implies that members o f a hypothetical “uncalled” humanity would 
really have a different nature,80 such a solution poses insuperable theologi 
cal problems, defining a created nature, as such, by a supernatural end. In 
any case, the mature de Lubac clearly chose not to take this step so as not

77 it has been seen above that for St. Thomas, our intrinsic ordination to our super 
natural end comes through sanctifying grace and the theological virtues, which are 
accidental forms in us, as explained in S7T-II, q. 110, a. 2, ad 2.

78 See Mystery, 54-55 [70].
79 In this case, the supernatural finality imprinted on our nature would logically 

constitute our specific difference, by which we would be distinguished from an 
“uncalled” rational nature. In fact, other authors who maintain an innate natural 
desire to see God, on the one hand, and who reject the distinction between 
“abstract” and “concrete” nature, on the other, come to the conclusion that intel 
lectual nature is “defined” by its essentially supernatural finality. See J. Laporta, La 
destinie, 68: “The vision of the supreme Being is the unique end which defines
any intellectual creature."

80 See Mystery, 60 [77]: “For the difference between them does not merely concern 
individuation, but cannot foil to affect the nature itself” (my translation).
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to turn our supernatural end into a mere sequela creationist and also so as 
not to be in conflict with the teaching o f Humani generisP In fact, such a 
solution would render impossible de Lubac’s threefold distinction, seen 
above, between (1) the creation o f a spiritual nature, (2) the imprinting of 
a supernatural finality, and (3) the offer o f grace, such that the first does not 
imply the second, and the second does not imply the third.81 82 83

However, keeping the distinction of abstract and concrete nature, an 
equally insuperable problem remains. An element not “implied” by the 
essential principles of our nature (considered abstractly) cannot be described 
as constituting spiritual nature,84 85 nor as “essentially in our nature and 
expressing its foundation,”83 nor as determining our "essential finality.”86 In 
feet, it cannot even properly be described as natural at all! If a supernatural 
finality has been imprinted on our (concrete) nature, giving it a new deter 
mination expressed in the natural desire to see God, such an “imprint” can 
only be the result o f having received a supernatural element, which must be 
identified with sanctifying grace.

Nevertheless, de Lubac clearly rejects the idea that a supernatural ele 
ment has been imprinted on our nature to give it a supernatural finality. 
For example, in The Mystery o f the Supernatural, he writes: “The fact that 
the nature o f spiritual being, as it actually exists, is not conceived as an

81 See DS 1921, 2435, and 2616. See Mystery, 82 [106-7]: “Just as creation itself is 
no kind of necessary consequence of something which ‘preceded’ it within God, 
so the gift—and also therefore the offer of the gift—of the supernatural is no mere 
sequela creationis. If creation itself can in a real sense be called a ‘grace,’ then the 
call to see God is another one.”

82 DS 389L. “Others destroy the gratuity of the supernatural order, since God, they 
say, cannot create intellectual beings without ordering and calling them to the 
beatific vision.” See J. L. Illanes Maestre, “La teologfa como saber de totalidad,” 
Revista espanola de teologia 48 (1988): 189-91; G. Colombo, Del soprannaturale, 
292.

83 As developed in Mystery, 81 [105].
84 See Mystery, 55, 167 [70, 217], and Sumaturel, 483: “The spirit is thus desire for 

God.” C. Boyer maintains (rightly, it seems to me) that de Lubac’s position here is 
ultimately contradictory. See “Nature pure et sumaturel dans le ‘Sumaturel’ du 
Pfcre de Lubac,” Gregorianum 28 (1947): 394: “It appears to to me that this con 
ception is seeking to hold an intermediate position between two contradictory 
alternatives. Indeed, either the desire in question belongs to nature, or it does not 
belong to it. . . . To hold at the same time that it is natural and that nature does 
not have it of itself is a contradiction.”

85 Sumaturel, 487. Perhaps the mature de Lubac of 1949 and 1965 would qualify 
this earlier formulation. According to the logic of chapter 4 of The Mystery o f the 
Supernatural, the supernatural finality imprinted on our nature would not be 
essential to an “abstract” rational nature, but rather only to our “concrete,” actual, 
or “historical” nature.

86 See Mystery, 63 [81].
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order destined to close in finally upon itself, but as open to an inevitably 
supernatural end, does not mean that it already has in itself, or as part o f its 
basis, the smallest positively supernatural element. It does not mean that this 
nature, ‘as nature, and by nature,5 is elevated.5’87

In this text, de Lubac is vigorously asserting that the supernatural 
finality imprinted on our nature is not in itself supernatural at all, even 
though it determines us to an “inevitably supernatural end.” In other words, 
this supernatural finality is not itself a seed o f that supernatural end, as is 
the case with grace.88 De Lubac presents this as the Christian paradox of 
man. However, it seems that this position entails not a paradox but an 
insoluble contradiction. For St. Thomas, as seen above, an innate ten 
dency or natural inclination is caused by the presence of a proportionality 
and similarity with the end, so that the end can be desired as a fitting per 
fection o f the nature. This inclination is caused by the possession of a 
“seed” o f that perfection in a germinal state. For example, the natural 
desire for virtue is generated by the possession o f synderesis, the first prin 
ciples o f the practical reason.89

St. Thomas specifies that the first principles o f the speculative and 
practical reason give us the seed of a natural contemplation o f God and of 
moral virtue. Therefore, our nature is both ordered and inclined by these 
principles to our connatural end, because it already contains a certain 
“seed” o f that end. Analogously, in order to be ordered and inclined to a 
supernatural end, a certain “seed” or germ of that supernatural end must 
be made present in us.90 This seed is sanctifying grace and the theological 
virtues. W ithout that seed, the nature is not sufficiently inclined or 
ordered to that end. Therefore, it cannot be said that our nature itself has 
a supernatural “finality” and innately “tends” to a supernatural end with 
out yet having within it a seed (inchoatio) o f that end, which can only be 
sanctifying grace itself.

87 Mystery, 31 [41] (my italics). See also 95-96 [124]: “Considered in itself, statically 
one might say, my nature or my essence is no more than what it is. There is, let me 
repeat, no slightest element of the supernatural in it, nor the slightest power to 
raise itself up to it, nor the smallest principle for laying daim to it. But no more 
than we can envisage, except in order to represent the thing humanly to ourselves, 
any real subject existing before being brought into being by the creative act, can we 
now envisage that nature in its concrete reality as existing before having its finality 
imprinted upon it; and that finality, by Gods free will, is a supernatural one.”

88 See Mystery, 31n6l [41]: “To be already ‘raised up’ and to be destined to be ‘raised 
up’ are two different things. Tendency and finality are neither a deposit nor a 
seed.”

89 See 57*1—11, q. 51, a. 1; I—II, q. 85, a. 2, ad 3; I-II, q. 94, a. 3; Comp. theoL I, ch. 
122; II Sent., d. 39, q. 3, a. 1, sol. and ad 5.

90 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2.
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The natural desire to see God is understood by St. Thomas in a very 
different way. It is not used to show that our supernatural finality is some 
how intrinsic to our nature itself. Rather, it is simply the natural out 
growth of our natural desire to know, taken to its ultimate, but infinitely 
disproportionate, conclusion. It does not presuppose any supernatural 
seed or inchoation of that supernatural end, which would inevitably have 
the consequence o f divinizing our nature.

In conclusion, de Lubac is in perfect harmony with St. Thomas and 
with the Catholic tradition in denying that our nature itself, as it actually 
exists, has the slightest supernatural element. However, this cannot ulti 
mately be reconciled with his interpretation o f the natural desire to see God 
as the expression of a supernatural finality imprinted on our nature in cre 
ation itself, prior to the reception o f grace, determining us to an inevitably 
supernatural end.91 92 A choice must be made. Either the supernatural finality 
imprinted on our being must be recognized to flow from a supernatural ele 
ment given with our constitution itself, as Karl Rahner seems to affirm with 
his “supernatural existential,” or one must reject altogether the thesis that a 
supernatural finality has been imprinted on our nature prior to grace, and 
maintain instead that an ordination to our supernatural end is impressed 
on our being first by sanctifying grace itself.92 Clearly the principles of St. 
Thomas and die Christian tradition demand the latter option.

5. The Problem of “Extrinsicism"
De Lubacs thesis that a supernatural finality has been impressed on our 
nature, manifested by the natural desire to see God, seems to be motivated 
primarily by the desire to combat a so-called “extrinsicist” conception of 
our supernatural destiny, according to which the “call” to our supernatural 
end would come not from something immanent to our nature, but from 
something extrinsic to it (such as grace). This allegedly would destroy any 
real continuity or affinity between our nature and its supernatural destiny.

91 See Mystery, 31, 55-56 [41, 70].
92 See R Donnelly, “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” 7511 (1950): 403: “Either there 

is no supernatural finality inscribed in the nature of each newly existing member of 
the human race, or no member of the human race is conceived and born in origi 
nal sin; for the precise and only reason why each individual is conceived and born 
in original sin, i.e., in an habitual state of aversion from God, is because he is not 
intrinsically finalized by, and internally proportioned to, the supernatural end 
which was absolutely, though freely, willed by God for all men in Adam.” Although 
Donnelly is speaking in reference to de Lubacs 1949 article, “Le myst£re du surna- 
turel,” his remarks ate also pertinent with regard to the position of Karl Rahner.
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and would render inexplicable how our supernatural end could be the ulti 
mate perfection of the human being.93

For de Lubac, the problem of the connection between our nature and 
its supernatural destiny is solved through the natural desire to see God, 
conceived as the most absolute o f all desires, through which our supernat 
ural finality is imprinted on our being, “calling” us to that end. Hence, no 
other end is possible for a man endowed with this desire. In this way, it is 
made clear that our supernatural destiny is absolutely “immanent” to our 
“concrete nature,” even prior to reception o f the gift o f grace.94

For St. Thomas and the Thomistic tradition, the natural desire to see 
God likewise plays a crucial role in providing an organic connection 
between the two orders and the two ends, but in a different and far more 
nuanced way. The existence o f an elicited natural desire to know the 
essence of God shows that a call by God to the beatific vision is tremen 
dously fitting , since it is the only end in which we can find perfect beatitude 
and in which all natural desire can come to rest.

Furthermore, it is clear that our connatural and our supernatural end 
are in no way separated from each other, such that one could speak o f an 
extrinsic relation between them. For ih both cases our end lies in a con 
templation of God. The distinction between them concerns the way this 
contemplation is to be realized: in proportion with human nature (through 
creation), or in proportion with God alone (in the beatific vision).

For this reason, the Scholastic axiom is perfectly fulfilled-. “Grace does 
not destroy nature but perfects it” (S7T, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2). Grace and glory

93 See H. Gorris, “Steering Clear of Charybdis: Some Directions for Avoiding ‘Grace 
Extrinsicism’ in Aquinas,” Nova et Vetera (English ed.) 5 (2007): 69.

94 With regard to the problematic theological implications of this “immanence,” see, 
among others, S. Long, “Nicholas Lobkowicz and the Historicist Inversion of 
Thomism,” The Thomist62 (1998): 70n60: “Of course de Lubac insisted that grace 
is not intrinsic to human nature. But once nature itself is identified as already ori 
ented apart from grace directly to beatific finality, ‘the natural’ is no longer defini 
tively disdnct from ‘the supernatural.’ This is because substances are defined by 
powers, powers by acts, acts by objects, and objects by ends. If specifically and deter- 
minately supernatural beatitude is naturally sought—as distinct from a natural seek 
ing for the indeterminate fulfilling good—then nature is supernaturally adequated, 
finite ends derogated, and supernatural grace merely a means for something 
antecedently emerging from nature. Natural desire for the indeterminate good, and 
for God as known from nature, is not yet directly oriented to supernatural bliss, 
whereas supernatural grace is. For the trajectory of nature to be elevated within grace 
it must be initially and diversely adequated from grace. These are systematic impli 
cations of his position never acknowledged by de Lubac, who rightly always main 
tained the character of grace as a pure, unmerited gift of God. Still, the objective 
implication of his thesis—the impossibility of defining nature in precision from 
grace—remains a dubious legacy.”
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carry the natural desire of our intellect and will to an absolute and super 
abundant, albeit utterly disproportionate, fulfillment.

In addition, St. Thomas combats a different type of “extrinsicism” by 
showing that our ordering to a supernatural end is realized through princi 
ples which are truly possessed by us in the form of supernatural habits 
(sanctifying grace and the theological virtues) which generate a new incli 
nation, so that our supernatural end is attained in a “connatural” way.9  ̂
Although these principles ordering us to the vision o f God remain extrin 
sic to our nature (for they are supernatural and thus “super-added” to the 
nature), they are not extrinsic to the person who possesses these supernatu 
ral habits, but inwardly transform and sanctify him.

The key difference between de Lubac and St. Thomas on this matter is 
that for the latter, this intrinsic ordering and inclination comes through 
“super-added” and direcdy supernatural principles, whereas for de Lubac, it 
comes through the nature itself, as it is historically realized in us, bearing an 
innate and absolute natural desire for its actual end.95 96 It is not necessary for 
St. Thomas to say that we are called to the supernatural by our nature itself, 
or by the natural desire to see God imprinted in our nature, or by a 
"supernatural existential,” according to the theory o f Karl Rahner.97 
Rather, that which “calls” and “orders” us to our supernatural end is the gift 
o f grace itself. Movements o f actual grace “call” us to that end, whereas we 
are ordered to it intrinsically first through sanctifying grace and the theo 
logical virtues. The natural desire to see God can serve as a call to seek 
God98 (and thus it is a preparation for grace), but it is not yet a call to see 
God, because it is only an imperfect desire, as will be seen more fully below.

It is certainly true, as de Lubac emphasizes, that rational creatures 
constitute a special case with regard to their finality. St. Thomas notes that 
the great dignity o f the rational creature lies in the fact that it can be raised 
to an end exceeding its natural faculties and proportionality,99 it alone is
95 See S7TI-II, q. 23, a. 2: “It is most necessary that, for us to perform the act of 

charity, there should be in us some habitual form super-added to the natural 
power, inclining that power to the act of charity, and causing it to act with ease 
and pleasure”; I—II, q. 110, a. 2; I—II, q. 62, a. 1; De caritate, q. un., a. 1; ScG III, 
ch. 150, nn. 3 and 7 (#3227, 3231).

96 See Mystery, 55 [70].
97 See J. Card. Siri, Gethsemane: Reflections on the Contemporary Theological Move 

ment (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1981), 69: “If we can say that man, since 
his creation, carries the possibility of hearing the call of God for the supernatural 
end for which He destined him, this does not mean that that possibility of hear 
ing is already the call, and that the supernatural to which man is called is already 
present in him.”

98 See, for example, Plato, Symposium 21 Id—e; The Republic 7.517b-c.
99 See ScG III, ch. 147, n. 3 (#3203): “This, however, does not belong to inferior 

creatures, that they may attain to an end which surpasses their natural power.”
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naturally open to the supernatural in virtue o f the very nature o f the facul 
ties o f intellect and will.100 Thus the rational creature can be elevated 
through the gift of grace to a new and higher end to which its nature itself 
is not intrinsically ordered, although it naturally desires that end.101

This unique openness has been analyzed above as a specific obediential 
potency o f the rational creature made in the image o f God. It has also been 
seen that de Lubac strongly criticized Cajetan for this position. For de 
Lubac, our nature is already intrinsically “finalized” (ordered?) to this end 
in its very constitution. In consequence, he logically denies that one 
should speak of an obediential potency for elevation to a supernatural end. 
Thus the controversy between de Lubac and Cajetan really concerns the 
question o f (1) whether intellectual nature is simply naturally open to 
being elevated to a supernatural end through grace,102 or (2) whether 
human nature is not just open but'already intrinsically determined, final 
ized, or called to a supernatural end through a finality imprinted on our 
nature in creation itself, prior to the reception o f sanctifying grace 
(although supernatural principles must be added for the realization of that 
end). The former position is that o f St. Thomas and the Thomistic tradi 
tion, whereas the latter is that o f de Lubac, as well as Baius, Jansenius, and 
his followers.

According to the former position, rational nature in itself always 
retains a “natural order” to its connatural end (loving contemplation of

100 See M.-R. Gagnebet, "L’amour nature! de Dieu chez saint Thomas et ses contem- 
porains,” RT49 (1949): 95: “St. Thomas did not need to imagine in our nature a 
chimerical ‘absolute innate natural appetite’ for the vision of God in order for grace 
not to become a purely extrinsic gift. It was enough for him to recognize the open 
ness of our spiritual faculties to the plenitude of being and the plenitude of the 
good. This openness permitted him to affirm the principle . . . : ‘Since grace does 
not destoy nature, but perfects it, natural reason should minister to faith as the nat 
ural inclination of the will ministers to charity’ [I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2].”

101 See STI, q. 12, a. 4, ad 3: “The sense of sight, as being altogether material, can 
not be raised up to something immaterial. But our intellect, or the angelic intel 
lect, inasmuch as it is to some degree elevated above matter in its own nature, can 
be elevated above its own nature to something higher by grace." Compare with H. de 
Lubac, Mystery, 86n44 [112]: “Later theology was to speak of ‘elevation to a 
supernatural end’ . . . but that is not the terminology of the great scholastics.” 
However, in the text cited above in this note, St. Thomas explicitly speaks of the 
elevation of the intellect through grace to an end above its nature. St. Thomas also 
speaks of “elevation” in Deveritate, q. 14, a. 3, ad 9, in which he says that our wall 
needs to be elevated so as to tend to a supernatural end.

102 See STI-II, q. 113, a. 10: “The soul is naturally capable o f grace”-, III, q. 9, a. 2: 
“The rational creature is capable o f that blessed knowledge, insofar as it is in the 
image of God”; ibid., ad 3. See Cajetan’s commentary on STI-II, q. 113, a. 10 
(Leonine ed., 7:342-3), analyzed above in chapter 7> pp. 159-62.
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God through creation), because this order is generated directly by the pos 
session o f natural principles, which are the seeds of the natural virtues and 
o f contemplation.103 However, this connatural end is open to being fur 
ther ordered through grace to a supernatural end,104 in which alone the 
notion o f perfect beatitude is realized,105 and in which the natural end is 
supereminently or superabundantly realized. In other words, our nature 
itself is not intrinsically “ordered” to a truly perfect beatitude— in which 
every natural desire would be fulfilled— but only to an imperfect beatitude 
which is proportionate to it. Nevertheless, a perfect beatitude consisting in 
the vision o f God is tremendously fitting to our nature,106 and is naturally 
desired (with an elicited and conditional natural desire).

According to the position o f de Lubac, on the other hand, there is 
more than a natural “openness”; there is a kind o f “natural” determination 
to a supernatural end,107 although this determination is gratuitously given 
by God together with the gift of creation, and logically distinct from it.108 
In the terminology o f St. Thomas, this position would imply that the 
nature itself is naturally “ordered” to the vision of God, a notion which St. 
Thomas, and de Lubac himself, very clearly reject.109

103 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; 57T-II, q. 62, a. 3; etc. This is also a consequence of 
the axiom that grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it.

104 See ST1, q. 62, a. 7c and ad 1 and 3.
‘05 See S7T-II, q. 3, a. 8.
106 See G. Fr&iaud, “La gratuity des dons surnaturels et son opposition aux conclu 

sions de la ‘Th^ologie nouveUe,’ ” Lapensie catholique 6 (1948): 40—41: “First, the 
gratuitousness of grace and of our supernatural vocation suppose in us a certain 
natural capacity, purely passive and ‘potential,’ open of itself to a whole range of 
possible finalities, without a stricdy determined and actual orientation to any of 
these. The highest of these possibilities, the only one which realizes an absolute per 
fection, but which surpasses all the purely natural needs or duties of the spirit, 
would be the intuitive vision of God. Secondly, by reason of this capacity, God can 
freely decree to fulfill its secret preference with abundance and impose on his crea 
ture an actual vocation to the beatific vision. . . . This double affirmation . . . 
enables us to see all the riches that Thomistic theology permits us to gather at the 
end of a prudent and attentive study of the famous ‘natural desire to see God,’ 
which was, as is well known, not only the leitmotiv of the writings of St. Thomas, 
but, more importandy, the permanent spring of his entire spiritual life.”

107 See Mystery, 55 [71]. For de Lubac, as he expresses himself in 1949 (“Le mystfcre 
du surnaturel”) and 1965 {Mystery, ch. 4), one can speak of an indetermination or 
openness to the supernatural in human nature considered in the abstract. How 
ever, our concrete human nature is conceived by de Lubac to have already received 
a determination to an “inevitably supernatural end” (Mystery, 31 [4l]).

108 See Mystery, 80-82 [104-7].
109 Mystery, 85 [111].
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6. Is the  Natural Desire to  See God 
an A bsolute Desire?

The Ambiguity o f de Lubac's Position
It has been seen that a crucial element in de Lubacs interpretation of the 
natural desire to see God is his thesis that this desire is absolute and uncon 
ditional, “the most absolute of all desires.”110 In order to evaluate this thesis, 
it is necessary first to clarify his terminology, for there are passages of The 
Mystery ofthe Supernatural which seem to directly contradict this notion. In 
chapter 5 de Lubac writes that

the desire itself is by no means a “perfect appetite.” . . .  If therefore the 
desire is truly a “natural inclination,” it is not by that feet a “sufficient” 
or “proportionate” inclination; it does not desire its object “sufficiently”; 
or, in other words, as in the case of free will left to itself, so this desire is 
unable to strive “suitably” or “efficaciously”; to put it yet another way, it 
is not the source of any “sufficient activity” which would make it, how 
ever minimally, of itself “a certain inchoative possession.”111 112

This passage, very Thomistic in itself, poses numerous problems of con 
sistency with affirmations made elsewhere. First, de Lubac acknowledges 
rightly that the natural desire to see God is not a. perfect appetite.111 Yet this 
seems to be equivalent to affirming that it is an imperfect natural appetite or 
desire, which was a fundamental diesis of Medina, Binez, and Sudrez, the 
ologians strongly criticized elsewhere by de Lubac precisely for holding the 
natural desire to see God to be a conditional desire.113 114 In various texts, St. 
Thomas equates “perfect” and “absolute” willing, and contrasts these with 
“imperfect” or “conditional” willing, which is sometimes also said to be a 
wish or velleitasd 1̂

Secondly, the distinction between perfect and imperfect willing is only 
applicable for elicited desires of the will. Innate appetite is always uncon 
ditional and cannot be incomplete or imperfect, for it is determined to 
one by nature.

110 See SumatureU 484.
111 Mystery, 85-86 [110-11].
112 In support of this assertion, de Lubac cites St. Thomas, IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, 

qla. 3, ad 3: “Man is not sufficient from his own powers to desire beatitude with a 
perfect appetite, sufficient for meriting, but becomes so from the gift of divine 
grace . . .  which makes us desire true glory.” St. Thomas is clearly speaking here of 
an elicited desire.

113 Augustinianism and Modem Theology, 162 [182]; Mystery, 180 [235].
114 See S7T-II, q. 13, a. 5, ad 1; III, q. 21, a. 4; De tnalo, q. 16, a. 3, ad 9; III Sent., d. 

17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1; IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 1, ad 2 (SuppL, q. 78, a. 1, ad 2).
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Furthermore, viewing the natural desire to see God as an imperfect 
willing is fully compatible with the possibility of a natural beatitude, 
which de Lubac nevertheless opposes precisely because he understands the 
natural desire to see God as “the most absolute of all desires.”

Just as it is a contradiction to say that the natural desire to see God is 
both absolute and imperfect, so too it is contradictory to assert with de Lubac 
that it is both absolute and inefficacious.115 As de Lubac notes, the term “effi 
cacious” is ambiguous,116 and can be taken in two senses. On the one hand, 
it can be taken objectively to indicate that it actually realizes the desired result 
(order of execution).117 On the other hand, it can be taken subjectively to 
indicate that the movement o f the will includes the firm intention to execute 
all that is necessary to achieve the desired end, insofar as this lies in its power 
(order o f intention). It is almost always in the latter sense that theologians 
speak o f efficacious or inefficacious willing with regard to the human will.118 
De Lubac apparently affirms that the natural desire to see God is inefficacious 
only in the order of execution, which explains how he can say that it is both 
absolute and inefficacious. Before de Lubac, however, Thomists understood 
the natural desire to see God as inefficacious also in the order o f intention. Not 
only is man naturally incapable of realizing or meriting the beatific vision by 
his unaided power, but he is also incapable—without the aid of grace—of 
naturally willing it with an unconditional and perfect movement, willing the 
necessary means together with the end.119 To do so one would need divine 
faith and the aid of actual grace, and it would no longer be a natural desire.

St. Thomas often speaks o f an “absolute” movement o f the will as syn 
onymous with perfect willing. Both terms refer to a motion o f the will 
which is completed and ordered direcdy to the final end as a result o f delib 
eration, and which excludes any condition. For example, in 57*111, q. 21, 
a. 4, St. Thomas says that "we will in an absolute sense that which we will 
according to a deliberation o f reason.” However, natural desires are prior 
to the deliberation o f reason. St. Thomas notes that these desires are not 
“absolute,” bu t are willed with the condition (at least implicit) that “no 
obstacle be found by a deliberation o f reason. Therefore, this desire should

115 See Mystery, 85-86, 180 [111, 235); Sumaturel, 484.
116 Sumaturel, 484.
117 St. Thomas uses the term in this sense with regard to the divine will; see ST I, q. 

19, a. 8; De malo, q. 2, a. 1, sed contra 4.
118 See, for example, John of St. Thomas, Cursus theologicus, disp. 12, a. 3, n. 10 

(2:141): “An efficacious desire is one which is directed to something as possible to 
be attained. . . . Thus it concerns the realization of the object, and not only its 
goodness or fittingness abstracdy considered.”

1*9 See STl, q. 62, a. 2.
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be spoken of as a wish rather than as an absolute willing, because one 
would desire such a thing if there were no obstacle to it.”120

This text, therefore, goes against de Lubac’s thesis that there can be a 
natural desire (;voluntas u t natura) that is simultaneously imperfect, ineffi 
cacious, and absolute (unconditional). Movements of natural desire for 
life, health, knowledge, and so forth, are indeed imperfect and ineffica 
cious because, prior to deliberation, we do not yet efficaciously will the 
means. Like Christs prayer in the garden o f Gethsemane, these desires are 
implicitly conditional, needing to be ratified by a subsequent deliberation.

Likewise, in III Sent,, d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, St. Thomas analyzes the 
movements o f voluntas u t natura, considering whether they are absolute or 
conditional. He concludes that they are naturally conditional unless they 
direcdy concern the final end itself. Thus the natural desire for happiness in 
general is not conditional, whereas the natural desires for life, health, and 
knowledge remain conditional until they are ratified by the deliberated will.

Since St. Thomas presents the natural desire to see God as a desire for 
knowledge of the essence o f the first cause, and not directly as a desire for 
happiness, it is clear that it will not be absolute but conditional. In order 
for the vision o f God to be willed absolutely, there must first be a deliber 
ation by which it is judged to be practically attainable and ordered to the 
realization of happiness. In addition, an absolute or efficacious willing of 
the vision o f God necessarily presupposes the aid o f divine grace.121 Thus 
an absolute or unconditional desire for the vision o f God will not be nat 
ural but supernatural. For this reason, Medina, Bdfiez, and Sudrez rightly 
identified an absolute desire for the vision o f God with the supernatural

120 57" HI, q. 21, a. 4. This text examines the question of whether Christ’s prayer 
was always answered. St. Thomas’s response is that every prayer of Christ which 
corresponded to an “absolute" willing was realized, for it was in conformity with 
the will of God. However, there were movements of Christ’s voluntas ut natura 
which were not absolute but conditional. Prayers expressing these conditional 
movements, such as Christ’s prayer in Gethsemane that the chalice be taken from 
Him, were not realized.

121 See S7T, q. 62, a. 2: “To see God in His essence, in which the ultimate beatitude 
of the rational creature consists, is beyond the nature of every created intellect. 
Consequently no rational creature can have a movement of the will directed 
towards that beatitude, unless it is moved to that by a supernatural agent. This is 
what we call the help of grace.” This argument is frequently made by Thomists 
beginning with Medina, Bdfiez, and Sudrez. See also Gonet, Clypeus theobgiae 
thomisticae, on ST I, q. 12, disp. 1, a. 5, n. 90 (1:224b): “If one could naturally 
desire the vision of the divine essence with an absolute and efficacious desire, one 
could also naturally desire the means without which it cannot be had, which is the 
aid of divine grace. However, this would be Felagianism, for St. Augustine [De 
corrept. et gratia 1] says that the desire by which we desire grace is from grace.”
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virtue o f hope, which is the desire for the vision o f God as something pos 
sible to obtain through the aid o f God. To hold the natural desire to see 
God as unconditional or absolute would seem to usurp the prerogative o f 
the theological virtue of hope, and thus imply a form of Pelagianism.

For de Lubac, the natural desire to see God is absolute because he 
conceives it as an innate desire, “imprinted on the nature” and constitut 
ing it. Obviously, an innate appetite can never be conditional, for a condi 
tional desire presupposes knowledge and reason. Innate appetite is always 
absolute and efficacious in itself, although it may not be realized because 
o f external obstacles. Indeed, the distinctions between absolute and condi 
tional, efficacious and inefficacious, perfect and imperfect desire simply do 
not apply to innate appetite.122

De Lubac is coherent with himself in holding the natural desire to see 
God to be both innate and absolute. Likewise, he is coherent with Catholic 
doctrine and with the teaching o f St. Thomas in holding that it cannot be 
perfect and efficacious without grace. However, he is not coherent with 
himself in saying that it is absolute, on the one hand, while denying that it 
is perfect and efficacious, on the other.123 This incoherence comes from the 
initial assumption that the natural desire to see God is an innate appetite, 
from which it necessarily follows that the desire will be absolute.

De Lubac's Arguments
De Lubac supports his thesis that the natural desire to see God is uncon 
ditional with the following arguments:

122 See S. Vallaro, “De natural) desiderio videndi essentiam Dei et de eius valore ad 
demonstrandam possibilitatem eiusdem visionis Dei quidditativae,” Angelicum 2 
(1934): 140-41: “It is clear from what has been said that innate natural appetite . . .  
cannot be subdivided into efficacious and inefficacious.. . .  For it will necessarily be 
efficacious since it does not proceed from any knowledge, but from its very nature, 
and corresponds to the powers or demands of nature.”

123 See L. Malevez, “IIesprit et d&ir de Dieu,” NRT 69 (1947): 24: “In its present 
state, this system suffers, it seems to us, from a sort of internal contradiction, 
which can be briefly expressed as follows: Its distinctive character consists . . .  in 
the simultaneous affirmation of die inefficaciousness of the desire for God and its 
unconditional nature. However, to be precise, these two attributes cannot both be 
true at once.” See P. Donnelly, “Current Theology,” TS 8 (1947): 487, in which 
the thought of Malevez is summarized: “In its present state of development and 
formulation, the theory labors under an internal contradiction; for its distinctive 
character consists in the affirmation of a natural, essential desire for the beatific 
vision, which is simultaneously inefficacious and absolute. R de Lubac holds 
steadfasdy to the inefficacity of the desire, and he must: otherwise the supernatu 
ral would not exceed our native powers... . But if the essential desire is essentially 
inefficacious, by what constraint or necessity is it absolute, to the extent that the 
beatific vision is the sole possible end of a spirit?”
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1. If the natural desire to see God is the desire o f our nature itself, consti 
tuting our nature, then it is obvious that this desire cannot be condi 
tional, but must be absolute, the “most absolute of all desires,” precisely 
because it is identified with our essence.

2. He states chat conditional desire or velleitas can only refer to an act 
that is “free, conscious, personal and moral,” and not to a “desire ‘of 
nature’” or an “appetite of the intellect as such.”124 Indeed, natural 
desire in the texts of St. Thomas is primarily used in opposition to 
“free” desires, and connotes necessity and determination to one.125

3. A conditional desire, “like any chimerical dream,” would be without 
ontological interest.126

4. He cites St. Thomas’s teaching regarding the damned,127 as well as the 
authority o f Capreolus, who says that the damned “desire beatitude not 
with a merely conditional appetite, but by an absolute appetite.”128 
This shows that an unconditional desire can also be inefficacious.

5. He sees the notion o f “velleity” as being “totally contrary both to the 
language and teaching o f St. Thomas: for though he knew the word 
velleitas well, and used it in other cases, he never makes use of it in 
the many texts concerned with this particular question.”129

Response to  de Lubac's Arguments

1. In response to the first point, it is obvious that it only has value if the 
desire to see God is an innate appetite, rather than an elicited act of 
the will.

124 Mystery, 196 [256-57].
125 This position had been vigorously maintained in 1928 by J. Laporta, “Les notions 

d’app£tit naturel ec de puissance ob&iientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 264. De Lubac was 
familiar with this article of Laporta (see Sumaturel, 434nl), and develops the same 
point (more moderately) in Sumaturel, 432: “The epithet ‘natural’ evoked in the first 
place and in the majority of cases the idea of necessary, in opposition to elective, free, or 
moral.” The texts of St. Thomas clearly support this thesis. However, both de Lubac 
and Laporta err in inferring from this that a natural desire can never be conditional.

126 See Sumaturel, 433.
127 See Mystery, 180 [235]: “St. Thomas Aquinas conceived of a desire which, though 

not efficacious, was none the less ‘radical,’ absolute, and in no sense ‘conditional.’ 
His teaching about the situation of the damned further shows clearly how com 
pletely he dissociated the two ideas—efficacious and absolute—in his thinking.” 
However, de Lubac gives no reference to any specific texts of St. Thomas which 
would support his position.

128 Mystery, 180n52 [235]. The reference is to Capreolus, Defensiones, IV Sent., d. 49, 
q. 3, a. 3.

129 See Mystery, 180 [235].
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2. The second argument presupposes that conditional desires are always 
free desires, to be classified as voluntas u t ratio, rather than voluntas u t 
natura. However, as seen in chapter 2 above, St. Thomas teaches that 
natural desires, except for the natural desire for happiness, are formed 
as imperfect movements o f the will that are at least implicitly condi 
tional, waiting to be ratified by deliberation and choice.130 He gives 
the example o f the natural desire o f Christ in the garden o f Gethsem- 
ane not to suffer, which was only a conditional movement or wish, 
not ratified by choice.

3. The preceding response is also relevant to the third argument. The 
natural desire in Christ and the martyrs for life remains only a condi 
tional desire, but it is clearly not “without profound roots and onto 
logical interest.” The natural desire for life is of obvious ontological 
interest, even if it sometimes is only an antecedent or conditional will 
ing (velleitas), as in the case of Christ in Gethsemane and the martyrs. 
Likewise, a natural desire to see God that expresses itself only as a con 
ditional desire in those who have not received the gift of faith is nev 
ertheless o f great ontological interest and with profound roots in the 
nature o f the intellect and the will. These roots, in fact, are nothing 
less than the intellect’s natural desire for knowledge of causes and 
essences, and the natural desire of the will for beatitude and for the 
perfection of man’s faculties, especially the intellect and the will.

4. W ith regard to the fourth argument, the reference to the absolute 
although inefficacious desire o f the damned for happiness does not 
prove de Lubac’s point. In the text o f Capreolus cited by de Lubac, 
Capreolus is not affirming that a natural desire can be both absolute 
and inefficacious. Rather, he is opposing the view of Durandus that 
the elicited desire o f the damned for happiness is both inefficacious 
and conditional.131 Capreolus argues that the desire for happiness,

130 Texts which speak of velleitas with regard to voluntas ut natura include 6THI, q. 
21, a. 4; III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1; III Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 4, ad 1 
concerning the prayer of Christ; III Sent., d. 31, q. 2, a. 3, qla. 2, ad 3.

131 See Durandus of Saint Pourfain, IV Sent., d. 49, q. 8, n. 19 (vol. 2, fol. 421d); 
“With regard to the appetite that is an elicited act, it should be said that the 
damned do not desire true beatitude with an efficacious appetite, working or 
striving to acquire it, for they know that this is impossible for them. However, 
with a conditional appetite they desire it insofar as it has the aspect of well-being, 
for they would will it if it were possible for them. In the same way, they desire 
beatitude in general, which is well-being.” For this controversy, see K. Forster, Die 
Verteidigung der Lehre des heiligen Thomas von der Gottesschau durch Johannes 
Capreolus (Munich, 1955), 343-46.
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even in the damned, always remains unconditional and efficacious, 
even though it is forever frustrated.

Obviously, the desire of the damned for happiness is “inefficacious” 
in the sense that it is incapable o f being realized. However, in the 
order of intentionality, the desire for happiness in general is never 
inefficacious or imperfect, because happiness is always desirable under 
all conceivable circumstances, and therefore it is always willed uncon 
ditionally, even by the damned. Since the desire for happiness is the 
basis o f everything else that is desired,132 if it were not desired 
absolutely and efficaciously, nothing else could be willed at all, not 
even the absence of suffering.133 However, other objects of natural 
willing, such as the desire for life or knowledge— and thus the knowl 
edge of the essence o f the first cause—can be conditionally willed.134 135 
Thus the desire of the damned for happiness shows only that a desire 
can be both absolute and incapable of being realized, because of defin 
itive punishment for sin in hell. It does not demonstrate that a natu 
ral desire can be at once absolute and inefficacious or imperfect, as de 
Lubac claims.

s
5. W ith regard to the fifth argument, even if St. Thomas never referred 

to the desire to see God as a velleitas, it would still be legitimate to 
classify it as a conditional desire if this conclusion follows from his 
principles. However, it is not true that St. Thomas never used the 
term velleitas in this regard. De Lubac himself cites II Sent., d. 33, q. 
2, a. 2, ad 2, as a text in which this notion appears, although he 
implies that it is not relevant to our question.133 This well-known 
and influential text concerns the question o f whether the souls in

132 See ST  I, q. 60, a. 2; I, q. 82, a. 1; I—II, q. 10, a. 1; IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 
4: “The desire for the end is the cause of desiring everything else which is for the 
sake of the end.”

133 It should be noted that the reasoning used by Capreolus to show that the natural 
desire for happiness must always be absolute cannot be applied to the case of the 
natural desire to see God. For the latter is not the cause of all our other desires, 
but a consequence of the natural desire to know. Therefore, one cannot argue that 
it must be absolute in the same way as the natural desire for happiness.

134 See III Sent., d. 17, q. l,a . 2. qla. l : “It is clear that voluntas ut natura imperfectly 
wills something, and conditionally, unless it is carried to it as to the end.”

135 See Mystery, 180n53 [235]. Donnelly points out the importance of this text with 
regard to the natural desire to see God in his article, "Discussions on the Super 
natural Order,” TS 9 (1948): 217: “The texts on limbo reduce the natural desire 
to a simple velleity in order to combat the idea that infants, dying without bap 
tism, would suffer from the loss of the beatific vision; their desire for a closer 
union with God is compared, not with the loss of a due patrimony, but with the 
dream of attaining a royal dignity which is completely unowed.”
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limbo suffer any spiritual pain, and St. Thomas answers in the nega 
tive, even though he supposes here that they would not be ignorant 
o f the fact that they are deprived o f the beatific vision as a penalty for 
original sin. Nevertheless, they do not suffer on this account, even 
though they must naturally desire it, because their desire is not an 
“ordered and complete willing,” which only concerns those objects 
apprehended as possible to obtain. Their desire to see God is more 
properly said to be a wish (velleitas), since the object of this desire is 
seen to be impossible for them and completely disproportionate. St. 
Thomas clarifies that no sorrow results if this desire is not satisfied, as 
long as the deprivation was not caused by their own fault:

Although the power of the will extends both to possible and 
impossible objects, as is said in book 3 of the Ethics [ch. 2], never 
theless, an ordered and completed act of the will can only be for 
those objects to which one is in some way ordered. And if such 
desires are frustrated, men sorrow; but not if they fail to achieve 
their desire for an object they recognize to be impossible, which 
should be said more to be a wish [velleitas] than an act of will. 
Indeed, such a thing is not willed absolutely [simp lid  ter], but they 
would will it if it were possible.136

In the later treatment o f this same question in De malo, q. 5, a. 3, St. 
Thomas no longer makes the assumption that the souls in limbo would 
not be ignorant of the beatitude of which they are deprived. However, 
the principles used in the earlier article, such as the notion o f velleitas, * 33

136 This responds to the following objection: “To lack that which one wills cannot 
occur without affliction. But the children would will the divine vision, for other 
wise their will would actually be perverse. Thus, if they lack it, it seems that they 
would feel affliction on that account.” The response specifies that the principle 
given in the first sentence of the objection is only true for perfect willing with 
respect to an object to which one was “ordered,” which is not the case for the 
desire of the souls in limbo for the vision of God.

In fact, it was already a common theological thesis in the thirteenth century 
that the desire to see God in the souls of the infants in limbo is only a conditional 
desire, whose frustration would cause no sorrow. The term velleitas had previously 
been used in this context by St. Albert in Quaestio de poena parvulorum sine bap- 
tismo decedentium, a. 1, written around 1246 (Opera omnia, vol. 25/2 [Aschen- 
dorff, 1995], 141, lines 10-19), and others. Bl. Peter ofTarentaise, in II Sent., d.
33, q. 3, a. 2, ad 2, wrote: “They never desire it with a perfect and absolute desire, 
but with an imperfect and conditional one, namely, if it were possible. The frus 
tration of such a desire does not give rise to sorrow.” See S.-T. Bonino, O.P., “La 
thiorie des limbes et le mystfcre du surnaturel chez saint Thomas d’Aquin,” RT 
101 (2001): 148, 153.
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are not repudiated. Furthermore, the later article is equally impossible 
to reconcile with the interpretation o f de Lubac. In it, St. Thomas rea 
sons that the souls o f infants who die without Baptism would not suf 
fer from being deprived o f the vision of God, because they would be 
entirely ignorant of it, since it transcends the realm of natural reason. In 
effect, this solution also implicidy presupposes that the desire to see 
God would only be a conditional desire in those who do not have faith 
in Revelation. The fact that the deprivation of the vision of God causes 
no suffering for the souls in limbo can only be either because they expe 
rience no natural desire to see God, or because their natural desire to 
see God is only a conditional one whose frustration causes no suffering. 
The first possibility must be discarded because St. Thomas had already 
demonstrated in ScG III, chs. 50-51, that # //intellectual creatures nat 
urally desire to see God, once they consider His existence. It follows, 
therefore, that the natural desire to see God in those without knowl 
edge of Revelation can only be a conditional desire.

Furthermore, these articles of St. Thomas on the lack of spiritual 
suffering in limbo reveal a fundamental incompatibility with de 
Lubac’s interpretation o f the natural desire to see God. Precisely 
because de Lubac holds the desire to see God to be the most absolute 
of all desires, he cannot admit that it could be frustrated or unfulfilled 
without causing an “essential suffering.”137 This certainly seems to 
imply a significant form of spiritual suffering, which is precisely what 
St. Thomas emphatically excludes from limbo.138

It follows that de Lubac’s interpretation of the natural desire to see 
God as the most absolute of all desires would make St. Thomas bla 
tantly contradict himself. Either there is a fundamental contradiction 
in St. Thomas’s own thought between his well-known teaching on

137 See Mystery, 54 [70].
138 See P Donnelly, “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” 7TS 11 (1950): 401: “When de 

Lubac asserts that in no human being of our existing human race can the desire to 
see God be frustrated without an essential suffering, identified by him with ‘the pain 
of loss,’ he seems to be in direct opposition with the common teaching of all 
Catholic theologians. For in infants who die without baptism, their supernatural 
destiny is, and will remain eternally, unfulfilled; nevertheless . . .  they do not suffer 
in the slightest degree, and, according to Saint Thomas, happy and secure in the 
possession of natural goods, they are not even aware that they were desdned to the 
beatific vision [see De malo, q. 5, a. 3]. One might, of course, reject the common 
teaching on the condition o f souls in limbo and revert to the Augustinian tradition 
definitively refuted by St. Thomas, but such a rejection could not be sustained intel 
ligibly, unless one were to hold that each infant in Umbo is personally responsible for 
and guilty of original sin. If each human soul in the present historical order is final 
ized intrinsically to its supernatural end at the first moment of its existence, as de 
Lubac maintains, there would be no basis for the Catholic doctrine of limbo.”
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limbo and the natural desire to see God, or else de Lubacs way of 
interpreting the natural desire to see God is not in harmony with the 
mind o f St. Thomas.

However, there is an even more serious difficulty with de Lubac’s 
position here. If  an “essential suffering” would necessarily result from 
the lack o f fulfillment of our natural desire to see God, this would imply 
that the fulfillment of this desire would be “due” to human nature in an 
essential way. St. Thomas’s solution, on the contrary, by which the souls 
in limbo experience no spiritual suffering on account o f the deprivation 
o f the vision o f God, but rather enjoy natural happiness, plainly shows 
that the vision o f God is in no way due to our nature. Thus the gratu 
itousness of the beatific vision is clearly manifested.139

Ultimately, de Lubac’s thesis that the natural desire to see God is an 
absolute or unconditional desire has the effect o f assimilating or identify 
ing it with the natural desire for happiness in general. It is clear that for St. 
Thomas the natural desire for happiness in general is an absolute and 
innate desire, to which our will itself is determined by nature, and whose 
lack o f realization obviously causes an essential suffering. De Lubac’s fun 
damental thesis consists in transferring these four qualities also to the nat 
ural desire to see G od.140 However, for St. Thomas there are great 
differences between these two desires.

Our will is determined by nature to desire happiness as our final end, 
but it is not determined by nature to desire the vision of God as the realiza 
tion o f happiness.141 Precisely for this reason, no habit or virtue is neededt 
in the will to determine it to desire happiness in an unconditional way, 
whereas grace and faith are necessary for us to be able to desire the vision of 
God as our final end with a perfect or unconditional movement.142 In fact,

159 See P. Donnelly, “Gratuity of die Beatific Vision,” TS 11 (1950): 393: “Therefore, 
despite his protestations of Gods freedom in elevating us, or in reality precisely 
because of these protestations, de Lubac’s affirmation, that man’s natural desire for 
the beatific vision is absolute and infrustrable, cannot be sustained intelligibly. 
Either God was free to elevate or not to elevate our actually existing human nature, 
or in the existing human race there is an exigence for the supernatural; for, an 
absolute and infrustrable desire of the beatific vision, proposed as essentially consti 
tutive of finite spirits, is completely unintelligible except in terms of strict exigency.”

140 See Mystery, 54-56 [69-72].
141 See IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qia. 3: “Although through natural inclination rhe 

will is moved toward beatitude in its common notion, nevertheless that it be 
moved to such or such a beatitude stems not from the inclination of nature but 
from the deliberation of reason”; De veritate, q. 22, a. 7.

142 See STI-II, q. 56, a. 6: “Since . . .  the object of the will is the good of reason pro 
portionate to the will, in respect of this the will does not need a virtue perfecting it. 
But if man’s will is confronted with a good that exceeds its capacity . . . such as
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a perfect, unconditional, or efficacious desire for the vision o f God as our 
final end is precisely the theological virtue of hope.143

By asserting that the natural desire to see God is an absolute desire, de 
Lubac is attributing to it elements proper both to the theological virtues, on 
the one hand, and to the natural desire for happiness in general, on the 
other. It follows, therefore, that de Lubac’s thesis involves a confusion and 
merging of two inclinations that St. Thomas very clearly separates: that gen 
erated by the nature o f the will itself (the natural desire for happiness), and 
that generated by grace (a sufficient inclination for our supernatural end).

In conclusion, it is clear that the natural desire to see God as con 
ceived by St. Thomas cannot be regarded as an absolute or unconditional 
desire. This provides further evidence that it cannot be conceived as an 
innate desire whose lack o f realization will necessarily cause an “essential 
suffering.” O n the contrary, it must rather be regarded as a naturally elicited 
desire, which is also conditional, imperfect, and inefficacious.

7. Can Reason Show That All Intellectual Creatures 
Necessarily Have a Natural Desire to  See God?

It has been seen above that for de Lubac, the existence of a natural desire 
to see God is itself a truth o f faith that cannot be known by reason alone, 
precisely because he sees it as a strict consequence o f Gods free decision to 
elevate us to the supernatural order. 144 jn  this de Lubac is siding with Sco 
rns against St. Thomas.

Indeed, all the texts o f  St. Thomas which assert the existence o f a nat 
ural desire to see God, deduce the existence o f this desire through reason 
alone by analyzing the dynamism of our natural desire to know. As seen 
above,145 the basic argumentation can be expressed as follows:

1. It is natural for the intellectual creature to desire to know the causes of 
effects that are known, and this desire is not fully satisfied until the

the divine good . . . then does the will need virtue”; I—II, q. 62, a. 3, ad 1; De vir- 
tutibus, q. un., a. 5; Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8-9; Decaritate, q. un., a. 2, ad 16: “Love 
of the supreme gpod, insofar as it is the principle of natural being, is in us by nature. 
However, insofar as it is the object of that beatitude which surpasses the entire 
capacity of created nature, it is not in us by nature, but is above nature”; In I  Cor. 
13:13 (#806); Deveritate, q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; q. 22, a. 8; III Sent., d. 23, q. I, a. 4, qla. 
3, ad 2-3; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.

143 See De spe, q. un., a. 1; “Desire can be for any good in the abstract [absolute], 
without considering its possibility or impossibility. However, hope tends to some 
good, insofar as ir is possible to acquire it. Therefore, it carries in its definition the 
security of attaining it."

144 See Mystery, 102 [132].
145 See chapter 3.
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essence of the cause is known. Knowing the existence o f a cause (an sit) 
necessarily incites the desire to know the essence o f that cause (quid sit).

2. The effects observed in creation are ultimately the effects o f a first 
cause, whose essence is naturally hidden. This existence o f a first 
cause can be naturally grasped, at least in a rudimentary and sponta 
neous way, by those who have full use o f reason.

3. It is natural, therefore, for intellectual creatures spontaneously to desire 
to know the essence o f the first cause, once they infer its existence.

This reasoning applies equally to angels and men (and indeed to all possible 
intellectual creatures), for the desire to know the causes and essences of 
things follows from the very nature o f the intellect and the will.146 The dif 
ference between men and angels with regard to the natural desire to see God 
is that the angels, in the first moment of their creation, clearly knew that they 
were effects of God, and they therefore desired knowledge of Gods essence 
more strongly, being “closer” to it through their natural knowledge.* 1 * * * * *'*7

Furthermore, it is clear that de Lubac’s interpretation would take away 
the apologetic value of St. Thomas’s argument, turning it, in fact, into a 
circular argument. For de Lubac, the natural desire to see God is a conse 
quence of our elevation to the final end consisting in the beatific vision, a 
desire whose existence is fully knowable only on the basis o f faith’s knowl 
edge o f that elevation. If  St. Thomas sought to use such a desire to prove 
the possibility o f the beatific vision, he would obviously be presupposing 
what he was seeking to prove.1"*8 * * * * *

In conclusion, St. Thomas’s reasoning strictly demonstrates that the 
desire to see God is naturally elicited in all intellectual creatures that have 
been or could be created.14̂  It is not something that God could freely

1̂ 6 See ScGIII, ch. 57, n. 4 (#2334), in which St. Thomas shows that <z//intellectual 
creatures, of any grade, naturally desire and thus are capable of receiving the 
beatific vision; <Sc(j III, ch. 51, n. 1 (#2284).

i47 See ScGIII, ch. 50, n. 7 (#2281).
14® It has been noted that de Lubac’s exegesis of St. Thomas’s teaching on the natural

desire to see God remains one of the most controversial aspects of de Lubac’s doc 
trine on the supernatural. See R. Berzosa Martinez, La teologla del sobrenatural en
bs escritos d eH .d e Lubac (1931-1980) (Burgos: Aldecoa, 1991), 165-66: “With
regard to de Lubac’s exegesis of natural desire in the thought of St. Thomas, we
conclude that it is the most debatable and debated part of his doctrine, and that
greater study of this open theme is necessary.”

149 The only way there could be an exception to this is if  God were to create rational
creatures whose intellects were so weak as to be unable even to conjecture the exis 
tence of a first cause. However, this should be regarded as impossible, since such
knowledge is virtually contained in the possession of first principles, which is due
to the nature of the rational creature. If  the rational creature lacked first principles
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imprint or not imprint on a rational being. It is natural in the fu ll sense o f 
the word, as deriving directly from the very principles o f intellectual nature. If 
God chooses to create an intellectual creature, it will have a natural desire 
to know causes and essences in general, and this will naturally draw forth 
the desire to know the essence o f the first cause and final end.15°

8. Does the  Natural Desire to  See God Dem onstrate 
the  Actual Offer of the  Beatific Vision?

De Lubacs interpretation of the natural desire to see God as innate and 
absolute leads him to take a radical stand on the debate over the demonstrative 
force of St. Thomas’s argument based on the natural desire to see God (as in 
5TI, q. 12, a. 1). For de Lubac, the existence of this desire is sufficient in itself 
to demonstrate that the vision o f God will be offered.

It has been seen that Medina, Bdnez, and Sudrez interpreted St. 
Thomas’s argument as one of fittingness, both for the possibility of the 
beatific vision, and for its actual offer. In this they were followed by the vast 
majority of eminent Thomists until the twentieth century. Outstanding 
representatives o f this tradition include John of St. Thomas,* 151 the Salman- 
ticenses,152 Gonet,153 Billuart,154 Matthias Scheeben,155 Reginald Garrigou- 
Lagrange,156 Bernard Lonergan,157 and Jacques Maritain.158

and the consequent ability to deduce the existence of a first cause, his intellect 
could be said to be in vain.

*50 See C. Ruini, La trascendenza della grazia nella teobgia di S. Tommaso d’Aquino, 
297n72: “Insofar as it is necessarily connected with a created intellectual nature, 
and, on the other hand, does not necessarily require that one be actually destined 
for the vision of God, the natural desire affirmed by St. Thomas differs radically 
from the ‘supernatural existential’ postulated by K. Rahner, ‘Ober das Verhaltnis 
von Natur und Gnade,’ in Schriften zur Theologie, 1:338-45.”

151 Cursus theologicus, disp. 12 (on STI, q. 12), a. 3, nn. 13-17 (2:142-43). Follow 
ing Cajetan’s commentary on ST I, q. 12, a. l.John of St. Thomas holds that St. 
Thomas’s argument strictly proves the possibility of the vision of God only on the 
basis of knowledge of some supernatural effects of God, whereas on the strictly 
natural order it would not be demonstrative. See esp. n. 14 (143).

152 Cursus theologian, tract. 2, disp. 1, dubium 3, §2, n. 40 (1:103-9).
153 Clypeus theobgiae thomisticae, commentary on ST I, q. 12, disp. 1, a. 4, §1, n. 64 

(1:220): “The possibility of the vision of God as He is in Himself cannot be 
demonstrated by the natural light of reason.”

154 See Billuart, Summa Sancti Thomae, vol. 1, diss. 4, a. 3, appendix (Lequette, 107); 
vol. 3, Tractatus de gratia, diss. 2, praeambula, a. 2 (39).

155 See The Mysteries o f Christianity, trans. C. Vollert (St. Louis: Herder Books, 
1946), 658-62, esp. 661: "Let this desire be set forth in the strongest terms: in 
any case it is no more than a presumption for the possibility of the intuition of 
God.. . . But even this presumption is not demonstrative.”
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In the 1920’s, however, some Thomists challenged this consensus and 
held that the argument is a strict philosophical demonstration o f the pos 
sibility o f the beatific vision, but not o f its actual offer. The most promi 
nent representatives o f this second current included Guy de Broglie,156 157 158 159 
Joseph Mardchal,160 J. SestilL,161 A. Fernandez,162 S. VaLIaro,163 A.-R. 
M otte,164 and Antonio Piolanti.165

156 See “La possibility de la vision byarifique peut-elle se dymontrer?” R T 16 (1933): 
669-88, esp. 688: “Thus the possibility of eternal life is a truth which is above all 
demonstration, superior to the demonstrative power of a created angelic or human 
intellect. . . .  In this sense, to try to turn reasons of fittingness into demonstrative 
arguments would be to diminish and lose sight of the heights to which their serious 
probability is able to reach.” See also R. Garrigou-Lagrange, Le sens du mystire et le 
clair-obscur intelkctud, 176-205; “De demonstrabilitate possibilitatis mysteriorum 
supernaturalium,” Angeticum 12 (1935): 218-22; “La possibility de la grace est-elie 
rigoureusement dymontrable?” J?7T9 (1936): 194-218.

157 See “The Natural Desire to See God” in Collection: Papers by Bernard Lonergan 
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1967), 87: “This conclusion [the possibility of the 
beatific vision] is theological. It can be thought only because one has the faith, 
knows the fact of the beatific vision, and so must accept its possibility. A philoso 
pher operating solely in the light of natural reason could not conceive that we might 
understand God properly; for understanding God properly is somehow being 
God; and somehow being God is somehow being infinite. How could a creature 
be conceived to receive the ipsum intelligere-thzt is identical with ipsum esse? . . . 
The best that natural reason can attain is the discovery of the paradox that the 
desire to understand arises naturally, that its object is the transcendental, ens, and 
that the proper fulfilment that naturally is attainable is restricted to the proportion 
ate object of finite intellect.” See M. J. Stebbins, The Divine Initiative: Grace, 
World-Order, and Human Freedom in the Early Writings of Bernard Lonergan 
(Toronto: Univ. ofToronto Press, 1995), 157-58.

158 See The Degrees o f Knowledge, 303n91. This position is also defended by H. 
Lennerz, De Deo uno (Rome, 1955), 127-33; I. M. Dalmau, “De Deo uno et 
trino,” in Sacrae tbeologiae summa, 2:52-56.

159 see Kj}e la place du surnaturel dans la philosophic de saint Thomas,” RSR 14 
(1924): 193-246, 481-96; 15 (1925): 5-53. See esp. 213: “In saying that our nat 
ural desire to see God cannot be in vain, he was claiming only to affirm that the 
divine vision is not unrealizable, as would be our elevation to an angelic nature.. . . 
In brief, his reasoning goes to prove that the beatific vision is certainly possible in 
itself, for our inclination cannot be without an object. However, it leaves the ques 
tion entirely open as to whether it is effectively prepared for us.” See also his other 
works on the subject: “Autour de la notion thomiste de la beatitude,” Archives de 
philosophic 3, no. 2 (1925): 55-96; “Lettre k Tabby Blanche,” RSR 15 (1925): 
5-53; “De ultimo fine humanae vitae asserta quaedam,” Gregorianum 9 (1928): 
628-30 (summary of his position); “Du caractiire mystyrieux de notre yievation 
surnaturelle,” NRT64 (1937): 337-76; De fine ultimo humanae vitae.

160 Although Marychal conceives the natural desire to see God in a way similar to that
later proposed by de Lubac, he holds that the innate natural desire to see God shows
only die sheer possibility of its object, not its actual offer by God. See Le point de
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De Lubac,166 on the other hand, maintains that the natural desire to 
see God (insofar as it can be known) demonstrates the actual offer of the

depart de la mitaphysique, 5:315, as well as xviii-xx, 306-16, 349-53; “De naturali 
perfectae beatitudinis desiderio,” in Milanges Joseph MarichaL, 1:323-37. See B. 
Romeyers review of L epoint de dipart de la mitaphysique, cahier 5, Gregorianum 8 
(1927): 321. Romeyer observes that the thesis of an innate natural inclination for 
the vision of God logically points not only to the sheer possibility of the beatific 
vision, but to its actual offer, as maintained later by de Lubac. See de Lubac’s 
appraisal of Marshal's interpretation in Mystery, 190 [249]: “That they [Marshal 
and de Broglie] assign great importance to the Thomist axiom, ‘the desire of nature 
cannot be in vain,’ seems to me excellent, but the interpretation they give of it is 
only half true.”

161 See “De possibilitate desiderioque primae causae substantiam videndi,” in Commen- 
taria in libras quatuor contra gentiles S. Thomae de Aquino, by Franciscus de Sylvestris 
Ferrariensis, 3:903-65.

162 See “Naturale desiderium videndi divinam essentiam apud Divum Thomam 
eiusque scholam,” D im s Thomas (Piacenza) 33 (1930): 517.

163 See “De naturali desiderio videndi essentiam Dei et de eius valore ad demonstran- 
dam possibilitatem eiusdem visionis Dei quidditativae,” Angelicum 2 (1934): 
157-58: “No desire which arises from tKe principles of nature will be for some 
thing that is repugnant and contrary to the very nature of the one who desires; for 
there can be no movement of nature against itself or an inclination to that by 
which it would be corrupted and destroyed. . . .  It follows that the natural desire 
to see the divine essence . . . most certainly shows that there is no repugnance in 
that nature, but rather a capacity for the vision.”

164 See “Bibliographic critique,” Bulletin thomistej) (1932): 664-65; 4 (1934-1936): 
580-82; see esp. 581-82: “It is not justifiable to say that the desire is conditional, 
because the desire to see God has for its object a good without restriction; it is an 
absolute desire. The argumentation of St. Thomas thus is based on an elicited 
desire, which is natural and absolute. It is for this reason that one must require the 
possibility of its satisfaction without any reservation or restriction.” However, 
Motte has not considered that the unrestricted goodness of the vision of God is 
only unmistakably evident to those who actually see God. For those who do not 
have the benefit of Revelation, the vision of God’s essence can be naturally 
grasped to be a great good, but it cannot be naturally grasped to be possible. Thus 
it cannot be the object of an unconditional or absolute desire.

j65 gee “Vecchie discussioni e conclusion! recenti sul soprannaturale nel pensiero di S. 
Tommaso,” D ivinitas 1 (1957): 116: “In order that a natural desire not be in vain, 
one condition is necessary and sufficient: the metaphysical possibility of its real 
ization, and not the necessity o f its actual attainment.” Other authors holding 
that St. Thomas’s argument in S T l, q. 12, a. 1, and ScG  III, ch. 51, n. 1 (#2284), 
is rigorously demonstrative include M.-D. Roland-Gosselin, “Beatitude et ddsir 
naturel,” Revue des sciences philosophiques et thiologiques 17 (1929): 193-222; and 
A. Finili, “Natural Desire,” Dominican Studies 2  (1949): 6-13.

166 This position was maintained first by R. Ritzier, De naturali desiderio beatitudinis 
supematuralis ad mentem S. Thomae (Rome, 1938), 86: “It seems to me that the force 
of this principle not only enables one to infer the metaphysical possibility of the
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beatific vision, according to the axiom that natural desire cannot be in 
vain. Nevertheless, this third position is contrary to the previous unani 
mous consensus o f Catholic theologians.16̂

De Lubac’s position here is based on two premises: (1) the axiom that 
natural desire cannot be in vain is almost always used by St. Thomas to 
show the actual availability o f the object o f the desire, and not just the 
presence of some remote capacity for the object of desire,* 167 168 and (2) this

vision of God and the potency and capacity of man, but also its necessary realization 
or fulfillment, as Aquinas in fact does, When he proves the incorruptibility of intellec 
tual substances.” It should be noted that this author bases his position on a supposed 
parallel between the demonstrative value of the axiom with regard to the incorrupt 
ibility of the soul and with regard to the beatific vision. However, these two cases are 
not parallel because the incorruptibility of the soul is proportionate and “due” to the 
principles of nature, whereas the vision of God is not. See also L. Veuthey, “De natu- 
rali desiderio beatitudinis supernaturalis,” Miscellanea franciscana 39 (1939): 213, 
who summarizes Ritzier.

This position has been defended also by Q, Turiel, “Insuficiencia de la potencia 
obediencial,” Divinitas 35 (1991): 30: “Thomists have generally thought that with 
the natural desire to see God St. Thomas only tried to prove, efficaciously or no, 
that the vision of God is possible. I do not agree with this way of thinking. . . .  It 
claims to demonstrate that the vision of God will be a reality if the finite spirit 
does not impede it through sin. . . . (God] gives these desires so that one day. . . 
they will be satisfied. If they are not, it is because the creature has posed some 
obstacle.” Turiel differs from de Lubac in that he holds that the existence of the 
natural desire to see God is demonstrated by natural reason, alone; thus he con 
cludes that the argument strictly demonstrates that the actual offer o f the beatific 
vision will be given, if man places no impediment.

167 See Gonet, Clypeus theologiae thomisticae, commentary on STl,  q. 12, disp. 1, a. 4, 
§1, n. 63 (1:219b): “It is certain and undoubted among all theologians that the 
existence of the beatific vision, or its future actuality, cannot be demonstrated by 
the natural light of reason, for it is not due to the intellectual creature, and thus 
depends on the sole will of God, and can be known with certainty only through 
His revelation. Thus Isaiah 64:4 says: “Eye has not seen, God, but yours, what you 
have prepared for those who await you.” See also M. J. Scheeben, Mysteries of 
Christianity, 658: “For the fact of the beatific vision, or our actual destination to it, 
could be known by reason only if it were an end physically necessary for the created 
spirit, an end to which God had to destine the spirit, in order to give its nature the 
perfection required of it. But on that hypothesis the entire Catholic doctrine of 
grace would go by the board; the beatific vision would not become our inheritance 
through a gratuitous adoption into the sonship of God, but we would have a true 
title to it by nature.. . .  Thus far, all Catholic theologians must be at one.”

168 See Sumaturel, 467-69.



axiom is an absolute principle that is always valid,169 and therefore can be 
applied with equal force in every case.170

An examination of St. Thomas’s texts in regard to this Aristotelian 
axiom gives some support to the first o f these premises, but not to the sec 
ond. The principle must be used in an analogical way, according to the 
different contexts in which it is applied. As we shall see, it cannot have the 
same demonstrative force when it is applied above the realm of what is due 
to nature. St. Thomas uses it (1) to demonstrate the incorruptibility o f the 
soul; (2) to show that human life must have some final end; (3) to demon 
strate that this final end must lie after this life; (4) to show the fittingness 
of the resurrection; (5) to show why the natural desire not to suffer death 
can remain frustrated in all men; and (6) to show the possibility of the 
vision of God.

The Natural Desire to Live Forever
St. Thomas uses the argument from natural desire to demonstrate the incor 
ruptibility o f the soul in S T  I, q. 75, a. 6,171 and ScG II, ch. 79, n. 6.172 In 
these texts, he begins by showing that all men have a natural desire to live 
forever. This desire is clearly an elicited datura! desire, following on the con 
sideration of existence, not just here and now, but perpetually and without 
limit. By applying the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain, St. 
Thomas concludes that the soul is incorruptible. The argument shows not 
just the capacity for the fulfillment of this desire of the soul, but its actual

169 De Lubac does not explicitly affirm this in his brief treatment of the subject in 
Sumaturel, but nevertheless it is the underlying presupposition of his argument. 
See also Mystery, 190 [249]. Also for A.-R. Motte, an important source for de 
Lubac’s position, the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain is said to be an 
“absolute principle”; see “Bibliographic critique,” Bulletin thomiste 3 (1932): 664. 
The same is true o f R. Ritzier, De naturali desiderio, 86.

170 See Sumaturel, 471n2.
171 “We may take a sign of this from the feet that everything naturally aspires to exis 

tence after its own manner. Now, in things that have knowledge, desire follows 
upon knowledge. The senses indeed do not know existence, except under the con 
ditions of here and now, whereas the intellect apprehends existence absolutely, and 
for all time; so that everything that has an intellect naturally desires always to 
exist. But a natural desire cannot be in vain. Therefore every intellectual substance 
is incorruptible.”

172 #1602: “It is impossible for natural appetite to be in vain. But man naturally 
desires to remain forever. This follows from the feet that being is desired by all 
things. Man’s intellect, however, grasps being not only in the here and now, as 
brute animals do, but without qualification [simpliciter]. Man therefore attains 
perpetual being in his soul by which he grasps being without qualification and 
with respect to all time.” See also 5cGTI, ch. 55, n. 13 (#1309); In lE tb ., lect. 10, 
n. 12 (#129); De anima, q. un., a. 14 {in fine).

THE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GOD
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fulfillment in all intellectual creatures. Here it must be noted that the incor 
ruptibility o f the soul is strictly proportionate to its immaterial nature, and 
is not above its nature, but due to it.173 174 175

The Natural Desire for a Final End
In his commentary on the first book o f the Nichomachean Ethics, lect. 2, n. 
3, St. Thomas uses the axiom that a natural desire cannot be in vaiii to 
show that there must be some final end o f human life. If there were no final 
end for human life, and each thing were desired for the sake of something 
else ad infinitum, then the natural desire for the good and for the end, 
which is the fundamental natural inclination of the will, would never be 
fulfilled. This would mean that the wills natural desire for the good would 
be in vain. Furthermore, the will itself as a potency would be in vain, 
unable ever to attain its principal object, on account of which everything 
else is willed. Thus Gods implanting into the will a natural desire for the 
good and for the end would be absurd.

As in the case of the incorruptibility o f the soul, we are dealing with a 
natural desire whose object is due to nature, and thus the axiom can be 
applied with absolute certainty, not only with regard to our capacity for a 
final end o f human life (happiness), but also with regard to the actual 
availability of this end.17'* If  men had a capacity for a final end, but yet no 
such final end were concretely available in this order o f things, our natural 
desire for the final end would still be absurd and in vain.

The Final End o f Human Life Must Lie after This Life
In ScG III, ch. 48, St. Thomas gives numerous arguments to show that mans 
natural desires cannot come fully and permanently to rest in this life. He con 
cludes that the final end of man, which is happiness, must be satisfied after 
this life, for otherwise the natural desire for happiness would be in vain.175

173 See P. Donnelly, “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” 75 11 (1950): 376: “Here, 
quite evidendy, there is a strict metaphysical exigency, which from God’s side 
entails strict justice; if this rigorous exigency were not fulfilled, finite spirits would 
simply cease to be what they are. Therefore the necessity of the axiom desiderium 
naturale non potest esse inane as applied to the human souls desire for immortality 
is metaphysical and infrustrable.”

174 See F. Suirez, who makes the same argument in De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 4, 
§2, n. 4 (Opera omnia, 4:42): “Man has some final end, and thus he can attain it. 
Otherwise, he would be ordered to it foolishly and in vain.”

J75 $CG HI, ch, 48, n. 12 (#2257): “It is impossible for natural desire to be in vain.. . .  
A desire of nature would be in vain if it could never be realized. Therefore the nat 
ural desire of man can be fulfilled. However, it cannot be fulfilled in this life, as 
shown above. Therefore it is necessary that it be fulfilled after this life. Thus the 
final happiness of man is after this life.” See also St. Thomas’s commentary on
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As in the case o f the incorruptibility o f the soul and the existence o f a 
final end for human life, this reasoning is demonstrative, because the pos 
sibility of attaining man’s connatural and proportionate final end is due to 
human nature, and man is naturally ordered to it through the possession of 
intellect and will.171 * * * * 176* Therefore, if this end is unattainable in this life, it 
must be concretely attainable after this life; otherwise the innate desire of 
man’s will for the final end would be in vain.

The Natural Desire for Resurrection
Natural desire is also used to show the fittingness of the resurrection. For 
example, in his commentary on 1 Cor 15:19, St. Thomas points out that 
if one were to deny the resurrection, it would be very difficult to under 
stand the soul’s immortality. If  only the soul survives after death, never to 
be rejoined to the body, mans natural desire for the welfare and salvation 
of his whole being— including his body—will be forever frustrated.177 
Thus if this natural desire is not to be in vain, the body must be resur 
rected. The natural desire for the resurrection o f the body is proportionate 
to the nature of the soul, precisely because the soul is naturally the form of 
the body. At the same rime, resurrection exceeds the power of natural 
forces, and thus is miraculous.178

It seems that St. Thomas regarded this argument— unlike that regarding 
the incorruptibility of the soul— only as a powerful argument of fittingness

Aristotle, In I  Eth., lect. 16, n. 16 (#202): “But because this does not seem to
reach the conditions posed above for happiness, he adds that we say that such men
are happy as men, for in this life subject to mutability, perfect happiness cannot be
attained. And since the desire of nature cannot be in vain, it can be rightly
inferred that perfect beatitude is reserved for man after this life.”

176 See S7T-II, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3.
177 In I  Cor. 15:19, lea. 2 (#924). See also ScG IV, ch. 79, n. 10 (#4135): “The 

immortality of the soul seems to demand [exigere] the future resurrection of the 
body.” See also ibid., n. 11 (#4136); Depotentia, q. 5, a. 10, in which it is argued 
that the “ultimate perfection of beatitude” cannot be achieved without the resurrec 
tion; IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 1, qla. I (SuppL, q. 75, a. 1); Comp, theol I, ch. 151.

178 See P. Donnelly, “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” TS11 (1950): 376: “Despite the 
use of the same axiom, however, one would be quite unjustified in attributing to the 
soul’s natural desire for reunion with the body the same stria necessity of absolute 
exigence which the soul has for its own incorruptibility. For, speaking of the intrin 
sic relations of the soul and body, St. Thomas teaches constantly: ‘Nature is never 
lacking in necessary things [I, q. 76, a. 5].’ On the other hand, he teaches constantly 
that the resurrection of the body is miraculous, whereas, the existence of the soul in 
the separate state is not miraculous. Therefore, the necessity in these first two appli 
cations of the axiom is quite clearly analogous. Hence one who would interpret the 
necessity implied in the axiom identically in these two instances would merely 
betray his unfamiliarity with the thought of Saint Thomas.”
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and not as a strict demonstration. For example, in ScGTV, ch. 1, the resur 
rection is spoken o f as being “above reason,”179 even though the existence of 
a natural desire of the soul for union with the body is evident. If  the resur 
rection surpasses reason, it can only be because the Aristotelian axiom that 
natural desire cannot be in vain cannot be applied with the same certainty 
here as in the case of the incorruptibility o f the soul.

In IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 3, ad 2 ,180 St. Thomas states that the 
resurrection is not demonstrated by arguments drawn from the natural 
order,181 which can only have persuasive power: “From natural things we 
cannot come to know anything that is not natural by means o f a demon 
strative proof; but by a persuasive argument we can come to know some 
thing above nature, since natural things bear a certain likeness to 
supernatural realities.” The natural desire o f the soul to be rejoined to its 
body is something “natural,” and thus it seems that it cannot be used to 
demonstrate something “above nature,” although it can be used to form an 
argument o f fittingness.182

This conclusion is also indicated by the fact that the resurrection of 
the body is not natural or due to nature, and involves the realization o f an

179 See ScG  IV, ch. 1, n. 11 (#3349).
180 In this article (Suppl, q. 75, a. 3, ad 2), St. Thomas asks whether the resurrection is 

natural. The second objection argues that it is natural because St. Gregory the Great 
and other Fathers of the Church have given arguments from reason drawn from the 
natural order. But if valid arguments for the resurrection can be drawn from the nat 
ural order, then the resurrection must belong to the natural order as well, for the 
natural order cannot be used to demonstrate what lies outside its realm.

181 It should be noted that in IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 1 (Suppl, q. 75, a. 1), St. 
Thomas makes a strong affirmation o f the necessity of the resurrection: Necesse est 
resurrectionem ponere. Nevertheless, in qla. 3, ad 2, of this very same article (as well 
as in ScG IV, ch. 1), he specifies that the resurrection cannot be known by natural 
reason through a “demonstrative argument” but only through a “persuasive argu 
ment.” This shows that one must be careful in interpreting St. Thomas’s language. 
The fret that he introduces a conclusion with the words necesse est does not neces 
sarily mean that he himself regards the argument as a strict rational demonstration 
rather than a “persuasive” argument of fittingness. This is important also for the 
interpretation of ScG  III, ch. 51, n. 1 (#2284), in which St. Thomas says: “I t  is 
necessary to say that it is possible to see the essence of God.” This does not imply 
that it is more than an argument of fittingness.

182 One could make the objection here that through natural effects we can demon 
strate the existence of God, who surely is “above nature.” However, we can know 
Gods existence precisely insofar as He is the necessary cause of all natural effects. 
The same cannot be done for the resurrection or the vision of God, because they 
are not the necessary cause o f any natural effects that we can observe. St. Thomas 
is using the phrase “above nature” to mean that it is “above” a necessary connec 
tion with purely natural effects.
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obediential rather than a natural potency.183 Therefore, it is not parallel to 
the case o f the incorruptibility o f the soul, or the existence of a connatural 
final end for man. In this case, the use o f the axiom that a natural desire 
cannot be in vain provides only a strong argument o f fittingness or proba 
bility that the resurrection will actually be given.

The Natural Desire Not to  Suffer Death
St. Thomas also considers the applicability of the axiom that “natural 
desire cannot be in vain” with regard to the natural desire never to die at 
all, but to be directly “clothed over with immortality.” In IV Sent., d. 43, 
q. 1, a. 4, qla. 1, obj. 2, he poses the objection that some people will not 
die, because there is a natural desire “not to be stripped o f our earthly tab 
ernacle,” but to be clothed over with glory.

He responds that the axiom that a natural desire cannot be in vain is 
only certain with regard to unconditional natural desires. A natural desire 
that is not perfectly willed, but carries at least an implicit or virtual condi 
tion, can be allowed by God to remain in vain in all men without detri 
ment to the order of His providence or wisdom. In this case, the desire not 
to die is both natural (voluntas u t natura) and conditional, for it is apparent 
that we are not ordered to this by God, and that it is neither proportionate 
nor due to our nature: “The perfect desire of the saints cannot be in vain; 
but nothing prevents their conditional desire being void. Such is the desire 
whereby we would not be ‘unclothed,’ but ‘clothed upon,’ namely if that be 
possible: and this desire is called by some a velleity,”184

From this text it can be seen that de Lubacs interpretation of the 
demonstrative value of the natural desire to see God is untenable. He holds 
that the desire is “by no means a perfect appetite,” a “positive ordering,” or

183 See IV Sent., d. 43, q. I, a. 1, qla. 3 (SuppL, q. 75, a. 3): “The passive principle of 
natural generation is the natural passive potency which always has an active prin 
ciple corresponding to it in nature, according to Metaphysics, book 9 
[9.1.1046al9]. . . . But in nature there is no active principle of the resurrection, 
either with regard to the union of the soul with the body, or as regards the dispo 
sition which is necessary for that union. . . . Therefore the resurrection, strictly 
speaking, is miraculous and not natural except in a certain respect”; IV Sent., d. 
43, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sed contra 2 {SuppL, q. 78, a. 3, sed contra 2); II Sent., d. 19, 
q. 1, a. 5, in which St. Thomas states that there is only an obediential potency for 
immortality: “Immortality signifies a certain potency to live always and not to die. 
However, this potency in human nature on the part of the body is only found in 
an imperfect way, as an obediential potency alone. For life without end cannot be 
attained from the principles of nature. The realization of this potency is given gra 
tuitously by a divine gift.”

184 IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 2 {SuppL, q. 78, a. 1, ad 2). “Perfect desire” 
here means an unconditional desire. See 2 Cor 5:4.
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a “proportionate inclination,”185 but at the same time he holds that the 
axiom according to which “natural desire cannot be in vain” shows that 
God will actually grant the vision to all men so as not to frustrate mans 
desire, unless man “turns himself away from Him by choice.”18̂  On the 
contrary, St. Thomas maintains that a natural desire that is not perfect or 
efficacious can remain unrealized in ail men.

Finally, it should be noted that although the natural desire for bodily 
immortality can remain frustrated in all men, bodily immortality is still 
immeasurably more proportionate to man than the vision o f God! This is 
alluded to by St. Thomas in De malo, q. 5, a. 5, ad 5. Here, St. Thomas 
argues that death is not natural, in the sense that it is contrary to what is 
fitting for the form of man, his rational soul. In objection 5, the argument 
is made that the (preternatural) gift o f immortality is supernatural in the 
same way as the vision o f God. However, it would not be against nature 
for man to lack the vision o f God. Therefore, the objection concludes that 
death is likewise not against nature.

In response, St. Thomas observes that the gift o f immortality in Eden 
and that o f the vision o f God in heaven are not parallel, even though they 
both exceed the active forces o f nature. This is because immortality is pro 
portionate to our form— the incorruptible rational soul— although it is 
above the nature o f our body. The vision o f God, on the other hand, is 
above our nature not only with regard to the body but also with regard to 
the soul, for it infinitely surpasses the nature o f the created intellect.187

Therefore, it logically follows that if the natural desire not to suffer 
death does not demonstrate that this desire will actually be granted, pre-

185 S^t Mystery, 85-86 [111].
1 8 6  Mystery, 54 [70].
187 See Philippe de la Trinity, “Du pdch^ du Satan et de la destin^e de Pesprit d’aprfcs S. 

Thomas d’Aquin,” in Satan, 65-66, who compares the use of the axiom that natu 
ral desire cannot be in vain as applied to the desire for perpetual being, for the res 
urrection of the body, and for the vision of God. See also E Donnelly, “Gratuity of 
the Beatific Vision,” T S 11 (1950): 376-77, who restates the reasoning of Philippe 
de laTrinitd: “But St. Thomas makes it perfecdy clear that the natural desire for the 
resurrection of the body (less strict than the desire of the soul for its own perpetual 
being) is much more rigorous than the natural desire to see God, as the following 
objection and answer [De malo, q. 5, a. 5, obj. 5 and ad 5] point out. . . . On the 
contrary, however, the resurrection of the body surpasses human nature as a com 
posite of soul and body, but it does not surpass the substantial form, i.e., the soul, 
since the soul is by its very nature a pan of the whole, the human composite. . . . 
Nevertheless, the natural desire of the soul for reunion with the body is not a strict 
exigency, since the resurrection itself is miraculous. However, this miraculous fulfill 
ment is fitting precisely because the soul is by nature a part of a composite. But no 
such reason can be urged for the fulfillment of the natural desire to see God without 
logically incurring the charge o f pantheism.”



cisely because it is an imperfect or conditional desire for an object not due 
to nature, the same will be even more true of the natural desire to see God, 
which completely transcends what could be due to any created spiritual 
nature.

The Natural Desire to See God
By hu the greatest difficulty in interpreting the value of the axiom that nat 
ural desire cannot be in vain occurs in its application to the natural desire to 
see God. One reason for this difficulty is that the texts of St. Thomas use the 
axiom not only to show the sheer possibility o f the vision o f God, but also 
to show its actual offer. In ScG III, ch. 51, n. 1, and ch. 57, n. 4, St. Thomas 
uses the axiom to indicate that the vision of God is “possible.” Four other 
texts, on the other hand,188 use the argument from natural desire to draw 
the conclusion that the beatific vision is actually attained by the blessed. In 
fact, de Lubac seems to be correct in asserting that St. Thomas generally uses 
the axiom not just to show the remote possibility, but also its actual offer.

However, de Lubac’s presupposition that the Aristotelian axiom is an 
absolute principle, always equally valid, has not been substantiated by St. 
Thomas’s use of the axiom. It has been seen that the axiom cannot be 
applied to the natural desire not to experience death in order to show that 
some men will actually not experience death, and that it is not strictly 
demonstrative in showing the actual fact of the resurrection. In addition, 
there are very strong reasons to doubt that St. Thomas intends to use the 
axiom with the same demonstrative force in the case of the natural desire to 
see God as in the cases of natural desire to exist forever and the natural desire 
to attain a final end, where fulfillment of the desire is due to nature.189

388 S T  I, q. 12, a. 1; Comp, theol. I, ch. 104; In  M atth. 5:8 (#434); In I  Cor. 13:12 
(#803). De Lubac cites the first two of these in support of his position, in Sum a- 
turely 469—70.

189 In Sumaturel, 469-70nl, de Lubac cites V. Cathrein (“De naturalis hominis beati- 
tudine,” Gregorianum 11 [1930]: 407) in favor of his thesis: “Fr. Cathrein, thinking 
that the natural desire spoken of by St. Thomas would carry the rational being only 
to a natural knowledge of God, does not hesitate to say that this knowledge, or “nat 
ural beatitude,” could not fail to be offered to him in any hypothesis, without which 
his desire would be in vain. Unlike some others, not being held back by a theologi 
cal difficulty, he finds no obstacle in recognizing the full import of the general prin 
ciple set forth by St. Thomas.” In the passage cited, Cathrein is arguing that it must 
be concretely possible for man to achieve his connatural final end, as St. Thomas 
argues in IE th., lect. 2, n. 3, discussed above. De Lubac overlooks the crucial differ 
ence that while man is naturally ordered to his connatural end (contemplation of 
God through the mirror of creation) by the natural inclination of his will, this nat 
ural inclination does not sufficiently order him to the vision of God, as St. Thomas 
teaches in I-II, q. 62, a. 3, and de Lubac also affirms. Therefore, the axiom cannot 
be applied with the same force in both cases.

T HE N A T U R A L  DESI RE TO SEE GOD
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First of all, St. Thomas repeatedly teaches— throughout his career— that 
knowledge o f our supernatural end exceeds the limits of natural reason.190 
For example, in De medo, q. 5, a. 3 ,191 St. Thomas teaches that the souls in 
limbo are perfected in natural knowledge, but do not have knowledge of 
what can only be known by Revelation. Thus they know that they are 
made for happiness, and that this consists in a possession o f the perfect 
good (which they apparently think they possess!), but they do not know 
that this possession o f the perfect good actually consists in the beatific 
vision, for that is “above natural knowledge,” and pertains to the sphere of 
Revelation and supernatural faith:

We say that the souls of children are not without natural knowledge 
proper to a separated soul according to its nature, but are without 
supernatural knowledge. . . . Now it pertains to natural knowledge 
that the soul knows it was created for happiness and that happiness 
consists in the attainment of the perfect good. But that that perfect 
good for which man was made is that glory which the saints possess

390 See S T  I, q, 1, a. 1: “Man is directed to God, as to an end that surpasses the grasp of 
his reason: ‘Eye has not seen . . .  [Is 64:4]’ ScG  III, ch. 152, n. 2 (#3243): “A vol 
untary motion cannot be directed to something unknown. It is necessary, therefore, 
that knowledge of our final end be given to us through grace, so that we may direct 
ourselves voluntarily to it”; ScG  III, ch. 149, n. 5 (#3221): “Knowledge of our 
supernatural end is given to man by God, since by natural reason man cannot attain 
it, since it surpasses the power of nature”; ScG  IV, ch. 1, n. 11 (#3349): “Those 
things above reason which are awaited in the final end of man, such as resurrection 
and the glorification of the body, and the perpetual beatitude of the soul”; In Gal 
5:16 (#308); In  I  Cor. 2:9 (#98): “Since knowledge of that glory is not taken from 
sensible things, but from  divine revelation, it is rightly said, ‘has not arisen in the 
heart of man,’ but has come down”; In I  Eth., lea. 9 (#113): “The philosopher 
speaks in this book about happiness such as it can be had in this life; for the happi 
ness o f the next life surpasses all investigation of reason”; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 
14, a. 10, ad 3: “To reach a supernatural end . . .  we need faith by which we may 
know that end to which natural knowledge does not attain”; I Sent., prol., q. 1, a. 1: 
“There is another contemplation of God, by which He is seen immediately in His 
essence, and this is perfect and will be realized in heaven, and is possible to man 
according to the supposition of faith”; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3: “Since the 
end is above the knowledge of nature, the inclination to that end [hope and charity] 
cannot be known by natural reason, but by divine revelation . . . and thus philoso 
phers knew nothing about them”; III Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 1; ibid., ad 2: “By 
natural reason we can know the supreme good which communicates itself through a 
natural participation, but not that which is diffusive of itself through a supernatural 
one.. . .  O f this we must have faith, since reason cannot attain to it”; ibid., ad 3.

193 Bernard Lonergan also cites this text to show that St. Thomas only intended to 
give an argument of fittingness in S T l ,  q. 12, a. 1. See M. J. Stebbins, TheD ivine 
Initiative, 158.
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is beyond natural knowledge. Hence the Apostle says in 1 Cor 2:9 
that “eye has not seen . . Which revelation pertains to faith. And 
therefore the souls of children do not know that they are deprived of 
such a good, and do not grieve on this account; but this knowledge 
which they have by nature, they possess without sorrow.

If de Lubacs understanding o f the demonstrative force o f the axiom that 
natural desire cannot be in vain were correct, it would follow that St. 
Thomas’s argument would demonstrate by reason alone that our final end 
can only be the vision of God, for it has been seen that he proves the exis 
tence of the natural desire to see God by reason alone. However, St. Thomas 
asserts that the souls in limbo are not lacking in the natural knowledge due 
to a separated soul, which would certainly include what natural reason can 
attain in our current state.192 Therefore, if St. Thomas supposes that the 
souls in limbo do not know that the “perfect good for which they were made 
is the glory possessed by the saints” in the beatific vision, this can only be 
because he is convinced that this feet cannot be demonstrated by natural 
reason alone, in accordance with 1 Cor 2:9 (or Is 64:4), which he cites with 
great frequency.193 Now for St. Thomas,, the souls in limbo could not fail to 
be aware that they have a natural desire to see God (elicited and imperfect),

192 See the earlier parallel text, II Sent., q. 33, q. 2, a. 2: “It does not seem probable 
that the soul freed from the burden of the body would not know at least what rea 
son can investigate, and even much more.” See also De anima, q. un., a. 15, in 
fine, ibid., aa. 17 and 18: “As long as the soul is united to the body, from the very 
union with the body it has its gaze directed to inferior things. . . . But when it is 
separated from the body, it has its gaze directed only to superior things, from 
which it receives the influx of universal intelligible species. . . . Thus it should be 
said that separated souls through natural knowledge know all natural things in a 
universal way, but not each one in particular.”

193 Altogether, the texts of 1 Cor 2:9 and Is 64:4 (to which 1 Cor 2:9 is referring) are 
directly cited at least forty-nine times in the works of St. Thomas, generally to 
show that our supernatural beatitude exceeds our reason and understanding: STI, 
q. l,a. 1;I—II, q. 5, a. 5, sedcontra: “But the final beatitude prepared for the saints 
surpasses the intellect and will of man, for the Apostle says in 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has 
not s e e n I—II, q. 62, a. 3; I-II, q. 114, a. 2; II—II, q. 175, a. 3; III, q. 55, a. 
1; De malo, q. 5, a. 3; ScGTV, ch. 17, n. 9 (#3534); ch. 21, n. 4 (#3578); De veri- 
tate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, a. T, I Sent, prol.: “It surpasses every measure of reason and 
desire; thus Is 64:4 ‘eye has not seen . . . ’ II Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 4; II Sent, d. 29, 
q. 1, a. 1; II Sent, d. 38, q. 1, a. 2, obj. 2; III Sent, d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; III Sent., 
d. 24, q. un., a. 2, qla. 3, obj. 2; III Sent, d. 24, q. un., a. 3, qla. 1, sed contra 2: 
“Those things for which we hope are above reason, for ‘eye has not seen
Isaiam 24:16; 64:4; Expositio in Jeremiam prophetam, ch. 29, lect. 1; Catena aurea 
in Marcum 16:5, lect. T, In Rom. 11:28 (#923); In I  Cor. 2:9 (#96-97); Expositio in 
orationem dominicam, a. 2; Sermones, n. 1, pars 2; n. 7, pars 2; In Psalmos, Ps. 17,
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which manifests itself in their experience o f wonder with regard to the 
essence of the first cause.19<* Since St. Thomas held that these souls do not 
know that their nature was created for the satisfaction o f this desire, it is 
clear that he did not think that the Aristotelian axiom could be applied with 
certainty in this case. In other words, it does not pertain to natural reason to 
know that this particular natural desire could not have been allowed to 
remain forever unfulfilled in all men, precisely because it is disproportionate 
and not due to human nature, which is not naturally ordered to &194 195 196

De Lubacs interpretation is also opposed by a second consideration. It 
has been established above that the natural desire to see God is an imper 
fect or implicidy conditional desire. However, according to IV Sent., d. 43, 
q. 1, a. 4, qla. 1, ad 2, St. Thomas affirms that an imperfect or conditional 
natural desire— such as the desire not to be stripped o f our body (even if 
only temporarily) through death— can in feet be allowed to remain unful 
filled in all men. Indeed, St. Thomas holds that the natural desire not to 
undergo death (which he also speaks of as a desiderium naturae)19(̂  will 
actually remain unfulfilled in all men, for all will experience death.

Finally, de Lubac’s interpretation is contrary to the texts o f St. Thomas 
which state that grace, glory, and the vision o f God are not due to human 
nature, which thus can exist fittingly and coherently without them.197 If the 
existence of a natural desire to see God necessarily implied that this desire 
must have the concrete possibility of being realized so as not to exist in vain, 
it would follow that the offer of the beatific vision would be due to human 
nature, which is heretical. If the absence o f an end would render a creature’s

n. 14; Ps. 24, n. 10; Ps. 30, n. 16; Ps. 32, n. 3; Ps. 35, n. 2; Ps. 35, n. 4; Ps. 36, n. 
14; InM atth. 16:17 (#1379); 20:4 (#1630); 20:23 (#1661); 25:34 (#2094); In loan. 
3:8, lect. 2 (#455); 17:23, lea. 5 (#2250); 21:4, lect. 1 (#2586); In I I  Cor. 4:18 
(#151); 9:15 (#342); In Gal 5:16 (#308): “For knowledge of our supernatural end 
is given to us only through the Holy Spirit; 1 Cor. 2:9: 'Eye has not seen . . .’ ”; In 
Eph. 2:7 (#90); Super epistolam ad  Colossenses Uctura 1:5 (#13); Super epistolam ad  
Hebreos lectura 6:19 (#325); 11:8 (#582).

194 E. Brisbois, on the contrary, proposed an interpretation of this article according to 
which the souls in limbo did not know they had a natural desire to see God, pre 
supposing that the natural desire to see God is innate and not elicited, imprinted 
on the soul by God in destining us to a supernatural end. See “D&ir naturel et 
vision de Dieu,” N R T 5A  (1927): 96-97. Brisbois further developed his views in a 
later article: “Le d&ir de voir Dieu et la mdtaphysique du vouloir en St. Thomas,” 
N R T  68 (1936): 978-89, 1090-1113. However, Brisbois’s view is incompatible 
with all of St. Thomas’s texts concerning the natural desire to see God, in which it 
is clearly an elicited desire following on knowledge.

195 See the parallel text, II Sent., q. 33, q. 2, a. 2.
196 In  I I  Cor. 5:4-6 (#158-62); D e rationibusfidei, ch. 9.
197 See De veritate, q. 6, a. 2c and ad 6; q. 7, a. 6, ad 3; q. 14, a. 10, ad 2; q. 27, a. 3, 

ad 17; IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 3; IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2; etc.
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fundamental natural desire to be “in vain,” then the concrete possibility of 
reaching that end is evidently due to the nature of the creature.

When Is Something  "in Vain"?
An evaluation o f the demonstrative value o f the natural desire to see God 
must take into account the basis for the axiom that a natural desire cannot 
be in vain. In several texts, St. Thomas says that something is “in vain”
(frustra) if it does not achieve the end to which it is ordered, or for whose 
sake it exists. For example, in S T  I, q. 25, a. 2, ad 2, the power of God is 
not said to be in vain, even if God were not to create, because His power 
is not ordered to a further end, but is itself the end of all its effects: “It is 
not necessary, therefore, that the infinite power of God should be mani 
fested so as to produce an infinite effect. Yet even if it were to produce no 
effect, the power of God would not be in vain; because a thing is in vain 
[frustra] which is ordained toward an end to which it does not attain. But 
the power o f God is not ordered toward its effect as toward an end. 
Rather, it is the end o f the effect produced by it.”198

Applying this principle to the subject o f natural desire, it follows that 
a natural desire or inclination would be in vain to the extent that it is 
ordered by God— and naturally orders the creature— to an end which 
could not be obtained. Things are naturally ordered to their ends through 
their natural inclinations.199 However, the natural desire to see God is not 
conceived by St. Thomas as a natural inclination that serves to order us 
naturally to the vision of God. Instead, he teaches that we are ordered to

198 See also D eanima, q. un., a. 16, ad 9: “Something is said to be in vain if it is for the 
sake of an end which it does not attain”; In IIM eta ., lect. 1 (#286); IV Sent, d. 49, 
q. 2, a. 6, ad 8: "Even if no intellect could understand the divine essence either by 
nature or by grace, the divine essence would not be intelligible in vain, first because 
it understands itself, and secondly, because it is not for the sake of anything else. But 
to be ‘in vain’ has no place accept in those things which are for the sake of some 
thing else, which they do not attain.” For other texts, see H. van der Meulen, Adag- 
ium ‘Appetitus naturalis non potest esse frustra" in doctrina S. Thomae, excerpta ex diss. 
ad lauream in Theol., PUG (Rome, 1953), 33. See also A. Fernandez, “Naturale 
desiderium videndi divinam essentiam apud Divum Thomam eiusque scholam,” 
D im s Thomas {Piacenza) 33 (1930): 516: “For something is said to be in vain which 
does not attain to the end to which it is destined by God and nature.”

199 See S7T-II, q. 62, a. 3: “Through natural inclination man is ordered to his con 
natural end”; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; III Sent,  d. 27, q. 1, a. 2: “Everything which 
is from God receives a certain nature by which it is ordered to its final end. Thus it 
is necessary to find a natural appetite in all creatures having some end. This is also 
true in the will itself with respect to our final end. Thus by a natural appetite man 
wills happiness.” See also S7T-II, q. 91, a. 2: “It is evident that all things partake 
in some way of the eternal law, insofar as, namely, from its being imprinted on 
them, they derive their respective inclinations to their proper acts and ends.”
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the vision first through grace and the theological virtues, and that we do 
not have a sufficient natural inclination for the vision o f God.200 There 
fore, it follows that the axiom cannot be applied with the same demonstra 
tive rigor to the natural desire to see God as to other natural desires which 
sufficiently order the creature to their proportionate end.

The axiom that nature does nothing in vain is also explained in St. 
Thomas’s commentary on the beginning o f Aristotle’s Politics,201 Here St. 
Thomas states that nature does nothing in vain because it works for a 
determined end. Therefore, if nature gives to a creature “something that is 
intrinsically ordered to some end, it follows that that end is given to the 
creature by nature.” Thus man’s capacity o f speech indicates that man is 
ordered to social intercourse and is naturally a social creature.

According to the reasoning o f these texts, if the natural desire to see 
God were “ordered” per se to the realization o f the vision of God, then it 
would follow that the existence of a natural desire to see God would demon 
strate that the beatific vision would necessarily be given, and de Lubac’s 
position would be correct. For example, it can be rigorously deduced that 
the vision of God will actually be given, if grace and the theological virtues are 
given, since these serve to order us sufficiently to the vision of God. Other 
wise, these gifts would be given irrationally and in vain.202 203 204

However, the natural desire to see God is not something which suffi 
ciently orders us to the beatific vision, in the same way as the faculty of 
speech orders us to social intercourse, as de Lubac also admits.20  ̂There 
fore, it does not follow that the natural desire to see God would have nec 
essarily been given irrationally if the vision of God were left unrealized in 
all rational creatures.

This conclusion is strengthened further by the fact— noted by 
Suarez20̂ — that the natural desire to see God is not an innate appetite 
implanted in us per se. Rather, it is presented by St. Thomas as a necessary 
consequence of the natural desire to know the causes and essences o f things 
in general. The natural desire to know would be implanted in us irrationally

200 See 57*1-11, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 3c and ad I; I-II, q. 63, a. 3; De vir- 
tutibus, q. urv., a. 10; ScG III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229); De veritate, q. 27, a. 5; III 
Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 1.

201 In IPolit., Iect. 1 (#36-37).
202 See Gonet, Clypeus theologize thomisticae, commentary on 57*1, q. 12, disp. 1, a. 4, 

§2, n. 80 (l:222b-223a): “An innate propensity, whether of nature ot of grace, can 
not tend to something impossible. But through habitual grace, man has an innate 
propensity—not of nature but of grace—to tend to supernatural beatitude. There 
fore, this is possible.”

203 See Mystery, 85-86 [111].
204 See De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §3, n. 7 (Opera omnia, 4:156); and De div- 

ina substantia, bk. 2, ch. 7, n. 11 (Opera omnia, 1:66b).
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if we were never able to gain the knowledge proportionate to us.205 206 How 
ever, seeing God is not naturally proportionate to any created intellect.

Comparison o f the Different Cases in Which 
St. Thomas Uses the Aristotelian Axiom
On the basis o f the foregoing analysis, it can be seen that the Aristotelian 
axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain does not possess the same 
absolute validity in every case. It is used demonstratively with regard to (1) 
the incorruptibility of the soul, (2) the existence o f a final end of human 
life, and (3) the existence o f that end after this life. It cannot be applied 
with the same demonstrative force, however, to (4) the resurrection, (5) the 
natural desire never to die, or (6) the natural desire to see God.

In cases (l)-(3), the natural desire sufficiently orders the creature to 
the object o f the desire, an object which is strictly proportionate to nature, 
and is due to it, according to St. Thomas’s notion of debitum naturae. In 
these cases, the natural desire in question is naturally perfect or absolute 
(and innate as well as elicited). In cases (4)—(6), on the other hand, the 
object o f desire is above the nature, and thus it cannot be due to the nature 
or stricdy proportionate to it. Furtherniore, in cases (4)-(6), there is no 
natural potency corresponding to the desire, but only an obediential 
potency. As seen above, God can leave obediential potencies forever unre 
alized without any detriment to the order of His providence.206

However, the desire to see God is even less proportionate to its object 
than the desire for resurrection and the desire never to experience death. 
Seeing God is proportionate only to God. Resurrection and the absence of 
death, on the contrary, are proportionate to the nature o f the soul, 
although not to the composite of body and soul.

In effect, de Lubacs argument consists in seeking to apply the Aris 
totelian axiom to the natural desire to see God in exacdy the same way as it 
is applied to the case of the incorruptibility of the soul, or to the existence of 
a final end of human life. In other words, he is treating the natural desire to 
see God as if it sufficiently ordered us to the beatific vision, as the natural 
inclination o f the will orders us to a proportionate final end. The axiom that 
natural desire cannot be in vain demonstrates the “actual and concrete possi 
bility”207 to attain the object of the desire (although its attainment may be

205 See In 1 Meta., lect. 1 (#4), in which St. Thomas notes that Aristode opens his 
Metaphysics with the affirmation “All men naturally desire to know,” in order to 
show that a science sought for its own sake (metaphysics) must be possible, and is 
not sought in vain, for a natural desire cannot be in vain. The science of meta 
physics, however, is proportionate to human nature, unlike the vision o f God.

206 See 57*111, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; III Sent., d. 1, q. 1, a. 3, ad 4.
207 See Sumaturel, 467.
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blocked by an obstacle), whenever the creature is naturally ordered to that 
end, has a natural proportionality with it, and has a perfect or efficacious 
natural appetite for it, corresponding to an innate appetite, which is never 
conditional. Therefore, the natural desire for happiness is sufficient to 
demonstrate that there must be a fitting final end for all men (connatural 
end), but the natural desire to see God is not sufficient to demonstrate that 
this final end must be the vision of God. Although there must be a fitting- 
final end for all men, it need not be the vision o f God.

If, on the contrary, one could demonstrate by other arguments that 
the vision o f God is the only possible happiness or final end of man (as de 
Lubac holds), then de Lubacs interpretation would be correct, and the 
Aristotelian axiom would prove with certainty that God will offer man the 
beatific vision. In this case, the natural desire in question would be the 
natural desire for happiness itself, which is innate and absolute. If  the nat 
ural desire for happiness could not be concretely realized outside o f the 
beatific vision, then man would have been created in vain if the vision 
were not offered. In this case, the argument would have the same validity 
as that which shows that there must exist a final end o f human life, and 
that this end must be realized after this life.

However, since St. Thomas teaches that there are two kinds of beati 
tude or happiness— one that is proportionate with the nature o f the crea 
ture, although imperfect in itself, and another that is simply perfect, but 
exceeding the nature of the creature208— this conclusion does not follow! 
If an end can be realized in two ways, one much more perfectly than the 
other, the desire for the end cannot be said to be in vain if only the less 
perfect realization is concretely possible.

In effect, de Lubac’s evaluation o f the demonstrative value of the nat 
ural desire to see God depends on his identification o f this natural desire 
with the imprinting o f a supernatural finality on our nature in its very 
constitution, an initial assumption which appears to be the first and most 
fundamental principle of his reasoning. This would give the natural desire 
to see God the same characteristics as the natural desire for happiness in 
general. If  this were true, it would follow that the natural desire to see God 
would be an absolute and innate desire, which God certainly would not 
implant in us without providing the concrete possibility o f its being real 
ized. Thus it would justify a rigorous application o f the Aristotelian 
axiom, demonstrating the actual offer of the beatific vision.

If, on the contrary, this consequence (the demonstration that the 
beatific vision must be given) is impossible— for the gratuitous offer o f the 
beatific vision cannot be demonstrated— then the initial assumption must

208 See STl,  q. 23, a. 1; I, q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, a. 1; De veritote, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27,
a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1.
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be rejected as well. The natural desire to see God cannot be interpreted as 
the consequence o f the imprinting o f a supernatural finality on our nature.

This question is of great importance, for if de Lubacs application of the 
axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain were correct, then St. Thomas’s 
argument would demonstrate the absolute impossibility of a state of pure 
nature for any intellectual creature, and the actual feet that God has destined 
us to a supernatural end, which implies that God must give grace. Further 
more, this would follow by natural reason alone, because St. Thomas—in 
contrast with de Lubac— demonstrates the existence o f a natural desire to 
see God by reason alone, showing that a desire to see God is naturally 
elicited in every intellectual creature. De Lubacs interpretation o f the 
import of this axiom would put St. Thomas’s argument in direct contradic 
tion with various Magisterial teachings,209 including Humani generis.210

Such an interpretation would also make St. Thomas contradict his own 
teaching with regard to (1) a large series of texts which assert that knowledge 
of our supernatural end is exclusively supernatural;211 (2) the texts which 
assert that the final end for angels and men is twofold: connatural and 
supernatural;212 (3) the series o f texts which speak of a state o f pure nature 
as possible;213 and (4) the texts asserting'that the vision of God, grace, and 
glory are not due to human nature.214

209 See the letter Gravissimas inter (DS 2854, 2856) of 1862 against the errors of 
Frohschammer, in which Pius IX declares: “The limits beyond which reason in its 
own right has never advanced nor can advance are fixed and well-known to all. To 
dogmas of this sort pertain particularly and openly all those which treat of the 
supernatural elevation of man and his supernatural intercourse with God, and 
which are known to have been revealed for this purpose. And surely, since these 
dogmas are above nature, they cannot, therefore, be reached by natural reason and 
natural principles.”

See also Vatican I, dogmatic constitution D ei Filius, sess. 3, ch. 2, DS 3005: 
“God in His infinite goodness has ordained man to a supernatural end, which is 
to share in the good things of God which utterly exceed the intelligence of the 
human mind, for ‘eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, 
what God has prepared for those who love Him’ [1 Cor 2:9].” See also ch. 4 (DS 
3015-16).

210 DS 3891: “Others destroy the gratuity of the supernatural order, since God, they 
say, cannot create intellectual beings without ordering and calling them to the 
beatific vision.”

211 See note 190 in this chapter.
212 See ST1,  q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, a. lc  and ad 3; I—II, q. 62, a. 3; De veritate, q. 14, 

a. 2; II Sent., d. 41, q. 1, a. 1; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3.
213 See II Sent., d. 31, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3; De malo, q. 4, a. 1, ad 14; q. 5, a. 1, ad 15; q. 

16, a. 2, ad 17; D e veritate, q. 6, a. 2: “The perfection of grace and glory are goods 
such that nature can exist without them, for they exceed the limits of natural forces.”

214 See De veritate, q. 7, a. 6, ad 3; q- 6, a. 2c and ad 6; q. 14, a. 10, ad 2: “From the 
first institution of human nature it has been ordered to the end of beautude, not as
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Therefore, it is absolutely clear that de Lubac is mistaken in his thesis 
that the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain should be understood 
to prove that God will necessarily offer the beatific vision to those to whom 
He has given a natural desire to see God. St. Thomas’s argument can only 
offer an argument o f fittingness for the actual offer o f the vision.* 215

The Question o f the Possibility o f the Beatific Vision
The same reasons which make the natural desire to see God incapable of 
demonstrating the actual offer o f the beatific vision also imply that the 
natural desire can only provide an argument o f fittingness for the sheer 
possibility of the vision. I f  the actual offer of the beatific vision cannot be 
proven because the vision is neither proportionate nor due to nature, and 
because the natural desire for it is conditional, then how do we know with 
complete certainly that the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain can 
prove the sheer possibility o f the vision? In other words, how do we know 
that the Aristotelian axiom has strictly demonstrative force when it is 
stretched and applied to an object o f natural desire that transcends all pro 
portionality with human nature? For without the aid o f Revelation it is 
not evident that the natural desire to see God is necessarily ordered to the 
possibility o f its realization. Instead, it is presented by St. Thomas as a nec 
essary and sublime but disproportionate fruit of the natural desire to know 
in general, which is naturally ordered to the perfection o f our connatural 
end: contemplation o f God through the mirror o f creation.

Therefore, the argument must inevitably be understood as one of fit 
tingness, both (a) with regard to the possibility and (b) with regard to the 
actual offer of the beatific vision. This argument o f fittingness could be for 
mulated as follows:

to an end due to man according to his nature, but only from the divine munifi 
cence”; II Sent., d. 23, q. 2, a. 1: “To this vision which is due only to God, angels 
and men are raised by glory”; II Sent., d. 32, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 
2 (on limbo); 57*1, q. 12, a. 4; De malo, q. 5, a. 1, ad 15.

See G. de Broglie, “De la place du surnaturel dans la philosophic de saint 
Thomas,” RSR 14 (1924): 213, in which the author defends his position that the 
axiom dm natural desire cannot be in vain must only be interpreted in terms of the 
possibility of the beatific vision, but not in terms of the actual offer, because this 
would contradict St. Thomas’s repeated assertion that grace is not due to nature.

215 See C. Boyer, “Nature pure et surnaturel dans le ‘Surnaturel’ du P£re de Lubac,” 
Gregorianum 28 (1947): 394-95: “There is in us a natural desire to see God, but 
this desire does not prove that the vision of God is due to us, or, if you will, this 
desire does not prove that the vision of God has been destined to us by God. 
These two ways of speaking are equivalent here. In effect, if we cannot demon 
strate that it is due to us, we cannot know, on the sole basis of this desire, that the 
vision has been destined for us. Thus one cannot theologically conceive the super 
natural without reference to pure nature.”



1. Is it reasonable to think that the rational creature s natural desire aims 
at something which God cannot provide, so that even Gods 
omnipotence, working above nature, cannot supply the object of this 
most sublime o f all natural desires? Such a view appears very unlikely, 
if not directly false. Given such a choice, it is clearly much more 
rational to presume that Gods omnipotence is at least capable o f sat 
isfying even the most disproportionate natural desire that He makes 
to be present in His creatures, although such satisfaction is not due 
to their nature. This is equivalent to saying that it is reasonable to 
presume that the vision o f God in the intellectual creature involves 
no hidden contradiction which would render it impossible even for 
the omnipotence o f God.216

As in the case o f the Incarnation or the Trinity, the non-contradic 
toriness o f the revealed mystery cannot be directly demonstrated by 
natural reason alone. It is not absurd in itself to think that there may 
be an inherent contradiction in the notion of a creature knowing the 
very essence of God, who is His own being, whereas we have only a 
participated being; for “what is known must be in the knower 
according to the knower’s own mode of being.”217 Nevertheless, we 
know by Revelation that there is no contradiction; God can indeed 
elevate us to the vision through the gift of the light o f glory.

Thus it seems that the axiom that “natural desire cannot be in vain” 
can provide perhaps moral certainty regarding the possibility of the 
beatific vision, but not an absolute certainty, which can only come 
from Revelation.218 This solution harmoniously reveals both the 
strength o f our natural reason in supporting the data of revealed truth, 
and its inherent weakness and humility in the face of a mystery that is 
supernatural in itself.

2. In a similar way, the axiom that natural desire cannot be in vain pro 
vides an argument o f fittingness also for the actual offer o f the 
beatific vision. Is it reasonable to think that a disproportionate natu 
ral desire in a creature, presupposing that it is possible, extends 
beyond the generosity of God? Would we not be justified in “conjec 
turing” that if we are capable of receiving the object of this most sub 
lime o f natural desires, God would not allow a natural desire in His

216 God’s omnipotence extends to everything that does not imply a contradiction; see 
. S T  I, q. 25, a. 3.

217 S T l ,  q. 12, a. 4. See also ad 3, which offers another indirect argument (a “sign”) for 
the possibility of the beatific vision. I hold that this is also an argument of fittingness.

218 Billuart expresses this by saying that the argument provides a moral certainty rather 
than a metaphysical certainty, see Summa Sancti Thomae, vol. 3, Tractates de gratia, 
diss. 2, praeambula, a. 2 (39a-b).
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creature to outstrip the limits o f His own liberality? Thus it appears 
that the axiom that “natural desire cannot be in vain” is capable of 
achieving a bold “conjectural presumption” also with regard to the 
actual offer o f the vision.219 Nevertheless, if we seek to interpret this 
as more than an argument o f fittingness, it would have the disastrous 
result o f making the vision o f God and the entire order o f grace due 
to human nature.

9. De Lubac and the  Notion of D eb itu m  N aturae
This brings us to the central question o f the gratuitousness of the super 
natural order according to de Lubac. This is treated in different ways in 
the conclusion o f Surm turel (1946), on the one hand, and in the 1949 
article, “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” and the book of 1965, The Mystery o f 
the Supernatural, on the other, in which he attempts to respond to the crit 
icism directed to the earlier work.

The Gratuitousness o f the Supernatural 
according to  S u rn a tu re l

The grave difficulty with de Lubacs treatment o f the gratuitousness o f the 
supernatural in Surnaturel is that by attempting to dismiss the problem of 
gratuitousness as a false problem (a “phantom of our imagination?”),220 it 
ultimately tends, like Jansenism, to identify the gratuitousness o f the 
supernatural with the gratuitousness o f creation, although de Lubac elo 
quently denies this consequence in his later works on the subject.

In feet, in Surnaturel, de Lubac did not correcdy identify the problem 
of the gratuitousness o f the supernatural for which he attempted to provide 
a new solution. He presents this problem as if it were a matter of showing 
that God is not made dependent on the creature, and o f ensuring that our 
desire to see God does not put an obligation on God to fulfill that desire. 
Therefore, he shows in response that God is not dependent on the creature 
even if the only possible end for man is supernatural.221

219 See II Sent., d. 4, q. 1, a. 2, in which Sr. Thomas speaks of a “conjecture” of the 
angels in the moment of their creation with regard to their future supernatural 
beatitude: “According to a conjecture they could presume that they would have 
beatitude [i.e. supernatural], because their nature was more inclined to that, as if 
instituted for that.” However, the situation contemplated in this article is not 
exactly the same as the natural desire to see God. Here he is considering whether 
the angels would have known whether they would persevere and thus attain 
supernatural beatitude, or whether they would fell.

220 See Surnaturel, 486.
221 See Mystery, 31 [41]: “The fact that the nature of spiritual being, as it actually 

exists, is not conceived as an order destined to close in finally upon itself, but as



It is indeed unquestionable that God is never dependent on the crea 
ture. If something is due to nature in the Thomistic sense, it does not 
make God dependent on the exigency of the creature. God is never a 
debtor to the creature, but only to Himself and to the order which He 
Himself has freely willed to establish.222

However, the problem of gratuitousness is not the same as the problem 
of dependence. Here lies the major flaw in de Lubacs discussion o f gratu 
itousness in the brief conclusion of SumatureL Something can be due to 
the nature o f a creature in virtue of a natural inclination implanted in the 
creature by God, without making God dependent on the creature. How 
ever, if it is due to nature in this way, it cannot be said to be gratuitous in 
the proper sense of the word. Therefore, the problem of the gratuitousness 
of grace and the vision o f God lies entirely in showing that they are not due 
to nature, in the way that the ordination to a connatural end and the means 
to obtain that end223 are in fact due to nature, from the Thomistic point of 
view. What de Lubac really needed to show (and has not shown) was that 
his interpretation of the natural desire to see God as an absolute desire, nec 
essarily implying that the vision of God is the only possible end for our 
concrete human nature, does not make the vision of God and grace due to 
nature in this way.

The Jansenist denial o f the possibility o f a state o f pure nature—as 
manifested in Quesnel and the Synod of Pistoia— foiled precisely on this 
account. They portrayed the gratuitousness of the grace o f Adam (and thus 
of the vision o f God to which grace ordered him) as ultimately being the 
consequence o f the exigency that God Himself had freely put into the crea 
ture in creation, thus making the supernatural to be a sequela creationis,224 225 

St. Thomas poses the objection that God cannot be the debtor to a 
creature in S7T, q. 21, a. 1, obj. 3, which provides the occasion for him to 
clarify the notion of natures due (debitum).223 His response is that it is not

open to an inevitably supernatural end, does not mean . . . that God is in the 
smallest degree bound.”

222 See S7T, q. 21, a. 1, ad 3; SrGII, chs. 28-29, n. 17 (#1060): “In all of which, if 
we consider rightly, God is not said to be the debtor to the creature, but to the 
fulfillment of what He Himself has disposed.”

22̂  See ScG II, chs. 28—29, n. 18 (#1061): “It is due to the end that those things exist 
by which one attains the end”; De veritate, q. 6, a. 2.

224 See the condemned propositions DS 2435 (proposition 35 of Quesnel): “The 
grace of Adam is a consequence of creation [sequela creationis] and was due to his 
whole and sound nature”; DS 2616 (proposition 16 of the bull Auctorem fidei 
condemning the same doctrine as taught in the Synod of Pistoia).

225 The same objection is answered in De veritate, q. 6, a. 2: “Those things which are 
first willed by God come from His simple will, but those that are required for this 
first class of things come as something due, although on the basis of a supposition. 
This ‘debt’ does not, however, make God a debtor to things but only to His own
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God who is obliged, but rather it is creation that must submit to the order 
instituted by the wisdom of God. It is due to God that His order in cre 
ation be realized. W hat is due to the creature is nothing more than that the 
order o f God— expressed in the notion o f nature and the natural order— be 
realized in it.226 The "due” that is established by Gods ordering or subordi 
nation of one created perfection to another has its foundation in the order 
ing o f all things to God. God is not a debtor as if  He were ordered to His 
creatures. O n the contrary, it is His creatures that are ordered to Him pri 
marily, and secondarily to one another. They are ordered to Him, in the 
way that He has ordered them to one another. In establishing an order that 
is due to the creature in virtue o f its nature, and in granting what is due, 
God is not a debtor to anyone, except, in a metaphorical sense, to Himself. 
The order o f nature established by God, with the manifold subordination 
that it entails, is ordered to the rule o f the divine wisdom, and so it is ulti 
mately nature that is debtor to the wisdom of God.

Granted that God wishes to make man, it is due to Gods own will, 
and consequently to the nature o f man, that he be given what belongs to 
human nature, such as reason and hands.227 Likewise, supposing God wills 
the order and harmony o f the universe, that which this order and harmony 
entails is “due.” These things are due to creatures because their realization is 
first due to the divine will itself.228

Likewise, in 5 T I- I I ,  q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2, St. Thomas teaches, that 
although some things are due by God to the nature of the creature (or to 
personal merit), this does not imply that God is under an “obligation” to 
the creature. Something is due to the nature o f a creature not because God 
must submit to the exigency o f the creature, but because God wills the 
creature to submit to the order established by divine wisdom.229 230 Thus the 
problem of “dependence” is indeed a false problem. However, the problem 
of gratuitousness is not thereby shown to be a false problem! St. Thomas 
distinguishes two levels o f gratuitousness.2̂ 0 The gratuitousness o f grace 
and glory is on another level entirely from that o f creation, and presupposes

will, for the realization of which is due all that which is said to proceed from God 
by way of being due”; De veritate, q. 23, a. 6, ad 3.

226 See G. Fr&iaud, who summarizes this point well in “La gratuity des dons surna- 
tuiels,” LapensSe catholique 6 (1948): 32: “When He realizes something that is 
due, God is not a debtor. It is the creature which owes to God, and God does in 
it what it owes to Him. . . . What is due to a creature is nothing other than what 
it needs to be conformed to the ideal that God imposes on it and which it must 
realize. Thus nothing is due to the creature but what is first due from it to God.”

227 See De veritate, q. 6, a. 2.
228 See ScGII, chs. 28-29, n. 17 (#1060).
229 5 n -II ,q . I l l ,  a. 1, ad2.
230 See also Comp. theoL I, ch. 214.
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both the free gift of creation and that which is due to the created nature. 
There can be no twofold gratuitousness without a nature to which some 
things are due, which grace then transcends.

De Lubac in Sumaturel cites the same principle that St. Thomas used in 
571, q. 21, a. 1, obj. 3: “God is not a debtor to anyone.” St. Thomas poses 
this objection to show that there is no incompatibility between the fact that 
God cannot be a debtor to His creature and the fact that something can be 
really due to the creature in virtue of its nature or condition, on the basis of 
God’s ordination. O f course, we have no rights over God, but nevertheless 
God’s own order and wisdom establishes certain “rights” which are due to the 
created nature in order for the creature to correspond to God’s idea of it.231

However, de Lubac does not cite St. Thomas’s response, nor does he 
resolve the sense in which something can be due to nature without mak 
ing God a debtor. Instead he cites Ockham: “In no sense and by no tide, 
whether natural or moral, can we have any rights over God. ‘God is not a 
debtor to anyone in any way; this phrase o f Ockham is the echo of the 
entire tradition.”232 De Lubac has cited the principle used by St. Thomas 
in the more absolute form given by Ockham, who adds the qualification 
that nothing can ever really be due to’ the creature by God in any way 
(iquocumque modo), so that the beatific vision will not be due even if it is 
the only end possible for man. Here de Lubac is much closer to Ockham 
than to St. Thomas, without pointing out the abyss between the two! If 
one asserts that nothing is ever due to the creature in virtue o f his nature 
in any way, as Ockham does, followed by de Lubac, then one would logi 
cally no longer be able to distinguish the special gratuitousness o f supernat 
ural g ifs  from the lesser gratuitousness of natural gifts and creation.233

231 See De veritate, q. 23, a. 6, ad 3: “It is due to each natural thing that it have that 
which its nature requires [exigit], both in essential and accidental aspects. That 
this is due depends on the divine wisdom, in that natural things should be such 
that they imitate the proper idea o f them which is in the divine mind.”

232 Sumaturel, 487—88. This text of Ockham (“Deus nulli debitor est quocumque 
modo”) is also cited approvingly by de Lubac in Augustinianism and Modem The 
ology, 12 [13-14].

233 See the article by C. de Pamplona, “El concepto de ‘gratuidad de lo sobrenaturaT 
en una obra del R de Lubac,” Estudios franciscanos 51 (1950): 179-87, esp. 182: 
“For de Lubac . . . this gratuitousness consists in the foot that God, in giving us 
some gift—such as grace or glory—does not bestow it on us in virtue of a moral 
obligation that exists in Him with regard to man, such as would make Him 
obliged to us, which would be in opposition to His sovereign independence. We 
believe, however, that this is not the true concept of the gratuitousness of the 
supernatural. . . ; there would no longer be a distinction between the gratuitous 
ness o f supernatural and natural gifts, since in neither case could the creature have 
a right over his Creator.. . .  Nevertheless, it is undeniable that for the Fathers and 
the great theologians, the supernatural has a gratuitousness that is proper to it.”
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To see the radical difference here between the positions of Ockham 
and St. Thomas, it is illuminating to see an example of how Ockham uses 
this axiom in his works:

Just as God creates any creature according to his mere will, by the 
same token, he can do with the creature whatever pleases Him, 
according to His mere will. Just as God could annihilate, without 
any injury, someone who always loved God and did every work 
acceptable to Him, likewise after such works He could give, not life 
eternal, but eternal damnation, without any injury. The reason is 
because God is not a debtor to anyone, but whatever He does to us is 
done from mere grace. And therefore from the very fact that God does 
something, it is done justly. It is clear that Christ never sinned, and 
yet He was punished most severely to death.234

For Ockham everything is equally by “grace,” which thereby is logically 
deprived o f any specific distinguishing value, and nothing can be due to 
any nature. The gravity o f the consequences o f such a nominalist position 
is evident. The notion of a natural order is completely dissolved in such a 
conception, and God is made into an arbitrary autocrat, thus preparing 
the way for the Protestant Reformation.

Certainly de Lubac would not be in agreement with this text o f Ock 
ham. The idea that God could give eternal damnation to someone who 
always loved Him and did all good works, simply because God is not a 
debtor to anyone, would be abhorrent to him. The point o f similarity, 
which I presume is the reason why de Lubac cited Ockham, is that both 
reject the notion o f debitum naturae as a means to distinguish the natural 
from the gratuitous, and to delineate the coherence of the natural order.235

234 Ockham, Quaestiones in librum quartum Sententiarum (Reportatio), q. 5, “De 
effectibus Baptismi,” in Opera philosophica et theologica, vol. 7 (St. Bonaventure, NY: 
Editiones Instituti Franciscani Universitatis S. Bonaventurae, 1984), 55. Of course, 
it is not exact to say that Christ was “punished” at all, for His death was vicarious. 
This text of Ockham is in total opposition to the principles of St. Thomas, accord 
ing to whom the will of God is measured by the rule of His wisdom. See IV Sent., 
d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 2: “But if He gave to someone less good than what was due to 
him, or punished him more than he had sinned, this would be against the order of 
jusdce. Nor could God do this, speaking of His ordered power [potentia ordinaria], 
just as He could not fail to make His work, according to which it participates in 
being to imitate Him. For on this account something is due to something accord 
ing to the exigency of its condition, in that without it, it could not imitate the 
divine exemplar according to its proper definition [ratio]”

235 See SumatureU 493, which speaks, “in any hypothesis,” of a “radical absence of 
rights and exigencies on the part of the creature.” See C. Boyer, “Nature pure et 
surnaturel dans le ‘Surnaturel’ du Pfcre de Lubac,” Gregorianum 28 (1947): 391: 
“To say that the creature does not have any rights with respect to God can have a
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However, the conclusions that they draw from passing over the notion of 
debitum naturae are very different. For Ockham, who takes this idea to its 
logical conclusion, nothing is due to any nature, and so everything is gratu 
itous (or arbitrary), depending on the mere will of God with no reference 
to any intrinsic consistency of the creature. The very notions of nature, nat 
ural order, and natural finality collapse.

De Lubac, on the contrary, uses the principle in a more limited way, 
simply to get around the problem of the gratuitousness of our supernatu 
ral end. Although he denies that anything whatsoever can be due to the 
creature by God, to his credit he is not coherent with the nominalism that 
this implies, and he does not abandon the notions of nature and natural 
finality. O n the contrary, he speaks of the vision o f God as our “essential 
finality,”236 and the desire for it is said to “constitute” our nature.

Yet if this supernatural finality is truly “essential,” for St. Thomas it 
would necessarily be due to nature, together with the means necessary to 
achieve it (grace and the theological virtues), for it is due to Gods wisdom to 
give each thing what is essential to it and belongs to its nature, without 
which it cannot fittingly exist.237 The existence o f an “essential finality” 
implies that the necessary means to this" end would be "ordered” to it; and 
according to S T  I, q. 21, a. 1, ad 3, that which is “ordered” to a nature is 
"due” to it. Likewise, in De veritate, q. 23, a. 6, ad 3, St. Thomas says that it 
is “due to any natural thing that it have what its nature requires, both in 
essential and accidental aspects.”238 Thus it follows that the “essential final 
ity” of a thing, or the finality “inscribed in the depths of my nature,”239 
together with the means to realize such an end,240 are perfections “which the 
nature o f a thing requires,” although the face that my nature requires such an

religious sense, if one intends it to mean that it does not have anything which it 
has not received. . . . But if one intended to say that God could treat rhe work of 
His hands in any way, put a just man in hell, or simply deprive an innocent 
human person of the final good proportionate to him, this is irreconcilable with a 
correct idea of the divinity.. . .  It is traditional ro say in such cases rhar God owes 
it to Himself not to act in a certain way.”

236 See Mystery, 63 [81].
237 See iv  Sent,, d. 46, q. I, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2; “Once a nature has been created, it per 

tains to His justice that it be given what is fitting to its nature”; De veritate, q. 6, a. 2.
238 gee also De veritate, q. 6, a. 2, ad 6, in which St. Thomas makes a distinction 

between what rhe nature of a thing requires, which God will always give insofar as 
the thing is capable of it, and what is not required, but “super-added,” such as 
grace and glory, which God need not give.

239 See Mystery, 55 172].
2̂ 0 see Z)e veritate, q. 6, a. 2: “Supposing that God wishes to make something, it follows 

as something due, on the supposition of His liberality, that He make those things also 
without which those that He has first willed cannot exist”; ScG II, chs. 28-29, n. 18 
(#1061): “It is due to the end that those things exist by which the end is attained.”
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essential end is due to Gods having freely created me in that way. The crux 
o f the question lies in how this “essential finality” should be understood.

If we consider the “essential finality” of human nature to be what St. 
Thomas speaks o f as our “connatural end” (natural contemplation o f God), 
to which we are ordered by a sufficient natural inclination, the problem of 
gratuitousness is easily solved. Our connatural end corresponds to an innate 
appetite, and the actual possibility o f attaining it together with the necessary 
means for its attainment are due to our nature, which itself is intrinsically 
ordered to that end. Our supernatural end, on the other hand, exceeds our 
natural inclination or innate appetite. Thus it is not due to our nature, 
because our nature can exist fittingly without it, and is not naturally ordered 
to it. For this reason our nature does not “require” it,2**1 even though it is 
tremendously fitting to it. This solution necessarily implies the possibility of 
a state o f pure nature, because if our nature could not exist without a super 
natural end, then the ordination to that end would be due to it and that end 
would no longer be gratuitous with respect to our nature.241 242

Furthermore, as will be seen below, this solution is valid even for the 
“concrete nature” which we possess, which retains its intrinsic ordination 
to our connatural end in virtue of the principles of the nature.

If  one denies the possibility o f a connatural end, on the other hand, it 
remains impossible to maintain the gratuitousness o f the supernatural 
order as a gratuitousness transcending what is due to nature. If our super 
natural destiny is conceived as “essential” or “inscribed in our nature,” or 
desired with a natural desire that is “absolute,” or as our “inevitably super 
natural end,”243 then the ordination to this end inevitably enters into the 
class o f things that are due to nature.

What is due to a nature cannot be withheld without frustrating Gods 
own order. However, a perfection that lies within the realm of grace can be 
withheld without frustrating the order o f nature. If the claim is made that

241 See De veritate, q. 6, a. 2; D e malo, q. 16, a. 2, ad 17.
242 See J. C. Martinez, “Notas sobre unas notas para la historia de la palabra ‘sobre- 

0301131,’ ” Archivo teoldgicogranadino 1 (1938): 80: “If the beatific vision is some 
thing . . .  to which my nature is naturally destined, and to which it must be 
destined, such that I can find my happiness in it and only in it, and outside of it I 
find only the greatest sorrow and misfortune, then that end is natural, it is due to my 
nature, and the means that are necessary for obtaining it are natural, and due to my 
nature, even if they are called supernatural, and are beyond the reach of my forces; 
my nature demands them” (italics original). This article is a critique of de Lubac’s 
early article, “Remarques sur 1’histoire du mot ‘surnaturel/” N R T  61 (1934): 
225-49; 350-70. See also G. de Broglie, D efine ultimo humanae vitae, Appendix 3, 
255; G. de Broglie, “De gratuitate ordinis supernaturalis ad quem homo elevatus 
est,” Gregorianum 29 (1948): 440.

243 See Mystery, 31 [41].
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a perfection belonging to the order o f grace cannot be withheld without 
frustrating the nature,244 then something belonging to grace is being 
treated as if it were due to nature! In the conclusion o f Sumaturel, de 
Lubac writes: “Man’s desire cannot be in vain because God cannot be frus 
trated in His work.”245 However, this formulation is too close to that used 
by St. Thomas to describe the sense o f the notion o f debitum naturae\

The Gratuitousness o f Grace according 
to  T h e  M y s te ry  o f t h e  S u p e rn a tu ra l
In the 1949 article, “Le mystfcre du sumaturel,” and in the book of 1965 
of the same title, de Lubac very eloquently defends a double gratuitous 
ness of grace, as exceeding and transcending the gratuitousness of creation 
itself. Grace is no mere sequela creationis, any more than creation was a 
sequel to something preceding it.246 In this beautiful passage, de Lubac 
expresses his adherence to the Thomistic notion o f the twofold gratuitous-

244 See Mystery, 54 [70]: “The ‘desire to see God’ cannot be permanently frustrated 
without an essential suffering.”

245 Sumaturel, 493. See J. McDermott, “De-Lubac and Rousselot,” Gregorianum 78 
(1997): 742-43.

246 Mystery, 80-82 [104-7]: “God could never have been constrained or required by 
anything or anyone either outside or inside himself, to give me being. Nor could 
he be constrained or required by anything or anyone to imprint on my being a 
supernatural finality; therefore my nature cannot possess any claim upon it. . . . 
We must be careful to distinguish two instances of gratuitousness, two divine 
gifts, and consequendy—if it is legitimate to speak in this way, designating it not 
in itself but in its twofold goal, its twofold object—a twofold divine freedom.. . .  
There is a double ontological movement, doubly impossible to the creature with 
out the double initiative that brings him into being and calls h im .. . . Just as cre 
ation itself is no kind of necessary consequence of something which preceded’ it 
within God, so the gift—and therefore the offer of the gift—of the supernatural is 
no mere sequela creationis. If  creation itself can in a real sense be called a grace,’ 
then the call to see God is another one.” The content of this passage was already 
contained in “Le mystfcre du sumaturel,” RSR 35 (1949): 104. See Donnelly’s 
commentary on this earlier text in “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” TS  11 
(1950): 399: “With every statement of this long passage I concur completely. It 
affirms ad unguent my conclusion expressed in the preceding pages . . . that God 
could have created our existing human race, and not have destined it to a super 
natural end. On the other hand these acknowledgements of de Lubac, made here 
for the first time, are incompatible, I am convinced, with his doctrine in Sum a 
turel that finite spirits are constituted essentially by a desire for the supernatural, 
and that this desire is absolute and inffustrable. Furthermore, I cannot reconcile 
this passage with other affirmations made in the same article. For, in this article 
with a fairly extensive development, de Lubac expands his doctrine of Sumaturel 
that it is not concretely possible that I or any member o f our existing human race 
should not have been destined to a supernatural end.”
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ness of grace— as taught in S T  I—-II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2— by affirming a 
twofold divine freedom. Gods free choice to create the spiritual creature 
does not entail the imprinting of a supernatural finality on that creature. 
Thus God could conceivably create a spiritual creature without destining 
him to a supernatural end, and without imprinting a supernatural finality 
on his being. Such a creature, for de Lubac, would presumably not have a 
natural desire to see God,247 at least as an innate and absolute desire. This 
solution logically leaves open the possibility o f a state o f pure nature for 
the intellectual creature as affirmed by Humani generis, marking a signifi 
cant positive development with respect to SumatureL

However, despite this eloquent assertion o f the double gratuitousness 
o f grace and the vision of God, two questions remain: (1) W hat does it 
mean that a supernatural finality is imprinted on my being? (2) How is the 
supernatural finality “imprinted upon my being” doubly gratuitous?

This solution of 1965 continues to assert that no other destiny is pos 
sible for our concrete human race, in our nature as we have actually received 
it, in which, it is maintained, there is an absolute natural desire to see God, 
constituting our being248 and expressing the supernatural finality freely 
imprinted on our nature in creation. Thus the problem of gratuitousness 
has been transferred. De Lubac has shown that our supernatural destiny is 
gratuitous with respect to an “abstract” or generic spiritual nature which, he 
concedes, might not have received a supernatural finality. Is it still gratu 
itous with respect to the concrete nature we have received, whose “essential 
finality” is asserted to be supernatural? If this is not established, then ulti 
mately nothing has been resolved.249

De Lubac himself explicitly raises this question, and he asserts that this 
problem is equally unresolved in those theologians who defend the possibil 
ity o f a state o f pure nature, such as Suarez. This is because the possibility 
o f a state o f pure nature shows only the gratuitousness o f grace with respect 
to “another humanity”— one that has not received a supernatural finality 
imprinted on its nature—whereas the gratuitousness of the supernatural 
must be shown with regard to ourselves, as we actually exist and have been 
created.250 In this way, de Lubac claims that the theological defense o f the 
possibility of a state of pure nature is ultimately irrelevant with regard to 
the question of the gratuitousness o f grace, a question which he thinks 
must be resolved by means o f an entirely different approach.

247 See Mystery, 102 [132].
248 See Mystery, 167 [217].
249 See Mystery, 55 [71].
250 See Mystery, 58-61 [75-79]; “Le mystfcre du surnaturei,” RSR 35 (1949): 94-99.
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10. Is the  Vision of God Gratuitous Simply 
Because It Is Desired as a Gift?

The new solution proposed by de Lubac is that the supernatural, as the 
personal self-giving o f God, is necessarily gratuitous by its very nature, and 
is only desired by the creature as a gift.251

However, to show the gratuitousness of the self-giving o f God, as 
manifested in the gift o f grace and glory, it still needs to be shown that this 
gift is gratuitous with regard to the “condition of our nature.” It is not 
enough to say that God’s gift o f self is necessarily gratuitous because it is a 
personal gift. After all, the procession or communication o f the divine life 
from the Father to the Son, and from the Father and Son to the Holy 
Spirit, is not said to be gratuitous, but natural and necessary,252 253 although 
it is both personal and divine, for it is “due” to the divine nature itself, so 
to speak, and to the divine Persons. Nevertheless, this “gift” is infinitely 
higher than any purely gratuitous gift ever could be, for it is God Himself 
who proceeds and the divine nature which is communicated.255

The gratuitousness o f the gift o f grace and glory does not come solely 
from the divine or personal aspect of the gift, consider©! in itself, but from  
its relation to the recipient, to whom it is not due. This means that it is not 
called for by anything imprinted in our nature itself, or constituting our 
nature. In order for Gods self-giving to be truly gratuitous with respect to 
our nature, it must not come to us as the fulfillment of an innate and 
unconditional desire imprinted on our nature.254

Grace and glory are gratuitous not just because they involve a personal 
gift o f self from God to us, making us partake of the communion o f His 
inner life, but because we are not such to whom this gift is due, in that 
Gods inner life infinitely transcends our nature. The dogma of the gratu 
itousness o f grace refers not only to the personal character of the gift o f the 
supernatural, but also to our natural unworthiness to receive such a per-

251 See Sumaturel, 483-84; Mystery, 73 [95]. See R. Berzosa Martinez, La teologia del 
sobremtural en los escritos d eH .d e  Lubac (1931—1980), 162: “The supernatural is 
gratuitous and not due, precisely on account of its proper character: Supernatural- 
Personal.”

252 See S7T, q. 41, a. 2, ad 3 and 4; De potentia, q. 10, a. 2, ad 4 -6 . For a patristic 
testimony in this regard, see St. Cyril of Alexandria, In  Joannis Evangelium 1:12 
(PG 73, 154): “Created and servile nature is called to supernatural things only by 
the good-pleasure and will of the Father. The Son, however, is both God and 
Lord, not by the good-pleasure of God the Father, since He proceeds from the 
very substance of the Father.”

253 See De potentia, q. 10, a. 2, ad 9.
254 See G. Fr&iaud, “La gratuity des dons surnaturels,” Lapensie catholique 6 (1948):

39-40.
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sonal gift. It is gratuitous because we are by nature infinitely unequal to 
receive it, and our nature is not such that it requires it. Our nature does 
not require it only if  it could attain a proportionate final end without it. 
This, in turn, is possible only if we do not have an innate and absolute 
desire for the vision of God.

Instead, if the vision can be said to come to us as the realization of an 
“absolute desire,” this can only be as the realization o f a supernatural 
absolute desire that has been given to us gratuitously above our nature 
{superadditum): a desire formed by faith, hope, and charity; a desire by 
which we cry out, “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:15); a desire generated by the 
“spirit o f adoption” we have received in the “cleansing water o f rebirth and 
renewal in the Holy Spirit” (Tit 3:6).

Furthermore, a desire to see God, conceived as a gratuitous gift, can 
only be an elicited desire, because such a desire presupposes knowledge that 
the vision o f God is a good that is immensely disproportionate to our 
nature. However, such a desire will not be absolute or unconditional prior 
to the reception of grace, for an unconditional elicited desire for our super 
natural end is the act of supernatural hope.

11. Is the  Possibility of a  S ta te  of Pure Nature 
Irrelevant to  the  G ratuitousness of Our 
Supernatural End?

It is true that the assertion o f the possibility o f a state o f pure nature only 
serves to defend the gratuitousness o f grace if one assumes that a given 
intellectual nature—human or angelic— is the same, whether or not God 
has destined it to a supernatural end. In other words, it is necessary to show 
that a supernatural end is gratuitous also with respect to the nature as it has 
actually been created.255 The key question, therefore, is whether Gods eter 
nal decree to elevate human nature to a supernatural end necessarily 
changes or essentially modifies the nature in its very constitution, making it 
intrinsically determined to a unique final end which is supernatural.

De Lubacs argument makes the assumption that God’s intention to 
elevate us to a supernatural end essentially determines the constitution of 
our nature, making it necessarily different from that of another hypothet 
ical man not destined by God for a supernatural end. In particular, the 
difference would be that a humanity destined to the beatific vision would 
necessarily be endowed with an innate and unconditional desire for this 
actual end, whereas such a desire would presumably not be present in a 
humanity not “called” to the beatific vision.256

255 See Mystery, 55, 73, 207 [71-72, 95, 272]; Theology in History, 292-96.
™ See Mystery, 102 [132].
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There are two fundamental reasons for rejecting this assumption. First 
of all, it has been seen above that St. Thomas shows the existence of a natu 
ral desire to see God in every intellectual creature, independently of the fact 
of its actually being destined to a supernatural end. It is a direct consequence 
of the natural desire to know causes and essences, which clearly would be 
present in any conceivable intellectual nature.

Secondly, St. Thomas teaches that we are intrinsically ordered to our 
supernatural end only through the presence of new intrinsic principles: grace 
and the supernatural virtues. These new principles, however, are spoken of by 
St. Thomas and the entire Catholic tradition as supernatural and “added on” 
to the nature {superaddita) .257 Thus it is not the nature as such which has 
been changed by the feet of elevation, so that the nature itself—having 
received a supernatural finality—now orders us to the vision of God. If that 
were the case, de Lubacs argument would be valid. However, the “imprint 
ing” of a supernatural destiny, for St. Thomas, is hot in the nature, but in the 
supernatural gifts “super-added” to the nature. The nature remains what it is.

As long as the intrinsic ordering to a supernatural end is given first by 
grace and the theological virtues “super-added” to the nature, then our 
nature as it actually exists, independehtly of sanctifying grace, is not in 
itself intrinsically or essentially ordered or determined to a supernatural 
end. Therefore, a double gratuitousness remains, as explained by St. 
Thomas in ST1—II, q. 111, a. 1, ad 2. This means that our rational nature, 
as we actually possess it, can exist—without absurdity—without grace and 
glory.2 * * * * *̂8 A supernatural end is gratuitous because it is not required by the 
principles o f the nature itself, as it concretely exists.

If, on the contrary, our nature were really intrinsically ordered or 
determined to a supernatural end prior to the gift o f grace, then de Lubacs 
argument would be valid: the possibility o f a state of pure nature (for a 
different or “generic” human nature) would indeed be irrelevant to the 
question o f the gratuitousness of grace and glory for our concrete human 
nature. However, in this case, one could not speak about a double gratu 
itousness of our supernatural end and o f the order o f grace, because if our 
human nature itself were essentially “finalized” or ordered to a supernatural

257 See 57T-II, q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, a. 3c and ad 3 :1—II, q. 63, a. 3: “In the place of
those natural principles, God bestows on us the theological virtues, whereby we are
ordered to a supernatural end”; I-II, q. 63, a. 3, ad 3; ScG III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229).
De Lubac is aware of these texts, but does not seem to recognize their significance for 
this question. See Sumaturel, 393, in which he cites ScG III, ch. 150, n. 5.

258 see £)e veritate, q. 6, a. 2; I Sent., d. 20, q. 1, expositio textus; IV Sent., d. 17, q.
1, a. 2, qla. 3: “Forms which are not due to nature, such as grace and the [super 
natural] virtues, produced immediately by God, have no absolute necessity, but 
only a necessity from the supposition of the divine order”; IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a.
2, qla. 1, ad 2; De veritate, q. 7, a. 6, ad 7-
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end, then God could not fittingly allow that end to be lacking,259 except 
through some fault of the creature: sin. According to the principles o f St. 
Thomas, this end would be due to the nature,260 called for by the actual 
“condition of the nature.”261 The result would be that grace would also be 
due to the nature that has been thus willed by God with an “essential” 
supernatural finality imprinted on it, for grace is the necessary and indis 
pensable means for the realization o f that finality.262

It follows that the thesis holding that a supernatural finality is imprinted 
on our nature prior to our reception o f grace would render impossible the 
gratuitousness of grace with respect to our actual human nature thus 
imprinted.263 However, it is precisely with regard to our actually existing

259 s ee the strong remarks of J. Card. Siri, Gethsemane: Reflections on the Contempo 
rary Theological M ovement, 68: “If  everything is inscribed in man from the 
moment o f his creation, and in the absolute manner o f which Fr. de Lubac speaks, 
how could that creature not have an exigency for the appetites inscribed within 
him, and how can one conceive that the Creator of these appetites and desires is 
not ‘bound in any way’?” See also 63: “This notion o f absolute natural desire rules 
out, in spite of all the speculative efforts displayed, the gratuitousness of the 
supernatural, that is, of the beatific vision.”

260 See G. Fr^naud, “La gratuittf des dons surnaturels,” Lapensie catholique 6 (1948): 
36: “Even if God were free to insert this finality into the nature of the spiritual 
creature, a debitum naturae would always be the inevitable consequence of the sole 
fact that God willed this finality as an essential and constitutive aspect of the 
nature. . . . Let us then firmly hold this certain conclusion: if our supernatural 
finality were an inseparable constituent of the created spirit, it would be some 
thing naturally due, a debitum naturae.”

2(“  See O T -II , q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2.
262 See G. Frdnaud, “La gratuity des dons surnaturels,” 37: “Grace would strictly 

respond to a need, to a necessity and to a duty of nature and of its action. It would 
be, for the angel or for man, on the level of execution and realization, the means 
absolutely required to satisfy a debt of nature. In this sense, it will be, whatever 
the cause, debitum naturae. Admittedly, it will not be a debt of God: Deus nulli 
debitor est; but it will be a debt of nature to God.”

263 See J. Wright, review of Augustinisme et thiologie modeme and Le mystire du suma 
turel, TS 27 (1966): 280: “Undoubtedly, L.’s insistence on the priority of the 
supernatural in the divine intention is important and could be overlooked. God 
did not first decide to create man and then decide to order him to a supernatural 
end. Man was created for, and is uniquely ordered to, a supernatural end. But 
what L. is not prepared to admit is that the concrete existing natures called into 
being for this end could have been called into being for any other end. He con 
tends that not only would these be different individuals, but they would not really 
have the same nature. This seems to reduce the affirmations of double gratuity to 
words without any real content. For it makes the ordination to the vision of God 
part of the constitution of the essence of man as a spiritual being. It may then 
indeed be called gratuitous, but only in the sense that God is perfecdy free in cre 
ating such a being in the first place. There is no genuine second gratuity at all.”
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human nature that the gratuitousness of grace must be shown, as de Lubac 
righdy emphasizes.264 265 Therefore, it cannot be maintained that a supernatu 
ral finality—generating an innate absolute desire to see God—is imprinted 
on our nature prior to our reception o f sanctifying grace.

Karl Rahner also came to the conclusion that de Lubac’s position was 
irreconcilable with the gratuitousness o f g r a c e . A l t h o u g h  Rahners 
vocabulary differs from that of de Lubac, in essence he is saying that if 
there is a disposition o f our being which “calls” us to the supernatural—  
which should be equated with the “supernatural finality imprinted on our 
being” and the absolute desire to see God spoken o f by de Lubac— this dis 
position cannot be understood to be “natural.” Otherwise, the gratuitous 
ness o f grace is no longer preserved. Either one must reject the existence of 
such a disposition, which for both Rahner and de Lubac would mean 
falling into “extrinsicism,” or else this disposition must itself be understood 
as supernatural and gratuitous, even though it is prior to the offer o f sanc 
tifying grace. Rahner adopts the latter alternative, referring to this disposi 
tion as the “supernatural existential.” The very grave problem with Rahners

264 See also Mystery, 207 [272]: “If there is orie thing that the foregoing analyses have 
made dearer than any other, it is that while it may be quite legitimate to argue 
from completely abstract hypotheses, it ultimately neither explains nor justifies 
anything. It is not in the order of pure possibilities that our essential problems will 
be solved. It remains indispensable in any hypothesis to be quite clear about this 
question of gratuitousness within the order that actually exists.” See also Mystery\ 
55, 58-61 [71,75-79].

265 Rahner developed this in response to an anonymous artide (actually by Emile 
Delaye) summarizing de Lubacs views in Surnaturel and “Le myst£re du surna- 
turel.” This anonymous essay is referred to as “essay D”: “Ein Weg zur Bestim- 
mung des Verhaltnisses von Natur und Gnade,” Orientierung 14 (1950): 138-41. 
Rahners response immediately followed in the same journal (141-45). Here I cite 
the expanded version, “Concerning the Relationship between Nature and Grace,” 
in Theological Investigations, 1:307-8: “A disposition cannot subsist on the human 
side which would inevitably draw this divine self-communication of personal love 
after it, or that if it did, die disposition must likewise be unexacted. But it does 
not follow that as a natural disposition it would allow the unexactedness of such a 
divine love to subsist. But if  this disposition is conceived of as belonging to 
nature, grace would be unexacted merely as something given in just the same way 
as nature and with it; in fact it would represent the highest (because uncreated) 
gift within the formal framework of just this unexactedness, a gift essentially dis 
tinguished from other (created) unexacted gifts (though not under the formal 
aspect o f unexactedness). In neither case does it cease to be impossible to say: 
grace is unexacted in respect of this nature. In other words, it follows from the 
innermost essence of grace that a disposition for grace belonging to mans nature 
is impossible, or it follows that such a disposition, in case it is needed, itself 
belongs to this supernatural order already; but it does not follow that as natural it 
would permit the unexactedness of grace to subsist.”
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solution, however, is that he has introduced the supernatural— present in 
an abiding-way2̂ — prior to the reception o f sanctifying grace through justifi 
cation and Baptism. If this “disposition” for grace is supernatural, gratu 
itous, and abiding (habitual), then how can it be distinguished from 
habitual (sanctifying) grace itself? This would imply that we are constituted 
in grace (of some sort), contrary to the doctrine of original sin!

If, on the contrary, one holds with St. Thomas that our being is first 
intrinsically “ordered” or called to our supernatural end by grace itself, and 
not by the natural desire to see God (or by a “supernatural existential”), then 
the gratuitousness of grace and of the supernatural order with respect to the 
condition o f our nature—as it actually exists— is fully preserved. The order of 
grace is shown to be gratuitous with regard to our concretely existing human 
nature precisely by showing that grace is not required by our nature as such, 
because a supernatural finality has not been impressed on it, nor does it con 
tain an innate and absolute desire to see God, prior to the gift of sanctifying 
grace. Obviously, once God elevates us to a supernatural end, then the neces 
sary and sufficient means to achieve it are “due” to us, on the basis o f Gods 
prior doubly gratuitous decision to elevate us. However, our nature itself— 
even as it actually exists— does not require the order of grace to achieve a con 
natural end which would bring to rest all proportionate natural desire. This 
would still realize the notion of beatitude,266 267 although not in an absolutely 
perfect way. St. Thomas’s assertion of the gratuitousness of grace and glory 
with respect to the “condition of our nature” clearly implies the possibility of 
a connatural final end and o f a state of pure nature, even though St. Thomas 
himself did not formally develop this latter consequence at length.

Therefore, it is incorrect to say that the “system of pure nature,” as it 
appears in Sudrez, for example, was “grasping at shadows rather than the 
reality”268 in its defense o f the gratuitousness o f grace, forgetting the con 
crete world and concentrating only on possibilities. O ur nature as it actu 
ally exists is certainly something real! It is in regard to this existing nature 
that Sudrez and others assert that a natural or proportionate happiness 
after this life could be possible, such that it would bring to rest all propor 
tionate, innate, and unconditional natural desires that flow from our exist 
ing nature, prior to the reception o f grace. Furthermore, it is precisely for 
this reason that St. Thomas, followed by the vast majority of Catholic the 
ologians for seven centuries, held that limbo would be a state o f natural 
joy without any spiritual suffering for many individuals o f our concretely 
existing human race.269

266 See, for example, “Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investigations, 4 :180-81.
267 See S T  I, q. 62, a. 1; I—II, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, a. 2.
268 Mystery, 207 [272].
269 See £)e mab, q. 5, a. 3; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2.
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This means that the thesis maintaining the possibility of a state of 
pure nature retains its validity even with regard to human nature as we have 
actually received it-, as long as one holds, with St. Thomas, that we are 
intrinsically ordered to a supernatural end first through the reception of 
sanctifying grace, and not in the creation o f our nature itself, even though 
God creates our nature for the sake o f our supernatural end.

12. Did the  Theological Defense of the  Possibility 
of a "S ta te  of Pure Nature" Contribute to  the 
Growth of Modern Atheism?

We have seen that a fundamental objection posed by de Lubac is the charge 
that neo-Thomisms clear distinction o f two ends and two orders, natural 
and supernatural, partially abetted the growth o f naturalism and atheism in 
modern times.270 I think it is worthwhile to make a very brief response, 
even though to properly treat the subject would require another work.

1. First o f all, it must be borne in mind that the classical Thomistic doc 
trine, faithfully represented by his,most prominent commentators, is 
that man’s final happiness, in any hypothesis, can only lie in God! 
W hen the distinction is made between our connatural and supernat 
ural end, this distinction is between two ways o f attaining happiness 
in the loving contemplation o f Gods goodness: (1) according to the 
measure o f human capacities, and (2) surpassing the limits of such 
capacities. The spiritual creature cannot attain true happiness except 
in knowing, loving, and serving God, and in loving his neighbor for 
Gods sake. And this is true o f any economy of salvation or historical 
condition in which man could find himself.

I believe that if the Thomistic notion o f man’s connatural end were 
more widely understood, great benefits would ensue. Even though our 
supernatural beatitude infinitely surpasses our connatural happiness, 
there is still a perfect continuity between them, for they both consist 
in the same end (contemplation o f God), but achieved in two immea 
surably different ways: in a way proportionate to the human being, 
and in a way proportionate to God alone!

The Thomistic understanding o f mans connatural end (as distinct 
from his supernatural end) does not encourage an attitude of secular 
ism or naturalism, for these ideologies are characterized by putting 
mans final end in things other than God. The heresy o f naturalism in 
the last three centuries lies in putting mans end in the subjugation of 
the world, and in the works o f man. Modern naturalism never dreams

270 See Sumaturek 153-54, 174-75.
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o f putting human happiness where Plato and Aristotle (followed by 
St. Thomas, Cajetan, Sudrez, and the other commentators o f St. 
Thomas) put it— in the contemplation o f God! Nor does modern 
society even put happiness in the practice of the virtues. Thus it seems 
altogether paradoxical to fault Thomistic theologians who put human 
happiness—whether natural or supernatural— in God alone for con 
tributing to the development o f modern naturalism and atheism.

2. Secondly, it can easily be shown that modern naturalism and atheism 
arose principally through the intellectual movement o f the Enlight 
enment, overshadowed by the influence of Descartes. The eighteenth 
century was a period in which Thomism lost tremendous ground in 
the intellectual life o f Europe. The first Thomistic revival was at its 
peak in the period roughly from 1500 to 1650: the time of the 
Catholic Counter-Reformation. Starting from the second half o f the 
seventeenth century (with the hegemony of a Cartesian mentality) 
until the second half o f the nineteenth century, Thomism was largely 
eclipsed, while naturalism and atheism grew and thrived. Here we 
find the movement that culminated in Kant, Hegel, Feuerbach, 
Comte, Marx, and Nietzsche.

The later Thomistic revival that sprouted after the encyclical 
Aetem i Patris o f Leo XIII was unable to stem the tide. Nevertheless, 
it surely contributed in an absolutely fundamental way to reviving 
Catholic thought and life in the first half o f the twentieth century 
and beyond. Certainly, the Thomistic tradition could have done 
much more to revitalize Catholic thought than it did. However, the 
solution does not lie in renouncing the Thomistic distinction 
between the connatural and the supernatural end o f man (both lying 
in the contemplation o f God). Rather, it lies in forming students in 
the authentic tradition o f St. Thomas.

3. Third, the Thomistic distinction between a natural and a supernatural 
end is essential to maintaining a clear distinction between the natural 
and the supernatural orders. An order is defined by its end. If there is 
no such thing as a natural end for man, then the natural order loses its 
coherence. The logical result would be a loss o f the distinction 
between the two orders, with the natural order being swallowed up in 
the supernatural. This result would actually create a monistic system: 
one natural-supernatural order. In such a system, there would be con 
stant temptation to naturalize the entire supernatural-natural amal 
gam. The supernatural order would actually be destroyed together with 
the natural. Neither order would retain its integrity. The result would 
be very similar to Monophysitism in Christology. The Monophysite
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Christ is logically neither God nor man, but something hybrid in 
which both natures are lost.

I would argue, although it cannot be developed here, that this 
type o f monism was implied by the Jansenist treatment (together 
with the Lutheran and Calvinist tendency on which it was based) of 
the relationship between grace and nature, which was a kind of 
supernaturalism or Monophysitism, losing the distinction between 
the two orders, and denigrating the natural order. A supernaturalist 
position of this type also tends to lead, by dialectical opposition, to 
the opposite extreme of naturalism.

Therefore, if we wish to seek in the Catholic intellectual world of the 
period from 1500 to 1900 for causes contributing to secularization and 
modem atheism, we would find it not in neo-Thomism (such as in 
Cajetan and Sudrez, whatever their mistakes), but in Jansenist currents. 
The influence o f Cartesianism (as manifested in Spinoza, for exam 
ple) in the intellectual life o f Europe also contributed in a very signif 
icant way to the growth o f secularism and naturalism.271 Finally, the 
most decisive cause contributing to modem atheism lies in the devel 
opment o f Kantian and Hegelidn Idealism, which are full-blown 
monistic systems with no room for the distinction o f natural and 
supernatural.

4. Fourth, I would argue that modern naturalism, atheism, and secular 
ism have come about not by a neo-Thomist philosophical affirma 
tion of the coherence o f the natural order and the strength o f natural 
reason to attain a connatural end consisting in the contemplation of 
God through creation, but rather through the reverse: a denigration 
o f the natural order and the power o f natural reason. These ideolo 
gies have come about by denying the capacity of natural reason to 
know reality, the essences of natural things, natural law, and the exis 
tence o f God. Modern secularism is really the result of denying 
nature's ju st prerogatives and capacities. This began with fourteenth- 
century nominalism, increased with the Protestant Reformation, and 
has been carried further by Kant and all the philosophies that depend 
on his critique o f reason. Thus it is much more reasonable to think 
that modern secularism is the result o f anti-Thomistic philosophical 
currents together with the Protestant and Jansenist excessive denigra 
tion of fallen human nature, and not o f the Thomistic distinction of 
the natural and supernatural orders and ends, as defended by theolo 
gians such as Cajetan and Sudrez!

271 See the analysis of C. Fabro, God in Exile: Modem Atheism; A  Study o f the Internal 
Dynamic o f Modem Atheism, front Its Roots in the Cartesian Cogito to the Present Day, 
trans. and ed. A. Gibson (Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1968).
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Modern atheism— as manifested in Sartre, for example— rejects 
the connatural end o f man, just as it rejects the supernatural end. 
Our best defense against such aberrant philosophies is a defense of 
the natural order (the Logos in nature) together with the supernatu 
ral, “engaging the whole breadth o f reason,”272 as we find eminently 
in the Thomistic tradition.

272 Benedict XVI, Regensburg address, September 12, 2006.





listej^OTFGod Is Impossible: 
Nummary of the Arguments

:e Appetite for the

IN  the course o f this work, it has been seen in various ways that the 
natural desire to see God spoken ofby St. Thomas must be understood 
as an elicited and imperfect natural desire, and not as an innate and 
unconditional appetite. In feet, his texts show that the latter interpretation 

is incompatible with fundamental theological and philosophical principles. 
After winding our way through seven centuries o f interpretation, it may be 
helpful to gather the arguments together in more systematic form.

A Desire to  See God Must Be 
Based on Knowledge
Part o f the difficulty o f the question comes from the fact that St. Thomas 
himself does not distinguish between elicited and innate desire through 
clearly defined terms, as became common beginning with Sudrez. As seen 
in chapter 2 above, St. Thomas normally uses “natural desire” (desidertum 
naturale) to signify a conscious elicited natural desire, and “natural 
appetite” (appetitus naturalis) or “natural inclination” to indicate an 
underlying innate appetite. However, his terminology is variable, and con 
text is crucial. In the case o f the natural desire to see God, the context is 
given by the feet that a desire to know the first cause is said to be aroused 
by prior knowledge o f God’s effects, and to manifest itself as wonder.1 
Therefore, the texts o f St. Thomas only show the existence o f an elicited 
natural desire— following on knowledge o f Gods effects— and not an

1 See ScGIII, ch. 25, nn. 11-13 (#2065-67); ScGIII, ch. 50 (#2275-81); STl,  q. 
12, a. 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 8; Comp, theol I, ch. 104; In Matth. 5:8 (#434); In loan. 
1:18, lect. 11 (#212).
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innate desire which would be prior to and independent of any such 
knowledge, and thus as blind and unconscious as a rock’s tendency to fall.

Furthermore, only an elicited natural desire to know the essence of 
God could be efficacious for St. Thomas’s apologetic purpose, precisely 
because only this kind o f desire can be directly experienced in human con 
sciousness. He seeks to offer an argument that could persuade heretics and 
unbelievers on the basis o f reason alone, and therefore must appeal to com 
mon human experience. An unconscious innate appetite would be o f no use.

In addition, it is only an elicited natural desire of the will that is 
proper to man as a personal knowing and developing subject, whereas 
innate appetite is common to every creature.2 Elicited natural desire is a 
dynamic reality, developing with the growth o f knowledge on which it is 
based, whereas innate appetite is fixed and static, written into every crea 
ture from the beginning. Thus it is fitting that the natural desire to see 
God, a desire proper to the spiritual creature in the course of intellectual 
development, be manifested as a naturally elicited act of the will.3 4 5

Nevertheless, this argument does not prove that St. Thomas did not 
also maintain, in addition, the existence of an innate appetite or natural 
inclination for the vision o f God, to which the elicited natural desire would 
correspond,^ and on which it would be based and derive its ontological 
value and “natural” quality.3 St. Thomas’s texts on the natural desire to see

2 Many recent interpreters assume that St. Thomas is speaking of an innate appetite 
of the intellect because they rightly see the desire to see God as the natural and 
spontaneous outcome of the dynamism of the intellects search for causes and 
essences. This, however, is actually an argument in favor of its being an elicited 
natural desire, which is one that spontaneously arises in the course of our develop 
ment, upon consideration of an object that is naturally grasped to be a good for 
our faculties, such as the intellect.

3 See Sylvester of Ferrara, commentary on ScG III, ch. 51, n. 4/1 (Leonine ed., 
14:141b); Medina, Expositio in primam secundae, q. 3, a. 8 (46a).

4 See S. Dockx, “Du d&ir naturel de voir l’essence divine selon saint Thomas 
d’Aquin,” Archives de philosophie 27 (1964): 52, who justly remarks that the fact 
that St. Thomas speaks direcdy only of an elicited natural desire does not in itself 
determine the question of whether this elicited desire is or is not based on an 
innate desire for the vision of God.

5 This is the interpretation of de Lubac; see Suntaturel, 433-34: “The former [elicited 
desire] has the role of manifesting the latter [appetite of nature], and it receives its 
value from the latter.. . .  One can say that the objective elicited ‘desire’ is rather like 
the act of which the rational appetite would be the potenc/’-, Augustiniantsm and 
Modem Theology, 125 [140]. See also J. Laporta, “Les notions d’appdtit naturel et de 
puissance ob^dientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 271-72: “Let us not confuse proof and 
conclusion. The elicited appetite is primus quoad nos\ but it comes into play only to 
prove the existence of the transcendental ordination, primus secundum esse, the onto 
logical foundation of active willing. From the psychological appedte one concludes
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God certainly show the existence o f an elicited natural desire to see God, 
but they do not directly either affirm or deny the existence of an underly 
ing innate appetite, a subject which must be investigated through other 
texts and principles.* 6 The key question, therefore, is whether the texts and 
principles o f St. Thomas indicate that there is only an elicited desire to see 
God, or whether they imply that there is also an innate desire directly for 
the vision of God, which would provide the foundation for the elicited 
natural desire.

In this regard, there are two fundamental opposing models o f inter 
pretation. One solution, represented by Scotus and de Soto, and devel 
oped especially by de Lubac, holds that an elicited natural desire to see 
God is noteworthy only insofar as it is the sign o f an underlying innate 
appetite (the “desire o f the nature” itself) formally directed to the vision of 
God. In this view, the innate appetite alone would be a true natural desire.

Indeed, the assumption that the elicited desire is based on a corre 
sponding innate desire is quite reasonable in itself, and is evidently true in 
other closely related cases. For example, the elicited natural desire for hap 
piness is based on the innate appetite o f the will for this same end, and, 
similarly, the elicited natural desire o f the will to know the causes o f things 
is based on the innate appetite o f the intellect to know causes.7 Therefore, 
it is reasonable to assume that the existence o f an elicited natural desire to 
see God would also imply the existence o f an underlying innate appetite 
for this same object, rooted in the nature o f the will and the intellect.

Thus one could be led to think that St. Thomas’s demonstration of 
the existence o f an elicited desire to see God shows that our intellect is 
ordered by its very nature to the vision of God, having God as its natural 
object. This thesis, first proposed by Durandus in the fourteenth century,

the existence of a metaphysical appetite. . . . The elicited appetite, whether natural 
or free, necessarily presupposes the transcendental ordination of finality.”

6 Very few other texts of St. Thomas have been cited in support of the existence of 
an innate appetite formally directed to the vision of God. The most important of 
these is the early text In Boet. de Trin., q. 6, a. 4, ad 5, cited byjansenius {De statu 
purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 15, in Augustinus, 2:750) and de Lubac, Mystery, 117 
[152], and discussed by Sylvester of Ferrara in his commentary on ScGI, ch. 5, n. 
V/3 (Leonine ed., 13:16b), who interprets it (righdy, I hold) as simply affirming a 
natural inclination for beatitude in general. However, there are very many texts 
which effectively deny the existence of an innate appetite for the vision of God.

7 See 5TI-II, q. 10, a. 1: “Thus man wills naturally not only the object of the will, 
but also other things that are fitting to the other powers; such as the knowledge of 
truth, which befits the intellect." Here St. Thomas is saying that there is a natural 
elicited movement of the will for that which is fitting to mans various faculties, 
such as the intellect. Since each faculty itself has a natural appetite for what is fit 
ting to it, there will be a natural elicited appetite of the will based on the innate 
appetite of our various faculties.
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has been defended by Laporta8 and de Lubac, and more recently, by 
Quintfn Turiel9 and John Milbank.10 This position implies that man suf 
fers from an “unstable ontological constitution” by his very nature, in that 
he is naturally inclined in an unconditional way to an end which cannot 
be naturally obtained.11 Nevertheless, this solution runs into tremendous 
difficulties, for it implies that man is naturally ordered—by the nature of

8 J. Laporta, “Les notions d’app&it naturel et de puissance obddientielle,” ETL  5 
(1928): 271: “The will naturally desires what is naturally fitting to the intelli 
gence. . . .  It is thus sufficient to analyze the natural elicited desires o f the w ill. . .  
to finally conclude with complete philosophical rigor that the intelligence must 
necessarily and metaphysically be ordered to the vision o f God.”

9 See Q. Turiel, “Insuficiencia de la potencia obediencial,” D ivinitas 35 (1991): 
19-54. This author interprets the natural desire to see God spoken of by St. Thomas 
as the innate appetite or natural inclination of the intellect itself for its proper 
object, which Turiel considers to be the essence of God. See 21: “I say that the nat 
ural desire to see God is the natural desire of the intellect, because the (created) 
intellect, like every other potency, by nature has an inclination, a tendency, an 
appetite, a natural desire. This is naturally inclined to its proper act and object. This 
object, in the last analysis, is God: ‘The object of the intellect is God’ [De veritate, 8 , 
3, obj. 13].” It should be noted that the only text of St. Thomas given by Turiel 
direcdy in support of this position is found in an objection that cites a work entided 
De spiritu et anima, which had been held to be by St. Augusrine, but which St. 
Thomas righdy recognized not to be authentic (see De veritate, q. 15, a. 1, ad 1; IV 
Sent., d. 44, q. 4, a. 3, qla. 2, ad 1; S T  I, q. 77, a. 8, ad 1: “That book has no author 
ity. Thus what is written there can be dismissed with the same levity with which it 
was said”; I, q. 82, a. 5, ad 2). If St. Thomas really held that the proper object o l the 
human intellect were God, we should expect to find this assertion repeated many 
times throughout his works, and stated in his own words! It is unreasonable to 
attempt to determine St. Thomas’s position in such an important matter from a sin 
gle objection, citing a work which St. Thomas recognized to have no authority.

10 J. Milbank, in The Suspended M iddle, 27nl0, says that “knowledge of the divine 
essence is the ultimate natural object of the human intellect” (italics original). He 
supports this conclusion with a principle given in S7T-II, q. 3, a. 8: “The perfec 
tion of any power is determined by the nature o f its object.” However, St. Thomas 
introduces this principle simply to show that the object o f the intellect is the 
essences of things in  general Therefore, the mind is not completely satisfied in 
knowing only the existence of a hidden cause whose essence still remains 
unknown. However, this does not mean that the natural object o f the human 
mind is the divine essence!

11 See H. de Lubac, Mystery; 113-15 [147-49]. This position is also maintained by 
J. Laporta, “Les notions d’appdtit naturel et de puissance obddientielle,” ETL  5 
(1928): 258: "In the thought o f the holy doctor, every created intelligence implies 
an apparent antinomy. Insofar as it is an intellectual nature, it is necessarily 
ordered to the intuitive vision of God as to its perfect beatitude and unique truly 
final end. On the other hand, insofar as it is a creature, it is absolutely impossible 
for it to attain this end by its own forces alone.”
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his intellect itself—to the vision o f God, which is proper to the divine 
intellect alone! Only the divine intellect has the divine essence as its natu 
ral object,.12 The proper or connatural object o f the human intellect, on the 
other hand, is the essences o f natural things abstracted from matter.13

The other fundamental model o f interpretation is represented by 
Sylvester o f Ferrara and Sudrez, followed by the vast majority ofThomists 
up to the mid-twentieth century, who hold that the elicited natural desire 
to see God is indeed based on an underlying innate natural desire: the nat 
ural desire to know causes and essences. Nevertheless, the innate appetite 
does not have the same extension or formal object as the elicited natural 
desire. Suarez has pointed out that an elicited natural desire in the spiritual 
creature can be based on an innate appetite for a universal object (such as 
the desire for knowledge o f causes in general), and then applied to a partic 
ular object that exceeds the proportionality ofnatureM  In that case the elicited 
natural desire will extend beyond the limits o f the innate appetite on which 
it is based. Thus the innate desire o f our intellect is to know being in all its 
extension, but in a way proportionate to the limits of the human mind. 
The elicited natural desire to know the very essence o f God extends beyond 
the innate appetite of the intellect, because the desire to know causes has 
been applied to a particular object not proportionate to our nature, but 
only to God. In a similar way we can naturally or spontaneously desire not 
to experience death, to fly like a bird, or to know intuitively like the angels, 
applying a natural inclination for health, locomotion, and knowledge to a 
disproportionate modality proper to some other nature.

Self-Transcendence Is Possible for Elicited 
Natural Desire, Not for Innate Inclination
A proper resolution o f this debate over whether the natural desire to see 
God is an innate or an elicited desire must ultimately show why one or the 
other o f these alternatives is possible, and the other impossible. To do this, 
we have to examine the characteristics of these two analogical forms of 
natural appetite.

Innate appetite, since it derives directly from the natural form possessed, 
is always directed to an object proportionate to the nature o f the creature, to 
which it gravitates, as it were.15 The innate appetite o f our faculties thus has 
two fundamental characteristics: it is directed to something general (formal

12 See S7T, q. 12, a. 4: “To know self-subsistent being is natural to the divine intel 
lect alone”; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 8, a. 3, ad 17; III Sent, q. 27, q. 2, a. 2.

13 See -S7Tt q. 84, aa. 7 and 8; q. 85, a. 1; q. 12, a. 4.
14 Suirez, D e ultimo fin e  hominis, disp. 16, §3, n. 7 (Opera omnia, 4:156); De divina 

substantia, bk. 2, ch. 7, n. 10 (Opera omnia, 1:66b).
15 See note 20 in this chapter below.
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object of the faculty), and limited to a range proportionate to natural pow 
ers. For example, the natural appetite of the eyes o f a bat are directed to light 
and color in general, but according to the limit o f what can be seen by such 
eyes. Thus we would not say that they have a natural appetite to see die sun, 
an object which exceeds the natural power of that faculty. The natural 
appetite o f human sight for light and color, likewise, is limited to a certain 
range, as is the natural appetite of our other sensitive faculties.

The same considerations apply analogously to our spiritual faculties. 
The innate appetite of the will is directed to happiness in general, the 
good in general, and to what is fitting to all o f our faculties in general, but 
tending to the good proportionate to our nature.

Likewise, the human intellect has a natural appetite for causes and 
essences in general, but limited by the reach o f our active intellectual 
power— the agent intellect’s power o f abstraction. Thus the human intel 
lect naturally tends to all truth that can be known on the basis o f abstrac 
tion from sense knowledge and our natural knowledge o f first principles. 
In this way the human mind is naturally inclined to the knowledge of 
God, insofar as He can be known through natural reason.

However, elicited natural desire, prbper to the spiritual creature, is not 
limited in the same way!^ This is because elicited natural desire is based 
on knowledge. Knowing our limitations, we can desire to transcend them. 
This desire fa r self-transcendence is only possible fo r the rational creature, and 
can only manifest itself as an elicited desire based on knowledge of our 
limits. Grace is not necessary for the formation o f this natural desire.

This is precisely how St. Thomas shows the existence o f a natural 
desire to see God in men and angels in ScGXll, ch. 50, and ST1—II, q. 3, 
a. 8. The point of departure is recognition o f our ignorance with regard to 
the essence o f the first cause. This recognition spontaneously incites won 
der, which is the desire to know what is hidden. In the case o f the natural 
desire to see God, the ignorance on which the desire is based is naturally 
irremediable, for the vision o f God is proper to God alone. Nevertheless, 
we still naturally desire, albeit conditionally and inefficaciously, to tran 
scend that natural limitation.

This extension of the elicited desire to know beyond the limits of 
what is proportionate to the human intellect is a necessary consequence of 
the fact that every intellect, by its very nature, wonders and seeks for the

De Lubac accuses Cajetan of treating the spiritual creature as if it were an irra 
tional thing, by limiting its innate appetite to what can be attained by natural 
active and passive powers. However, the spiritual creature transcends irrational 
creatures precisely in having a rational appetite capable of elicited desire based on 
knowledge. Thus it is fitting that the openness of the spiritual creature lie precisely 
in its elicited acts of the will.
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truth about universal being. And in the normal course o f its development, 
it is led by its very nature to ask the question about God, and having 
ascertained that He exists, to pose the question of who and what He is. 
However, God cannot naturally be known by any created intellect except 
by analogy through creatures. For this reason, the created intellect natu 
rally desires to know God, but cannot naturally know Him as He is. Our 
elicited natural desire transcends the innate capacity o f our nature or that 
o f any creature!

In a profound analogy suggested by Jacques Maritain, the natural 
desire to know the essence o f God is a “desire which does not know what 
it asks, like the sons o f Zebedee when they asked to sit on the right and on 
the left o f the Son o f Man. . . . For to know the First Cause in its essence 
. . .  is to know the First Cause otherwise than as First Cause.”17

In summary, an elicited natural desire to see God is a consequence of 
rational nature, capable o f desire for self-transcendence, a desire that does 
not know what it asks. This desire is possible and natural because we know 
at least that we do not know God as He is, and thus we ask for what we 
cannot even rightly conceive.

An innate and unconditional natural desire for what transcends 
human nature, on the contrary, would be absurd. Such a desire can only 
be the result o f adding something supernatural to the creature to give its 
faculties a new proportionality transcending nature. For this reason, sanc 
tifying grace and the theological virtues are necessary to give us a habitual 
inclination for our supernatural end.

De Lubac was convinced that a denial o f an innate and unconditional 
appetite for the vision o f God would close the spiritual creature into a self- 
sufficient natural order. This, however, is clearly false, for the spiritual crea 
ture is marked by the capacity to transcend the limits o f his innate natural 
appetite. De Lubac very righdy stressed the natural openness o f the spiritual 
creature to the supernatural! However, he did a great injustice to die the 
ologians o f the traditional Thomist school by implying that they denied it. 
In fact, the Thomistic consensus defended that openness by asserting that 
the spiritual creature has both a specific obediential potency (a capacity 
rooted in our spiritual nature) and a natural elicited desire to see God.

17 J. Maritain, Approaches to God, 97. See also B. Lonergan, “The Natural Desire to 
See God,” in Collection: Papers by Bernard Lonergan, 90: “Must not a desire and its 
fulfilment have the same object? If so, how can the desire be natural and the ful- 
filment supernatural? If  not, how can the fulfilment be fulfilment o f the desire? 
The desire and its fulfilment must have the same material object. But a desire to 
understand cannot have the same formal object as the fulfilling act of understand 
ing. A desire to understand is specified by what we already know. The fulfilling act 
is specified by what as yet we do not know. Thus, the object o f the natural desire 
is transcendental; but the object of the fulfilling vision is supernatural.”
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Innate A ppetite Is Based on Proportionality 
and Similarity
St. Thomas frequently states that there is a natural inclination (or innate 
appetite) only for those perfections that are proportionate to the nature of 
the creature. A perfection is proportionate to the nature o f a creature inso 
far as it corresponds to its natural active and passive potencies, and lies 
within their range. Therefore, a proportionate perfection is one that can 
be naturally achieved.18 The natural active and passive potencies “gravi 
tate” toward such perfections. A disproportionate perfection, on the other 
hand, cannot be the object o f an innate appetite or natural inclination,19 
since natural inclination is based on the possession o f a certain similarity 
or proportionality with the desired perfection.20

This argument is often formulated as follows: Innate appetite— in 
contrast to elicited desire— follows only from nature and not from knowl 
edge. Thus innate desire can only be based on the intrinsic proportionality

18 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2: “There is another good of human nature which exceeds 
the proportionality of human nature, because natural powers are insufficient to 
obtain it”; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “Manhy his nature is proportioned to a certain 
end for which he has a natural appetite, and which he can work to achieve by his nat 
ural powers. This end is a certain contemplation of the divine attributes.” See J. M. 
Mejia, “La finalidad de lacreatura intelectual,” Sapientia 4 (1949): 349 and note 15.

19 It was in this way that Cajetan, in Depotentia neutra, sought to refute Scotus’s the 
sis affirming an innate appetite for the vision of God. See also John of St. Thomas, 
Cursus theobgicus, disp. 12 (on 57*1, q. 12), a. 3, n. 9 (2:141b): “Hence, one can 
not correctly infer that something is desired with an innate appetite simply from 
the feet that it is a perfection of such a thing in itself absolutely and on the part of 
the thing. Rather, it is necessary that it be its proportionate and fitting perfection, 
insofar as it is a determined nature. In feet, this appetite is not based only on the 
perfection of the form which is desired, but on the proportion and determination of 
the nature which is desiring it. It is from this that inclination and pondus naturae 
are born. Solely from the perfection of the thing desired, one can only infer a 
capacity, but not a pondus and inclination of nature.”

20 571, q. 78, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 10, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 16, a. 4: “Things which are nat 
urally proportionate to some end, are said to have a natural appetite for it”; I—II, q. 
25, a. 2: “Now it is evident that whatever tends to an end, has, in the first place, an 
aptitude or proportion to that end, for nothing tends to a disproportionate end”;
I- II, q. 26, a. lc and ad 3; I-II, q. 56, a. 6; I-II, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 3;
II- II, q, 26, a. 6; De spe, q. un., a. I, ad 8: “The proportionate good moves the 
appetite; for those things are not naturally desired which are not proportionate. That 
eternal beatitude is proportionate to us is from the grace of God”; De virtutibus, q. 
un., a. 5; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2: “Nothing can be ordered into any end unless there 
preexists in it some proportionality to that end, from which a desire for the end orig 
inates”; De veritate, q. 22, a. 5: “The will itself has a natural appetite for the good 
which is fining to ir”; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3: “From the very nature of 
the faculty, there is an inclination to the final end proportionate to the nature.”
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of the nature with the end desired. However, the vision of God is some 
thing intrinsically supernatural which cannot be proportionate to any cre 
ated nature> no matter how noble. Therefore, no nature can have an innate 
appetite for the vision o f God.21 22

To say that man has an innate appetite for the vision o f God, accord 
ing to the principles of St. Thomas concerning natural inclination, would 
be equivalent to saying that man is naturally divine?-1 Since natural incli 
nation (innate appetite) follows from the natural form possessed,23 a nat 
ural inclination to the vision o f God can only be natural for God Himself. 
O f course, those to whom He has given sanctifying grace do have an onto 
logical inclination for the vision o f God, but this is not properly a “natu 
ral” inclination, but “super-added” or supernatural. In fact, it seems that 
even the absolute power o f God could not create a nature with a natural 
inclination or innate appetite for the vision o f God! This is impossible 
because it would imply a contradiction, namely, that a created nature in 
itself could be proportionate to the vision of Gods essence.24 Ultimately, 
the assertion of an innate appetite for the vision o f God is incompatible

21 See John of St. Thomas, Cursus theologicus, disp. 12, a. 3, n. 8 (2:141). B. Beraza 
states the argument in Tractatus de Deo elevante, p. 95, n. 223: “Innate appetite is 
nature itself, not as knowing, but as a certain entity implying an order and relation 
to some perfection. But between a natural entity taken in itself and an intrinsically 
supernatural perfection there can be no relation, no order. Therefore an innate 
appetite o f nature ordered to an intrinsically supernatural form is contradictory.”

22 See 57*1-11, q. 26, a. I: “In natural appetite the principle of this movement is the 
appetitive subjects connaturalness with the thing to which it tends, and may be 
called natural love. Thus the connaturalness of a heavy body for the center is by 
reason of its weight.” According to the principle given in this text, to say that 
there is an innate appetite (appetitus naturalis) of the will or intellect for the vision 
of God would be equivalent to saying that the will or intellect has a “connatural- 
ity” with Gods essence! See S T  I, q. 12, a. 4: “To know self-subsistent being is 
connatural only to the divine intellect.”

23 See De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; D e malo, q. 6; In  I I  De anima, lect. 5 (#286): “From 
every form there follows an inclination, and from inclination there follows opera 
tion”; SrGTII, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229).

24 See 57*1, q. 12, a. 4; D e veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “the vision of God in His essence, an 
end which exceeds the proportionality of any created nature, being connatural to 
God alone”; III Sent., q. 27, q. 2, a. 2: “To us has been promised a certain happi 
ness . . .  which not only surpasses the powers of man but also of the angels, who are 
brought to it like us through grace—for it is natural to God alone”; D e veritate, q. 
8, a. 3, ad 17: “To see God in the first manner [by essence] is natural only to God. 
It lies above the nature of man and angel.” Juan Martinez de Ripalda (1594-1648), 
on the contrary, discusses and favors the hypothesis that a “supernatural substance” 
(for whom supernatural accidents—such as grace and the theological virtues— 
would be connatural) could possibly be created by the absolute power of God. 
Such a hypothetical creature, if it were possible, would indeed logically have an
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with the infinite transcendence o f God with respect to all of creation, and 
would imply a kind o f pantheism.25

The natural similarity with God that we possess in virtue o f being 
made in Gods image is insufficient in itself to provide the basis for a nat 
ural inclination for the vision of God, but only orders us to God insofar as 
He can be naturally known and loved. Grace— a participation in the 
divine nature— is necessary for us to have a proportionality with Gods 
inner life. O n the basis o f this new supernatural proportionality we are 
inclined in an abiding way to the vision of God.26

Furthermore, in various texts, St. Thomas teaches that natural inclina 
tion is rooted in a certain “seminal presence” or “inchoation” of the perfec 
tion for which there is a natural inclination or innate appetite.27 However, 
to assert that there is a kind o f natural proportionality, seminal presence, 
or “inchoation”28 of the vision of God in mans soul prior to his reception 
o f sanctifying grace would be equivalent to divinizing the nature o f the 
human soul.

The Human Will Lacks Sufficient Inclination 
to  Our Supernatural End
In a large number o f texts, St. Thomas denies the existence of a sufficient 
“natural inclination” for the vision o f God, while affirming such an incli 
nation for our connatural end.29 The best way to reconcile these texts with

innate natural appetite for the vision of God. See Ripalda, De ente supematurali: 
Disputationes theologicae, bk. 1, disp. 23 (1:286-331). This notion, however, is 
righdy rejected by Thomists as contradictory, and thus impossible even for the 
absolute power of God, for something cannot be simultaneously “connatural” and 
“supernatural”; the vision of God can only be connatural for God. Ripalda himself 
notes (286): “Almost all writers reject the possibility of a supernatural substance.” 
E. Gutwenger rightly observes that an innate absolute inclination for the vision of 
God, arising from a supernatural finality imprinted on our nature, would be proper 
only to a “supernatural substance” of the kind imagined by Ripalda. See “Natur 
und Obernatur: Gedanken zu Balthasars Werk iiber die Barthsche Theologie,” 
Zeitschriftjur katholische Theologie 75 (1953): 91, quoted on p. 321nl9 above.

25 See the excellent discussion of this point in G. Mansini, “Lonergan on the Natural 
Desire in the Light of Feingold,” Nova et Vetera (English ed.) 5 (2007): 196-98.

26 See De veritate, q. 27, a. 2.
22 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2.
28 See H. de Lubac, Mystery, 86 [111—12], where he eloquendy recognizes this crucial 

point. However, one cannot coherendy insist that the natural desire to see God is 
an unconditional innate appetite and simultaneously assert that spiritual nature is 
in no way proportionate to the vision of God, and possesses no “inchoation” of it.

29 See S T  I, q. 62, a. 2; I-II, q. 62, a. 3; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De veritate, q. 
14, a. 3, ad 9; q. 22, a. 8; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 
3, ad 5. See also De spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; III Sent., d. 27,
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those asserting the existence o f a natural desire to see God is to infer that, 
in the first series o f texts, St. Thomas is denying an innate and absolute 
inclination or appetite for the vision o f God, and in the second series he is 
asserting the existence o f an elicited and imperfect natural desire.* 30 An 
elicited and imperfect natural desire does not constitute a “sufficient natu 
ral inclination” precisely because o f its imperfect or conditional character, 
whereas an innate and unconditional appetite— if it existed— could not 
foil to constitute a sufficient natural inclination. In other words, “sufficient 
natural inclination” in St. Thomas’s terminology is generally equivalent to 
“innate appetite” as used by Suarez and subsequent theologians, indicating 
the natural tendency o f a potency toward its proportionate perfection.31

q. 2, a. 2, ad 4, in which the same idea is expressed without using the term “natu 
ral inclination.” One apparent exception to this series of texts is In Boet. de Trim, 
q. 6, a. 4, ad 5.

30 Interpreters who reconcile these two series of texts by affirming an elicited imperfect 
natural desire for the vision of God and denying an innate appetite include Sudrez 
('Opera, 7:185a-b and 4:152a); Xantes Mariales, O.P, Controversiae ad universam 
Summam theologiae D. Thomae Aquinatis, controversia 10, ch. 3 (73): “When St. 
Thomas and Cajetan deny a natural desire to see God, they are speaking of desire as 
a weight [pondus] and inclination of nature for that vision. When they concede a 
natural desire, they are speaking of an elicited desire that is natural”; Billuart, 
Summa Sancti Thomae, vol. 3, Tractatus de gratia, diss. 2, praeambula, a. 2 (38); I. 
M. Dalmau, “De Deo uno et trino,” in Sacrae theologiae summa, 2:57: “There is a 
double series of texts, a fact which cannot be explained by some true type of evolu 
tion of doctrine. For in I q.12 a. 1; I-II q.3 a.8; 3 ScG5Off. and others, when treat 
ing beatitude, he clearly posits a desire to see God in nature. . . .  At other places, 
however, whenever he deals with grace and the theological virtues, original sin, and 
the supernatural order in general, asinlq.23 a.1; q.62 a.2; I-II q.62a.l; q. 109-14, 
especially q. 114 a.2; De veritate q.14 a. 2; q.22 a.7; q.27 a.2, he states no less clearly 
a doctrine of a twofold end: natural and supernatural And he readies that an inclina 
tion is given in nature only to the natural end, for it can be obtained by natural 
powers. This consists in a certain contemplation of the divine.”

Laporta, on the contrary, seeks to resolve the problem in the exact opposite way, 
holding that the texts of St. Thomas denying a natural indination for the vision of 
God would be denying an elicited natural appetite, but not an innate appetite, and 
the texts on the natural desire to see God would be affirming an innate natural 
appetite, but not an elicited one. See “Les notions d’appdtit naturel et de puissance 
obddientielle,”£7X 5 (1928): 257, quoted on p. 192n26 above. Laporta’s solution is 
evidently incorrect for two reasons. First, the texts affirming the natural desire to see 
God show very clearly that this desire is aroused by knowledge, and is thus naturally 
elicited. Secondly, St. Thomas repeatedly denies that there is a “natural inclination” 
for the vision of God, an expression which normally indicates innate appetite.

31 See, among others, S7T, q. 80, a. 1, ad 3; H I, q. 50, a. 5, ad 3; I-II, q. 51. a. 1; 
I-II, q. 94, a. 3; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De veritate, q. 22, a. 8; III Sent., d. 
23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3: “From the very nature of the faculty, there is an incli 
nation to the final end proportionate to the nature.”



At the same time, while denying a natural inclination for our supernat 
ural end, it is absolutely clear that St. Thomas maintains that there is a nat 
ural inclination in man for a connatural happiness proportionate to his 
nature.32 By asserting that our natural inclination is sufficiently directed 
only toward our connatural or proportionate end, St. Thomas is saying that 
our ordination to our connatural end is really something “imprinted upon 
our nature,” to use de Lubac’s terminology. In other words, St. Thomas is 
asserting that the innate appetite of our nature is directed to our connatural 
end. This remains true notwithstanding our elevation to a supernatural end, 
because our nature itself is not changed by the fact of our elevation.

The term desiderium naturale, however, has a broader range o f mean 
ings. Although it can occasionally refer to an innate appetite, it generally 
refers to an act o f desire, a naturally elicited movement o f the will that fol 
lows on knowledge, as discussed in S T  I—II, q. 10, a. 1. Therefore, the 
rejection of a “natural inclination” for the vision o f God—equivalent to a 
denial o f an innate appetite for it— does not preclude the existence o f a 
true natural desire for it, as affirmed by ScG III, ch. 50, and parallel texts 
(discussed in chapter 3 above).

If  St. Thomas really held that the rational creature has an innate 
appetite for the vision o f God, he should have affirmed the existence of 
a natural inclination for the vision o f God, while denying that we have 
the means to realize it. This would have been in accordance with the 
view of Scotus,33 34 35 36 de Soto,3* Toledo,33 St. Robert Bellarmine,3̂  Antoine 
Arnauld,32 the Augustinians Bellelli38 and Berti,39 Laporta,40 and de 
Lubac.41 However, St. Thomas denies the existence o f a natural inclina-
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32 See 5T I-II, q. 62, a. 3: “The theological virtues order man to supernatural beati 
tude in the same way as through natural inclination man is ordered to his connat 
ural end”; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 
3, sol. and ad 2-3.

33 See Ordinatio I, prol., pars 1, q. un., n. 32 [12] (19): “I concede that God is the 
natural end of man, but not capable of being naturally acquired, but only super- 
naturally.”

34 See In quartam Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1: “And thus that end is natural which we nat 
urally desire, although the attainment and realization of it is not natural for us. 
This was the magnifying of our nature, that it was created for that end which we 
are powerless to attain except through a special aid of God.” See also his De 
natura etgratia, I, ch. 4 (fol. 12-13).

35 See In Summam theologiaeS, ThomaeAquinatis enarratio, I n lam, q. 1, a. 1 (1:20a): 
“God therefore is the natural end of the potency, but the supernatural end with 
respect to act and operation.”

36 See De gratiaprim i hominis, ch. 7 (Opera omnia, 5:191a): “Beatitude is man’s nat 
ural end with regard to appetite, but not with regard to execution.”
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tion for a supernatural end, for the precise reason that it exceeds our natu 
ral forces— and thus our proportionality.37 38 39 40 * 42

De Lubac has suggested that St. Thomas indeed affirms a natural 
inclination or innate appetite for the vision o f God, but not a sufficient 
appetite, which would only be the product o f grace.43 However, it cannot 
be understood how an innate and therefore unconditional desire could fail 
to provide a sufficient inclination to a given end. I f  a desire is truly innate 
and unconditional, then it clearly would be sufficient to incline the crea 
ture to that end, as our unconditional natural desire for happiness in gen 
eral inclines and orders the will sufficiently to that end, "within the 
proportionality o f nature.”44 It seems that an inclination to an end can be 
“insufficient” only if it is conditional and imperfect, and therefore elicited 
rather than innate. Ultimately, it appears to be contradictory to hold with 
de Lubac, on the One hand, that the natural desire to see God is absolute 
and innate, and to hold with St. Thomas, on the other hand, that “by his 
natural faculties alone man does not siifficiendy have an inclination to 
that end,”45 an “end which exceeds natural inclination.”4̂

St. Thomas Teaches That We Are Ordered to  the 
Vision of God by Grace and Not by Nature
Innate natural appetite basically means being ordered by God to an end in 
virtue o f ones nature. As St. Thomas says in his commentary on Aristotle’s 
Physics, “Natural appetite is nothing other than the ordination o f things to

37 See Second icrit sur I’atnour naturel de Dieu (Oeuvres, 10:690): “It is the natural 
end of man, although he cannot attain it except through supernatural means.”

38 See Mens Augustini de statu creaturae rationalis ante peccatum, bk. 3, ch. 12 (412): 
“That innate natural appetite is sometimes in a subject for an end which it does not 
have the power to attain without external aid should not be wondrous or new.”

39 See Bern, Augustinianum systema de gratia, diss. 2, ch. 1, §6, n. 5 (Rome, 1750), 
1:201: “That end is supernatural with regard to realization, but natural with 
regard to inclination and appetite.”

40 See “Les notions d’appdtit naturel et de puissance ob&lientielle,” ETL 5 (1928): 
258, 269n40, 273; La destinie, 89: “An intellectual creature is defined by an 
end—inclinatio naturalis—which is supernatural from the point of view of attain 
ment— which the entire power of nature is incapable of achieving.’ ”

4! See Mystery, 113-15 [147-49].
42 See STI, q. 62, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 2-3; De veritate, 

q. 14, a. 3, ad 9. The same idea is found in other texts, although without using the 
expression “natural inclination”: De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8.

43 See Mystery, 86 [111].
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their end through their own nature.”47 Therefore, if there were an innate 
natural appetite for the vision o f God in intellectual creatures, according to 
the mind o f St. Thomas, we should expect him also to assert that intellec 
tual creatures are ordered by their nature to the vision of God. And if he 
denies that our spiritual faculties are ordered by nature to that vision, we 
can deduce that he holds that they do not have an innate appetite for it.

In fact, in numerous texts St. Thomas states that the soul and its fac 
ulties o f intellect and will are ordered to the vision o f God not by nature, 
but by grace and the theological virtues.48 Instead, will and intellect are 
naturally ordered to our "connatural end” in virtue of their proportional 
ity with that end, their natural inclination to it, and the presence o f a cer 
tain natural “inchoation o f that end.”4^

For example, in III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad I ,50 St. Thomas 
says that our intellect and will are “naturally ordered to God . . . insofar as 
we can naturally participate in Him.” This refers to a natural contempla 
tion of God through creation, and a natural love for God as the source of 
all natural goodness. However, for our will to be ordered to God insofar as 
He can be participated supematuraily, the theological virtues are necessary.

Likewise, in S7T-II, q. 62, a. 3, Sf. Thomas teaches that our intellect 
and will are naturally ordered— in virtue of the natural inclination of these 
potencies— to our natural end: contemplation o f God through creation.51 
In the response to the first objection, he states that the nature of the will 
sufficiently orders it to our connatural end, both with regard to intending

47 In I  Phys., lect. 15, n. 10 (#138). Here “natural appetite” clearly signifies innate 
appetite, which depends only on the natural form possessed, and not on the pres 
ence of knowledge.

48 See S TI-II, q. 62, a. lc  and ad 3; I-II, q. 63, a. 3; De malo, q. 5, a. 1; De vir- 
tutibus, q. un., a. 10; SW7III, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229); ch. 151, n. 5 (#3238); De 
veritate, q. 27, a. 5; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 1.

49 See De veritate, q. 14, a. 2.
50 “Man is naturally ordered to God through knowledge and affection insofar as he 

can naturally participate in Him. However, since there is a certain participation [in 
God] above nature, it is necessary that there be a knowledge and affection above 
nature. For this the theological virtues are necessary.” This text is responding to an 
objection which says that our will is naturally determined (i.e. by an innate 
appetite) to desire the supreme good, consisting in the vision of God. Therefore, 
the objection concludes that the theological virtues are not necessary. St. Thomas 
responds by denying that our will is naturally “ordered” to desire God as He can be 
possessed supematuraily. This is equivalent, therefore, to denying that our will has 
an innate appetite for the vision of God. The natural or innate “ordering” of our 
will is only directed towards God insofar as He can be naturally known and loved.

51 The notion of the connatural end of human (or angelic) nature is clearly 
expressed, for example, in S T  I, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 2; II
Sent., d. 4, q. 1, a. 1; d. 41, q. 1, a. 1. I
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the end, and possessing a natural conformity with it. However, in neither 
o f these ways is the nature of the will itself ordered to our supernatural 
end. Therefore, hope and charity are necessary for the will to be ordered to 
a supernatural beatitude.

This implies that the will does indeed have an innate appetite for our 
connatural end—since it is ordered by its very nature to that end—but not 
for the vision of God. If  we had an innate appetite for the vision, then 
infused hope and charity would not be necessary to order our will to that end 
(either with regard to “intention for the end, or conformity with it”), but 
only to attain or merit it, contrary to the constant teaching of St. Thomas.

St. Thomas's Interpretation of 
1 Corinthians 2:9 and Isaiah 64:4
In numerous texts St. Thomas affirms that the vision o f God not only 
transcends the power o f our natural reason to know, but also the power o f 
our w ill to desire. "What does he mean by this? Clearly, he cannot mean to 
eliminate an elicited desire to see God, bom of wonder, whose existence 
he repeatedly affirms. Rather, he says that the vision o f God “exceeds our 
appetite and desire” because it is a good infinitely disproportionate to our 
nature and thus above the object of the natural inclination or innate 
appetite of our will and intellect.

Furthermore, he clearly holds this to be a revealed truth, which he 
supports by repeatedly citing 1 Cor 2:9 or Is 64:4,52 usually with regard to 
our need for grace and the theological virtues to properly desire our super 
natural end. This unrelenting use of 1 Cor 2:9 is extremely noteworthy in 
that it shows that de Lubacs thesis o f an innate and unconditional natural 
desire runs contrary not just to an Aristotelian philosophical axiom, but to 
a fundamental principle o f revealed truth, underscored again and again by 
the Angelic Doctor.

For example, in STT-II he cites this text three times, writing that “the 
final beatitude prepared for the saints surpasses the intellect and will of 
man; for the Aposde says (1 Cor 2:9) ‘Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor * 62

52 In ten passages, St. Thomas directly cites 1 Cor 2:9 or Is 64:4 to show that the 
vision of God exceeds our ability to desire: STI-II, q. 5, a. 5, sed contra, I-II, q.
62, a. 3; I-II, q. 114, a. 2; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; In loan. 17:23 (#2250); In Eph. 
2:7 (#90); In GaL 5:16 (#308): “For knowledge of our supernatural end is given to 
us only through the Holy Spirit; 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not seen. . . ’ Likewise He gives 
us an inclination, for the Holy Spirit instigates and inclines the affection to love”; I 
Sent., prol.; II Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 1: “Man before sin needed grace, because . . .  life 
eternal is an end that completely transcends the power of human nature. Therefore 
it also surpasses his intellect and desire-. 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not seen . . . ’ ”; III Sent., 
d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3- See also De rrnlo, q. 5, a. 3.



has it entered into the heart o f man, what God has prepared for those who 
love him.’ ”53 And again: “But these two [intellect and will] fall short of 
the order o f supernatural beatitude, according to 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not 
seen . . ”54 And yet again: "Life eternal is a certain good which surpasses 
the proportionality o f created nature, for it also surpasses its knowledge 
and desire, according to 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not seen . . ”55

In De veritate, q. 14, a. 2, he says: “There is another good of human 
nature which surpasses the proportionality of human nature, because nat 
ural powers are insufficient to obtain it, or even to know or desire i t  It is 
promised to man only by the divine liberality, in 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not 
seen/ etc/, and this is eternal life.”56

The text of Is 64:4 appears for the first time already in the prologue of 
his commentary on the first book of the Sentences, in which the young St. 
Thomas is delineating the plan of his first major work, by commenting on 
Eccl 24:42 (Vulgate). He cites the verse, “et inebriabo partus mei fructum” 
(“and I will inebriate the fruit which I have brought forth”) with regard to 
mans supernatural end, to be treated in the fourth book, and he explains 
that the text speaks o f intoxication, because the end to which God has 
ordained us “exceeds every measure of retison and desire, according to Is 64:4: 
‘Eye has not seen . . .’ ”

Similar texts are also found in St. Thomas’s Biblical commentaries, 
such as his commentary on Eph 2:7, in which the Vulgate reads: “That He 
might show in the ages to come the abundant riches o f His grace, in His 
bounty above us [super nos] in Christ Jesus.” He explains the words “above 
us” with reference to Is 64:4: “Eye has not seen . . .” He interprets this to 
mean that our final end is not only above the capacity o f our natural 
forces, but also above our ability to desire and understand.57

The same idea is found in his commentary on Jn 17:23: “For now we 
cannot know the magnitude of the love of God for us, for the goods that 
God will give us— since they exceed our appetite and desire— cannot enter 
into our heart; 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has not seen . . .’”58

In order to reconcile this insistent teaching with a natural desire to see 
God (as affirmed in ScCxIII, ch. 50; S T l ,  q. 12, a. 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 8; etc.), 
we have to conclude that St. Thomas is denying the existence of an innate 
appetite for the vision of God, which does not contradict the existence of 
an eliciced and imperfect natural desire.

53 57*1-11, q. 5, a. 5, sed contra.
54 571-11, q. 62, a. 3.
55 57*1-11, q. 114, a. 2.
56 “Eternal life” here should be understood to indicate the beatific vision.
57 In Eph. 2:7, lect. 2 (#90): “And this is ‘above us/ that is, above our desire, above 

our intellect, and above our capacity. Is 64:4: ‘Eye has not seen . . . ’ ”
58 In loan. 17:23 (#2250).
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A Specific Obediential Potency Does Not 
Generate an Innate Appetite
Natural inclination or innate appetite is based on natural active or passive 
potencies, and is directed to objects which perfect the potency in a natural 
and proportionate way. To every natural passive potency there corresponds 
an innate appetite for the proportionate act that naturally perfects that 
potency.59 A faculty is imperfect if its natural potencies are not realized, 
and thus there is an innate appetite for this realization. However, a faculty 
is not said to be imperfect, properly speaking, simply because its obedien 
tial potencies are never realized, because these exceed its natural reach and 
proportion.60 Since each thing desires its proper perfection by innate 
appetite, there will be an innate appetite only for the realization of natural 
potencies. An obediential potency, on the other hand, does not form the 
basis o f a specific innate tendency or inclination because it is open to an 
undetermined range o f disproportionate realizations above its nature.61

We have seen in chapter 7 that there is no natural passive potency in 
man or angel for the vision o f God, or for other supernatural perfections, 
but only a specific obediential potency.62 This follows from the Aristotelian 
principle, frequently repeated by St. Thomas,63 64 that natural passive poten 
cies always presuppose the existence of natural agents capable o f realizing 
those potencies. Therefore, there is no innate appetite in the rational crea 
ture for the vision o f God.6<*

59 See 57*1-11, q. 27, a. 3: “Whatever is in potentiality, as such, has the desire for its 
act; and it takes pleasure in its realization, if  it be a sentient and cognitive being.”

60 See De veritate, q. 8, a. 4, ad 13: “There exists, however, a certain potency which 
is merely obediential, when something is said to be in potency for those things 
which God can realize in it above its nature. If  such a potency is not actualized, 
the potency is not imperfect.”

61 For this reason St. Thomas says that obediential potency can never be completely 
realized, and need never be realized at all. See D e veritate, q. 29, a. 3, ad 3; 57*111, 
q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; III Sent., d. 1, a. 1, a. 3, ad 4.

62 See St. Albert, Super Dionysium De divinis nominibus, ch. 1, n. 27, ad 7 (Opera 
omnia, 37/l:13b, lines 58-66); Capreolus, Defensiones theologiae D ivi Thomae 
Aquinatis, prol., q. 1, a. 2, B, §5 (l:18b-19a).

63 See S T  III, q. 4, a. 1: “Natural passive potency, which does not extend to what 
transcends the natural order”; 5cG’II, ch. 60, n. 19 (#1388); De veritate, q. 18, a. 
2; q. 18, a. 5: “In no genus does a natural passive power extend beyond that to 
which the active power of the same genus extends, just as in nature there is a pas 
sive power only with reference to those things to which some natural active power 
can extend”; I Sent., d. 17, q. 2, a. 2 (in fine)'. III Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a.l, qla. 1; III 
Sent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 2; IV Sent., d- 43, q. 1, a. 1, qla. 3. See pp. 123-31 above.

64 This argument is developed by Cajetan, D epotentia neutra, q. 2, quoad 4 (207b). 
John o f St. Thomas, Cursus tbeologicus, disp. 12, a. 3, nn. 8-9 (2:141).
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If there were a natural passive potency in the proper sense for the 
vision, then there would certainly be an innate appetite for it, and the 
position o f Scotus and de Lubac would be correct. However, according to 
the above-mentioned Aristotelian axiom, this would also imply the exis 
tence o f natural means to realize that end, which is impossible.

Innate Appetite Is Based on the  Connatural 
Active Powers of a Nature
The same basic argument can be reformulated without direct reference to 
obediential potency. Innate appetite is based on the connatural active 
powers o f a nature, or o f other natural agents (as in the case o f the natural 
appetite of prime matter for form).65 However, the vision o f God tran 
scends the reach of all natural active powers. Hence there cannot be an 
innate appetite for the vision o f God.66

In this sense, St. Thomas says that “there can be no natural desire 
except for things which can naturally be possessed. Therefore, there is a 
natural desire for the supreme good in us by nature, insofar as the supreme 
good is capable of being participated by,us through natural effects.”65 66 67 This 
limitation o f natural appetite to what can be naturally possessed is valid 
only for innate appetite. Cajetan is likewise referring to innate inclination 
when he says: "Nature does not give an inclination to something which 
natural active forces are unable to obtain.”68

65 See S T l ,  q. 59, a. 2; In I  Phys„ lect. 15, n. 10; S T l ,  q. 7, a. 2, ad 3, in which St. 
Thomas specifies that the potency of prime matter is only for natural forms to 
which it can be brought by natural active forces: “Prime matter even as potency is 
not absolutely infinite, but relatively, because its potentiality extends only to nat 
ural forms.”

66 Although without distinguishing between innate and elicited appetite, this argu 
ment is given by Denis the Carthusian and Cajetan (see pp. 167-68 above) as an 
objection against the existence of a natural desire to see God. As Sylvester of Fer 
rara pointed out, this argument only shows that there cannot be an innate desire 
like a pondus naturae, but does not rule out an elicited desire. This argument is also 
given by Sudrez in De ultim ojinehom inis, disp. 1 6 ,§ l,n . 10 {Opera omnia, 4:153); 
“De statibus humanae naturae,” ch. 1 (7:181); Disputationes metaphysicae, disp. 30 
(26:154). See also J. M. Ripalda, De ente supematurali: Disputationes theohgicae, 
bk. 1, disp. 9, §4, n. 27 (1:64): “St. Thomas rejects an inclination of nature to 
supernatural gifts. First, because he expressly teaches that this inclination is the 
capacity of a thing to be brought into act by a natural agent. Secondly, because nat 
ural inclination and natural potency [facultas] are the same. Natural potency is not 
conceded by St. Thomas except with regard to those things which can be realized 
through natural powers”; Billuart, Summa Sancti Thomae, vol. 3, Tractatus de gra 
tia, diss. 2 (38); M. J. Scheeben, Nature and Grace, 80.

67 III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.
68 Commentary on S T  I, q. 12, a. 1, n. 9 (Leonine ed., 4:116).
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Elicited natural desire, on the other hand, is not restricted in the same 
way, and can be directed to an object which exceeds the limits o f connat 
ural forces, as long as it is naturally grasped to be something that would 
perfect us.69 But if it seems impossible to attain, the respective desire will 
be imperfecdy or conditionally willed.

An Innate Appetite for the  Beatific Vision 
Would Make Charity Natural
If there were an innate appetite in man for the vision o f God, as a kind of 
finality imprinted on our nature, naturally ordering us to that vision, it 
would logically follow that there would be a natural love for God insofar 
as He is the object o f supernatural beatitude. This is because an innate 
appetite for an end presupposes a certain similarity (proportionality) to 
the end to which it is ordered, and thus a natural love for that end, caused 
by that natural similarity.70 However, the love for God as our supernatural 
beatitude is precisely the supernatural love o f charity.

For example, in ScG III, ch. 151, n. 5, St. Thomas shows that charity 
is caused by sanctifying grace. His reasoning is based on the principle that 
the form by which something is ordered to an end carries within it a simi 
larity to and germ of the end to which it is naturally ordered. Thus he rea 
sons that since man is ordered to the perfect possession of God through 
sanctifying grace, this grace renders man similar to that end; and this simi 
larity will cause a love for God as the object of perfect beatitude, which love 
is charity; “The form by which a thing is ordered to some end somehow 
makes the thing similar to that en d .. . .  Now it has been shown above that 
sanctifying grace is a certain form in man by which he is ordered to his final 
end, which is God. Therefore, by grace man acquires a similarity with God. 
However, similitude is the cause o f love, for everyone loves what is like 
unto himself. By grace, therefore, man is rendered a lover of God.”71

If man were naturally inclined to the vision o f God through the 
imprinting o f a supernatural finality on his being at conception, generating 
an innate appetite, then that imprinted finality would also generate a natural

69 This argument is given by Sylvester of Ferrara, In Sc(? Ill, ch. 51, n. 4/2 (Tannine 
ed., 14:141).

70 For the thesis that the natural tendency to an end is caused by natural love of that 
end, and that love is caused by similarity, see S TI-II, q. 25, a. 2; I—II, q. 26, a. 1; 
I-II, q. 27, a. 3: “Similitude, properly speaking, is the cause of love”; I—II, q. 99, 
a. 2: “Similitude is the cause of love, according to Eccl 13 [19], ‘Every animal 
loves his like’”; ScGIII, ch. 151, n. 5 (#3238); De veritate, q. 14, a. 2.

71 #3238.
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love for God considered precisely as the object o f supernatural beatitude.72 
This is impossible, for it would make the supernatural virtue of charity nat 
ural, or render it superfluous. Indeed, the imprinting of a supernatural final 
ity on the nature at its creation would fulfill the function of sanctifying 
grace, and make grace itself superfluous. Once again it can be seen that the 
underlying issue at stake is o f the greatest theological importance.

Two Different Loves for God—Natural 
and Supernatural—G enerate Two Types 
of Inclination for Union with God
Since love is based on similarity, two distinct modes of likeness to God—  
natural and supernatural— determine two distinct types o f love for God: 
natural and supernatural.73 74 The same idea can be expressed as follows: Two 
different modes o f God’s largesse to His spiritual creatures7* determine two 
different tendencies or movements of their will back to God. His natural 
activity in creation as the author o f our nature generates in us an innate 
appetite or inclination for our connatural end—loving contemplation of 
God through creatures. Gods supernatural activity in infusing sanctifying 
grace into our hearts arouses a quite distinct inclination in us— supernatu 
ral hope and charity—which is directed toward the triune God as the 
object of our supernatural beatitude, to be possessed in the beatific vision.

This argument presupposes the principle that the creature’s response 
to God depends on Gods prior action in the creature. This prior action is 
fundamentally twofold: creation and sanctification. God’s action of creation

72 See ST  I, q. 60, a. 2: “The love of that good which a man naturally wills as an 
end, is his natural love.” If  the natural inclination of the will itself were directed 
towards God as the object of the beatific vision, then according to this text, that 
natural inclination would constitute a “natural love” for God as the object of 
supernatural beatitude.

73 See, for example, III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4: “Love is caused by similitude. 
Therefore, we naturally love the supreme good above all, insofar as we have a 
similitude with Him through natural goods. But since nature cannot realize His 
operations, which are His life and beatitude (i.e. the beatific vision), nature fails to 
attain to the divine friendship by which friends live together and share in every 
thing. It is necessary therefore that charity be super-added by which we may have 
friendship with God, by which we may love Him through having been made sim 
ilar to Him through participation in spiritual gifts, and by which we may desire 
Him insofar as He can be participated in by His friends through glory.”

74 See III Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 1; ibid., ad 2: “As Dionysius says, the good is 
diffusive of itself. Thus where a different type of diffusion is recognized, another 
type of goodness is found. By natural reason we can know the supreme good which 
communicates itself through natural participation, but not that which is diffusive 
of itself through a supernatural participation.”
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determines an innate appetite for God proportionate to the natural facul 
ties of the creature. God’s action o f sanctification determines a new “super- 
added” habitual desire for God in Himself, with whom the creature has 
mysteriously been made proportionate through sanctifying grace.

The Salmanticenses (1631) formulate the argument as follows:

Natural inclination as a pondus naturae, which we are speaking of here, 
is implanted by God precisely as author of nature. Therefore, it cannot 
extend to God as He is in Himself and as He transcends the entire 
order of nature. . . . For an inclination cannot extend beyond that to 
which its principle extends. Thus, if it is from God as author of nature, 
it will not have the power to transcend this entire order and extend to 
the supernatural order.75

St. Thomas makes this argument to show the necessity o f grace and 
the theological virtues. An interesting example is found in his commentary 
on 2 Cor 5:2: “God produces natural and supernatural desires in us. He 
gives us natural desires when He gives us a natural spirit belonging to 
human nature. . . .  He gives us supernatural desires when he infuses in us 
a supernatural spirit, namely the Holy Spirit.”76 According to this text, 
nature herself does not give an innate natural desire for an end that is 
above the nature o f the creature. Such an ontological desire direcdy for a 
supernatural end must be infused directly by God, working above the nat 
ural order, through the gift of sanctifying grace.

75 Cursus theohgicus, x.race. 2, disp. I,dubium4, §2, n. 62 (1:111). See alsojohn of 
St. Thomas, Cursus theologicus, disp. 12, a. 3, n. 8 (2:141): “If that innate appetite 
is generated fromi nature . .  . ,  then it must be derived from the author of nature. 
But this is impossible, because the author of nature cannot cause a positive incli 
nation and appetite to an end to which He cannot lead. In this way, it would be 
inclined in vain towards what is unattainable by the author of nature; its inclina 
tion would be in vain. God as author of nature cannot lead to the clear vision of 
God, but only as supernatural author, because the vision is a supernatural effect. 
Therefore it does not belong to the author of nature to give such an inclination, 
and consequendy it is not a natural appetite.” The same argument is found in 
Gonet, Clypeus theologiae thomisticae, in I, q. 12, disp. 1, a. 5, §2, n. 86 (1:224): 
“Innate appetite is from God as author of nature, and as the Creator of natural 
forms. However, the desire for the clear vision of God cannot be from the author 
of nature. Therefore, there cannot be an innate appetite for it. The major is evi 
dent; the minor will be proven first. A desire implanted by God as the author of 
nature only tends to God as natural end, for, as is commonly said, ‘the order of 
ends follows the order of agents.’ However, God, as clearly seen, is not the natural 
but the supernatural end. Therefore, the desire for the clear vision of God cannot 
be from God as author of nature, but only from God as the giver of grace and 
other supernatural gifts.”

76 In II Cor. 5:5, lecc. 2 (#161). See also #160; and SrGIII, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229).
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Surprisingly, de Lubac claims chat the distinction between love o f “God 
as author of the natural order” and “God as author of the supernatural 
order,” or between “God as the object of natural beatitude” and “God as the 
object of supernatural beatitude,” is not found in St. Thomas, but is the 
invention o f his seventeenth-century commentators!77 The texts, however, 
decisively refute this claim, for St. Thomas very frequently distinguishes 
between a natural and a supernatural love of God.78 In De malo, q. 16, a. 4,
77 See p. 243nl 13 above for de Lubac’s critique of this distinction, in Sumaturel, 254. 

See also Sumaturel, 111, and note 1 on that page. See G. Fr^naud, “Esprit et grace 
sanctifiante,” La pensie catholique 5 (1948): 44-45: “Fr. [de Lubac] accuses the 
inventors of pure nature . . .  for having disfigured a distinction made by St. 
Thomas between God as 'auctor naturae’ and God as ‘beatificatorthe author of 
nature’ has unduly been transformed into the author and end of nature’. In effect, 
it is St. Thomas himself who is responsible for the transformation, as one can see, 
at least twice, in I—II, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3, and q. 109, a, 3, ad 1. . . . The same note 
gives Bdnez the honor of having invented the classical distinction between God 
‘auctor naturae' and ‘auctor gratiae.' St. Thomas has also anticipated him here, 
using these exact terms in De malo, q. 16, a. 4, ad 14.”

78 See ST  I, q. 60, a. 5, ad 4: “God, insofar as He is the universal good, from whom 
every natural good depends, is loved by every being with natural love. Insofar as He 
is the good which of its very nature beatifies all with supernatural beatitude, He is 
loved with the love of charity” •, I, q. 62, a. 2, ad 1: “The angel loves God naturally, 
insofar as God is the author of his natural being. But here we are speaking of turn 
ing to God, insofar as God bestows beatitude by the vision of His essence”; I, q. 63, 
a. 1, ad 3: “It is natural for the angel to turn to God by the movement of love, 
according as God is the principle of his natural being. But for him to turn to God 
as the object of supernatural beatitude, comes of infused love, from which he could 
be turned away by sinning”; I-II, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3: “Reason and the will are natu 
rally ordered to God inasmuch as He is the cause and the end of nature [naturae 
principium et finis], but according to the proportion of nature. However, insofar as 
He is the object o f supernatural beatitude, reason and will, according to their nature, 
are not sufficiendy ordered to Him”; I-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1: “Charity loves God 
above all things in a higher way than nature does. For nature loves God above all 
things inasmuch as He is the beginning and the end of natural good', whereas charity 
loves Him, as He is the object of beatitude, and inasmuch as man has a spiritual fel 
lowship with God”; II—II, q. 26, a. 3: “The good we can receive from God is 
twofold, the good of nature, and the good of grace. Now the participation in natu 
ral goods bestowed on us by God is the foundation of natural love, in virtue of 
which . . . man, so long as his nature remains unimpaired, loves God above all 
things and more than himself.. . .  This is realized much more with regard to the 
friendship o f charity which is based on participation in the gifts ofgrace"', Quodlibet 
I, q. 4, a. 3 [8], ad 1: “To love God insofar as He is the principle of all being, per 
tains to natural love; but to love God insofar as He is the object of beatitude, 
belongs to gratuitous love”; De caritate, q. un., a. 2, ad 16: “Love of the supreme 
good, insofar as it is the principle o f natural being, is in us by nature. However, inso 
far as it is the object o f that beatitude which surpasses the entire capacity of created 
nature, this love is not in us by nature, but is above nature”; De spe, q. un., a. 1,
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x

ad 14, for example, St. Thomas contrasts two different movements o f love 
for God in the angels. They love Him both as “author o f nature” and as 
“author of grace,” of which the former is natural and the latter is the prod 
uct o f an impulse o f grace: “The angel in the first instant of his creation, at 
the same time as he was moved into his nature, was also moved to God 
insofar as He is the author o f nature, because . . .  an intelligence knowing 
his essence also knows his cause. However, he was not then carried to God 
insofar as He is the author o f grace?

This is brought out also in the following response {De malo, q. 16, a. 
4, ad 15): “To love oneself for G ods sake insofar as He is the object of 
supernatural beatitude and the author o f grace, is an act o f charity. But to 
love God above all things and oneself for God’s sake insofar as the natural 
good o f every creature consists in Him, belongs naturally not only to the 
rational creature, but also to brute animals and inanimate bodies, insofar 
as they share in natural love for the supreme good.”

The natural love o f God is directed to God as the “principle o f natural 
being,”79 or as the “principle and end o f all natural being,”80 or “insofar as 
the supreme good can be participated through natural effects.”81 All of 
these expressions are synonymous with the notion o f God as “author and 
end o f nature.”

ad 9: “To love God above all things can be understood in two ways. One way, 
insofar as the divine good is the principle and end o f a ll natural being. . . .  In 
another way one can love God above all, insofar as God is the object o f beatitude. . . 
and such love is the act o f charity, which no creature can realize without grace”; In
I  Cor. 13:13, lect. 4 (#806): “Every love consists in a certain union. . . . Now we 
have a twofold union with God. One is with regard to the goods o f nature, which 
we here participate in from Him. The other is with regard to beatitude, insofar as 
here we are participants by grace in the supernal happiness.. . .  And according to 
the first participation in God, there is a natural friendship insofar as each thing, 
insofar as it is, desires God as first cause and supreme gpod, as its end. Based on the 
second kind of participation there is the love o f charity”; D e malo, q. 16, a. 4, ad 
14 and 15; D e malo, q. 5, a. 3, ad 4; Comp, theol. I, ch. 174, n. 2 (#345) (speak 
ing of the damned): “Thus it is necessary that the intellect of man placed in that 
extreme misery have some knowledge of God and some love o f God, insofar as He 
is the principle o f  natural perfections, which is natural love, but not for Him in 
Himself, nor insofar as H e is the principle o f virtues and graces” •, II Sent., d. 3, q. 4, 
ad 1: “To love God insofar as He is the principle o f all being, pertains to natural 
love; but to love God as He is the object o f beatitude, belongs to gratuitous love”;
II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 2, ad 5; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4. See M. R. Gagne- 
bet, “L’amour naturel de Dieu chez saint Thomas et ses contemporains,” R T  48 
(1948): 432-34.

79 57T, q. 62, a. 2, ad 1; I, q. 63, a. 1, ad 3; De caritate, q. un., a. 2, ad 16.
80 Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 9; 57T-II, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1.
81 III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.



The supernatural love o f charity is directed to God as He is the 
“object o f supernatural beatitude,”82 or to “God insofar as He beatifies 
through the vision of His essence,”83 or to God as “that good which uni 
versally beatifies all with a supernatural beatitude,”84 or to God “insofar as 
He can be participated in by His friends through glory,”85 or to God sim 
ply “as the object of beatitude.”8̂

Thus it is clear that for St. Thomas, the natural love o f God is not 
directed to God in His inner life, but to God as the source and end of nat 
ural perfections, which love generates a “natural friendship” with God.87 
The love or desire for God insofar as He can be seen face to face is spoken 
of by St. Thomas as charity, a love which is exclusively the product of grace.

This doctrine can also be understood as following from a general princi 
ple used by St. Thomas: “In every lover there is caused a desire to be united 
to his beloved, insofar as is possible.”88 Thus it follows that a natural love for 
God will be directed to union with God insofar as this is possible on the basis 
o f nature itself A supernatural love for God generated by the presence of grace 
will be directed to union with God insofar as this is possible through grace.

It is clear, therefore, that for St. Thomas it would be very wrong to sup 
pose that there is an innate natural desire’ or love for God insofar as He can 
be participated in only through grace. A love for God directed to union with 
Him in the beatific vision must itself be the product o f a supernatural inter 
vention of God, infusing the theological virtues and creating a supernatural 
friendship with Him. An innate love for God can only be directed to God as 
the author of nature and of natural perfections, and insofar as He can natu 
rally be participated in.89 Otherwise, the crucial distinction between a natu-

82 STI, q. 63, a. 1, ad 3; I—II, q. 62, a. I, ad 3. See De mah, q. 16, a. 4, ad 15.
STI, q. 62, a. 2, ad 1.

84 ST1, q. 60, a. 5, ad 4.
85 III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.
86 5TI-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1; Quodlibetl, q. 4, a. 3 [8], ad 1. Here “beatitude” is to 

be understood as referring to the vision of God, as is dear from the other texts.
87 See In I  Cor. 13:13, lect. 4 (#806).
88 ScGIII, ch. 153, n. 3 (#3251): “For this reason it is most delightful for friends to 

live together. If therefore man is made the lover of God through grace, then it is 
necessary that there be caused a desire for union with God, insofar as is possible. 
Faith, however, which is caused from grace, dedares possible the union of man 
with God according to a perfect communion [fruitio], in which beatitude con 
sists. Therefore, the desire for this communion follows from the love of God.” 
According to this text, which is showing the necessity of hope, the desire for a per 
fect possession of God consisting in the beatific vision comes not from nature but 
from grace. This desire for perfect repose in Him, as something possible for man, 
is precisely the theological virtue of hope.

89 SeeT. Deman, review of Sumaturel, in Bulletin thomistel (1943-1946): 433: “It 
is of capital importance to mark the difference between the desire of the nature
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rai and a supernatural love for God would be annulled, thus endangering 
the very distinction between the natural and the supernatural orders.90

Furthermore, the existence o f two types o f love for God above all—  
natural and supernatural— goes together with the doctrine of a twofold 
final end for the rational creature, for these two loves reflect two different 
ways in which God can be the final end o f the rational creature. As the 
supreme good from which all natural perfections flow and whose glory 
they manifest, He is naturally loved. As the object o f a supernatural beati 
tude consisting in a participation in Gods inner life, He is loved through 
charity.91 In the past, those who have denied the possibility o f a natural 
end for the rational creature, such as Jansenius,92 have also denied the pos 
sibility o f a natural love for God above all.

deprived of grace and the desire of nature endowed with grace. An ordering’ is 
lacking in the former which is only present in the latter. In other words, the desire 
of nature in the one case is ordered to God as the final end of natural goods, and 
in the other case to God as the' object of beatitude and as forming a spiritual soci 
ety with man [I-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1]. In this way, St. Thomas makes evident the 
superiority o f charity compared with the natural love of God.”

90 SeeJ. M. Mejia, “Lahipdtesis de la naturaleza pura,” C ien c ia yfe l (1955): 39-40: 
“Thomists have always distinguished, with their master, between God, the ‘author 
o f nature,’ and God, the ‘author o f grace’; or, what comes out to the same, 
between creation and elevation. This doctrine may foil to enjoy the favor o f cer 
tain theologians, but the errors of the Jansenists teach us very clearly that this is 
the ultimate root o f the distinction between grace and nature.” See the con 
demned propositions of Baius in which he denied this distinction: n. 34 (DS 
1934), n. 36 (DS 1936), n. 38 (DS 1938), n. 23 (DS 1923).

91 See G. de Broglie, De fin e  ultimo humanae vitae, 259, who stresses the strict con 
nection between St. Thomas’s thesis that there is a twofold love for God— natural 
and supernatural— and his distinction between two possible types of final end for 
the spiritual creature—connatural and supernatural.

92 D e statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 16; bk. 2, ch.2 (Augustinus 2:758,796-97). The 
same is also true of Baius (Opusc. de virtutibus impiorum, ch. 4 [Michaelis Bail 
Opera, 1:65]) and Bellelli (Mens Augustini de modo reparationis, bk. 2, ch. 11 
[72-73]; Mens Augustini de statu creaturae rationalis ante peccatum, bk. 3, chs. 
1-8). De Lubac, instead, maintains the possibility also of a natural love for God 
above all (without grace), but only on the level of a necessary act (voluntas ut 
natura), and not as a free, personal, and moral act. It seems that for de Lubac (at 
least in Sumaturel, although the point is only briefly touched on), a free and 
morally relevant love for God can only be supernatural. Thus the natural order is 
identified with necessity and the supernatural order with freedom and morality. See 
Sumaturel, 251, 254,487. Such a conception—strictly linking the natural with the 
necessary—in itself seems to render impossible a state of natural beatitude, because 
it is clear that beatitude of any kind must belong to the moral order and be 
achieved through voluntary personal actions. Thus, although de Lubac’s position is 
distinct from that of Jansenius and Bellelli (who completely deny the possibility of 
a natural love for God above all), it moves in the same direction and points to the
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Implications of the  Thomistic Doctrine 
of Twofold Beatitude
As Sc. Thomas teaches, the final end or beatitude o f a rational creature is 
twofold: natural and supernatural. However, an innate appetite cannot be 
directed simultaneously to two distinct fin a l ends, one connatural and the 
other supernatural, as both Sudrez and de Lubac agree.93 Since innate 
appetite is based only on the natural form of the creature,94 it is deter 
mined to one,93 and thus must be directed to only one of these two ends. 
If  it were directed to our supernatural end, then our “connatural end” 
could not satisfy it, and could not properly be said to be a fin a l end 
However, St. Thomas does speak of natural contemplation o f God as a 
connatural “final end.”97 In addition, he frequently asserts the existence of 
a natural inclination in the will and intellect for our connatural end, while 
denying it for our supernatural end.98 Therefore, according to the mind of

same conclusion: the impossibility of a state of pure nature. For a critique of de 
Lubac’s position in this matter, see M. R. Gagnebet, “L’amour naturel de Dieu chez 
saint Thomas et ses contemporains,” RT48 (1948): 394-446; 49 (1949): 31-101. 
See also A. Piolanti, “La trascendenza del soprannaturale e il problema della 
duplice finalid in s. Tommaso d’Aquino,” Doctor communis 10 (1957): 27.

93 For Sudrez, see pp. 250-56 above; for de Lubac, see Mystery, 55-56 [71-72],
94 See ST  I, q. 87, a. 4: “Natural appetite is an inclination following on a natural 

form”; I-II, q. 8, a. 1; I—II, q. 6, a. 4; etc.
95 See S ri-II , q. 1, a. 5: “Just as in the process of reasoning, the principle is that 

which is naturally known, so in the process of the rational appetite, i.e. the will, it 
is necessary that the principle be that which is naturally desired. Now this must 
needs be one: since nature tends to one thing only”; I-II, q. 10, a. 1, ad 3; De 
mah, q. 3, a. 3: “Both the intellect and the will tend by necessity to that to which 
rhey are naturally ordered, for rhar is natural which is determined to one”; De 
malo, q. 16, a. 5: “To each thing a single end is naturally appropriate, which it 
seeks by a natural necessity, for nature always tends to one thing”; De veritate, q.
22, a. 3, ad 5. The last two texts are cited by H. de Lubac, Mystery, 56 [72].

96 See ST  I-II, q. 1, a. 5: “It is therefore necessary for the last end so to fill man’s 
appetite, that nothing is left besides it for man to desire. Which is not possible, if 
something else be required for his perfection. Consequendy it is not possible for the 
appetite so to tend to two things, as though each were its perfect good.” See S. 
Ram/rez, Opera omnia, vol. 3, De hominis beatitude: In I-II Summae tbeologiae Dm  
Thomae commentaria (QQI-V), vol. 1 (Madrid: C.S.I.C., 1972), 217-18: “Indeed, 
the enure question concerns the natural final end, as is clear from reading each article 
and its argumentation, for they do not go beyond the limits of natural reason.”

97 See ST1, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; II Sent., d. 41, q. 1, a. 1; III Sent., d.
23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3. This is also implied by I-II, q. 62, a. 1, which speaks of 
“a twofold beatitude or happiness of man.”

98 ST I, q. 62, a. 2; I-II, q. 62, a. 3; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De spe, q. un., a. 1, 
ad 8; Decaritate, q. un., a. 1; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; III Sent., d. 
27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5.
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St. Thomas, there cannot be an innate appetite in the intellectual creature 
for the vision o f God, and the natural inclination o f our will must be 
directed to our connatural end.

Natural appetite, however, can indeed be simultaneously directed to 
two fin a l ends, but only insofar as the supernatural end is desired with an 
elicited and imperfect (conditional) natural desire, while our connatural 
end is desired with an innate and unconditional appetite. This shows how 
our connatural end can be a final end in its own order. Although it does 
not mark the limit o f our natural aspirations, it marks the limit o f our 
unconditional, proportionate, and innate natural inclination.

The presence o f grace changes this situation, because it transforms the 
elicited and imperfect natural desire for the vision o f God into a supernat 
ural inclination resulting from the super-added form of grace. In feet, it is 
precisely in this way that St. Thomas shows the necessity of the infused 
theological virtue of hope."

The Object of Innate Appetite 
Can Never Be Gratuitous
The existence o f an innate appetite or natural inclination for a given end 
necessarily implies that the concrete possibility o f attaining that end is due 
to that nature, as ordered by God’s providence.99 100 However, grace and the 
vision o f God do not fall into the realm of what is due to nature, but are 
gratuitous with respect to the nature itself, as St. Thomas affirms with the 
Catholic tradition.101 In other words, the existence o f an innate appetite 
or natural inclination for the vision o f God is incompatible with the fact

99 De spe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8.
100 See A . Fernandez, “Naturale desiderium videndi divinam essentiam apud Divum 

Thomam eiusque scholam,” Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 33 (1930): 514-16: “It is 
necessary to keep in mind the radical difference between natural desire which is said 
to be innate, and natural desire which is referred to as elicited. Innate desire is noth 
ing but a certain tendency—like gravity—of one thing to another, or the relation of 
one thing to another, due on account of the form or nature of a thing, in which the 
desire is present. Elicited desire, on the other hand, insofar as it is distinguished 
from innate desire, is the tendency or relation of one thing to another, not due on 
the basis of the form or nature o f the thing in which the desire is present, but fol 
lowing on the form as apprehended by the intellect or other cognitive faculty.” See 
also J. M. Ripalda, De entesupematurali: Disputationes theobgicae, bk. 1, disp. 9, §4, 
n. 25 (1:64a): “For we contend that innate appetite and exigency are not distin 
guishable. Therefore, the good which is intrinsically sought is due.”

101 That the vision of God is not due to human nature, see 5TI, q. 12, a. 4; De veritate, 
q. 6, a. 2c and ad 6; De veritate, q. 14, a. 10, ad 2; II Sent, d. 33, q. 2, a. 2; II Sent., 
d. 32, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2. That grace and glory are not due, see also IV Sent., d. 17, q. 1, 
a. 2, qla. 3; IV Sent, d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2; De veritate, q. 7, a. 6, ad 3 and 7.
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that grace transcends what is due to nature.102 This is especially true if one 
supposes that the frustration o f this innate appetite would cause an “essen 
tial suffering.”103

This argument might not necessarily be seen to be valid from a nomi 
nalist point o f view, because thinkers like Ockham tend to deny that any 
thing whatsoever can be due from God to the creature on the basis of its 
nature.104 In such a philosophical framework, the existence o f an innate 
appetite would not necessarily imply that the object o f that appetite is due to 
the nature, because the very notion o f elebitum naturae is rejected as absurd. 
Indeed, de Lubac also takes this position, citing Ockham in support.105 
However, it then becomes impossible to show how the gratuitousness of 
grace and glory exceeds the gratuitousness o f creation itself For St. Thomas, 
grace is doubly gratuitous precisely because it exceeds all that is due to the 
“condition o f our nature."106 Thus the special gratuitousness of grace neces 
sarily presupposes that some things are in fact due to the nature o f a creature, 
including an ordination to a proportionate end, and the availability o f means 
to achieve it. From the Thomistic point o f view, this is one of the strongest 
arguments to show that the natural desire to see God must be conceived not 
as an innate appetite but only as an elicited (find imperfect) natural desire.107

The Possibility of a S ta te  of Pure Nature Rules Out 
an Innate A ppetite for the  Vision of God
The same argument can be restated in terms o f the possibility o f a “state of 
pure nature,” for the existence o f an innate appetite for the vision of God 
logically implies the impossibility o f such a state. However, the possibility

102 As seen above in chapter 11 (pp. 256-59), this argument was developed first by 
Sudrez, who was followed by most Thomists until the mid-twentieth century. More 
recendy it has been defended by A. Piolanti, Dio nel mondo e nell’uomo, 2nd ed., 
325-27, in which the author criticizes de Lubacs thesis positing an innate natural 
inclination for the vision of God because it would create an “exigency” for the 
vision.

103 As maintained by de Lubac in Mystery, 54 [70].
104 See pp. 380-81 above.
105 Sumaturel, 487-88.
106 S r i- I I ,  q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2.
107 See G. Frdnaud, “La gratuitd des dons surnaturels,” Lapensie catholique 6 (1948): 

40: “Perhaps some will say that this rigorous conclusion would only follow for 
those who embrace the vocabulary and the theological synthesis of St. Thomas 
Aquinas, especially his definition of gratuitousness and debitum naturae. We 
admit it readily. . . . We maintain only that it is certain that a Catholic cannot 
simultaneously adopt the language and the principles of authentic Thomism, and 
admit, in the nature of the created spirit, the existence of an actual and positive 
innate appetite for the intuitive vision of God.”
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of a state o f pure nature is necessary for both philosophical and theologi 
cal reasons,108 and has been taught by the Church’s Magisterium.109 It is 
philosophically necessary for the coherence o f the natural order, and theo' 
logically necessary to preserve the full gratuitousness o f grace.

I f  there is only one final end (or only one beatitude) that is possible 
for mans nature as such— the vision o f God— then that end, together 
with the means necessary to obtain it, will be due to human nature. In 
such a case, the vision o f God, together with grace and the theological 
virtues, would no longer be gratuitous in the proper sense o f the word.110

It should be noted that the assertion o f the “possibility o f a state o f pure 
nature”— which should be understood as the possibility or non-absurdity 
for an intellectual nature to be created, and yet not to be called to a super 
natural end— does not imply that it would be equally fitting for God to 
elevate an intellectual creature, as not to elevate him! O n the contrary, St. 
Thomas shows that it is much more fitting to our nature and its natural 
aspirations, for God to elevate us to the supernatural end o f the vision of 
God. This is shown by means o f the natural desire to see God. Perfect 
beatitude, simply speaking, is possible only in the vision o f God, for only 
this can bring to rest all natural desire.111

Nevertheless, despite the fittingness o f our elevation, it is very impor 
tant to assert that it would not have been absurd or incoherent for human 
nature to have existed without being elevated to a supernatural end, in 
which case we could only have attained an imperfect beatitude.112 Such a

108 See B. Romeyer, “La thdorie suar&ienne dun 6tzt de nature pure,” Archives de 
philosophie 18 (1949)'. 50-51; M. J. Le Guiilou, “Surnaturel,” Revue des sciences 
philosophiques et tbiologiques 34 (1950): 242: “The upholding of the concept of 
pure nature thus has a double value for us: it emphasizes the created structure of 
the spirit and strongly insists on the cleavage between what is created and what is 
uncreated, and it enables us to account for the gratuitousness of the actual plan of 
God for our world.”
gee Humanigeneris (August 12, 1950), n. 26 (DS 3891): “Others destroy the gra 
tuity of the supernatural order, since God, they say, cannot create intellectual 
beings without ordering and calling them to the beatific vision.” This teaching was 
also implied by the condemnation of proposition 16 in the bull Auctorem fidei of 
1794 (DS 2616), in which the Jansenist Synod of Pistoia had rejected the possibil 
ity of a state of pure nature. See also the condemnation of propositions 21 and 55 
of Michael Baius (DS 1921, 1955). For the sense of these two propositions, see X. 
Le Bachelet, “Baius,” in Dictionnaire de thiologie catholique, vol. 2, col. 67—72.

110 See 571—11, q. 111, a. 1, ad 2; I, q. 21, a. 1, ad 3: “God exercises justice, when He 
gives to each thing what is due to it by its nature and condition”; Comp. theoL I, 
ch. 214 (#425); IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2.

111 This is shown by all of St. Thomas’s texts on the natural desire to see God.
112 The possibility of a state of pure nature was eloquently defended by the mature 

Maurice Blondel in L’action, vol. 2, L’action humaine et les conditions de son
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thing would not have been impossible with regard to the order o f God’s 
providence or justice. However, the existence of a truly innate and uncon 
ditional natural appetite for the vision of God— as affirmed by Jansenius 
and his followers, together with the Augustinian theologians Noris, Bel 
lelli, and Berti, and finally, in a somewhat different way, by de Lubac—  
would make it not merely less fitting for human nature to exist without 
being elevated to a supernatural end, but ultimately absurd.

Therefore, in order to coherently affirm the possibility of a state of 
pure nature, one must reject the existence of an innate appetite for the 
vision of God, as Sudrez maintained in opposition to the earlier solution 
o f Scorns,113 de Soto, Toledo, and St. Robert Bellarmine,114 all o f whom 
maintained an innate appetite for the vision o f God while also affirming 
the possibility o f a state o f pure nature.115

The mature de Lubac in The Mystery o f doe Supernatural, chapter 4, 
tried to solve this problem by conceding the possibility o f a state of pure 
nature for some other intellectual nature (or a “generic” human nature) 
while still maintaining an innate and absolute desire to see God in our “con 
crete” human nature. However, this solution runs into the same difficulties 
as the complete denial o f  the possibility o f a state o f pure nature, because the 
gratuitousness of our supernatural elevation is not preserved with respect to 
the condition o f the n a tu r e  as we have actually received it. However, the 
dogma of the gratuitousness o f grace requires that the special or double gra 
tuitousness of our supernatural end be shown precisely with respect to the 
human nature which we have actually received, as de Lubac himself main 
tains.117 This necessarily implies that our concrete human nature does not 
contain an innate and unconditional appetite for the vision of God.

aboutissement (Paris: Alcan, 1937), 379\ L'Etre et Us etres (Paris, 1935), 491: “One 
primary datum must be maintained: A state of pure nature is conceivable and 
effectively realizable.” Translation by J. Somerville, in H. Bouillard, Blondel and 
Christianity, 95.
See A. Wolter, “Duns Scotus on the Natural Desire for the Supernatural,” New 
Scholasticism 23 (1949): 315-17, esp. 316: “This ‘inclination’ towards perfection 
[according to Scotus] is not the fruit of some intrinsic principle that demands ful 
fillment. . . .  It is clear that we are using metaphorical language in this connection. 
Translated into a more prosaic idiom, this natural desire for the highest glory 
means nothing more than that the ‘will could be naturally perfected by such 
glory.’ Consequendy, it is not required, Scotus assures us, that a natural appetite 
should have all the perfection of which it is ultimately capable.”

114 See De gratia primi kominis, ch. 7 {Opera omnia, 5:191a).
1J5 See Suirez, De ultimo fine hominis, disp. 16, §1, n. 10 {Opera omnia, 4:153); Dis- 

putationes metaphysicae, disp. 30 {Opera omnia, 26:154).
116 See S ri-II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2; see also Comp. theoL I, ch. 214 (#425); In Boet. de 

Trin., q. 3, a. 1, ad 2; IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 1, ad 2.
117 See Mystery, 55, 58-60, 207 [71, 75-79, 272].
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The Natural Desire to  See God 
Is Not Unconditional
The existence o f an innate appetite for the vision o f God logically implies 
that this appetite would be unconditional or absolute, for only an elicited 
desire can be conditional. However, the assertion o f an absolute desire for 
the vision o f God raises insoluble problems.

First of all, an unconditional desire for the vision o f God would itself 
constitute the theological virtue of hope. The presence of an absolute or 
unconditional natural desire o f the will for a given end means that there is 
no need for an additional virtue to determine the will to that end. For this 
reason there is no need for any virtue in the will to determine it to our 
natural end—happiness in general (proportionate to our nature)— since 
the will naturally inclines to this end with an unconditional movement.

However, St. Thomas argues for the necessity o f hope and charity pre 
cisely on the basis of the need for the will to receive an additional determi 
nation or inclination to an end to which is not sufficiently inclined in 
virtue of its nature.118 The theological virtue o f hope performs the function 
of creating an efficacious or unconditional intention to achieve the end, 
while charity creates a conformity with the end.119

This means that the hypothesis o f an innate and absolute desire to see 
God would logically make the infused supernatural virtues of hope and 
charity superfluous, or would equate the innate and absolute desire to see 
God with supernatural hope and charity, since the desire to see God would 
have the same function that St. Thomas assigns to these theological virtues. 
Thus it would attribute to nature what can only be the work of grace.

Secondly, if  there were an unconditional appetite o f the will for the 
vision o f God as there is for happiness in general, then it would follow that 
we would naturally desire supernatural beatitude with a “perfect appetite,” 
which includes a willing o f the means to this end. However, St. Thomas 
notes that a “perfect appetite” for our supernatural end is meritorious for 
eternal life and cannot be natural, for it necessarily presupposes grace: “Man 
is not sufficient through his own powers to desire beatitude with a perfect 
appetite, sufficient for merit. This he has through the gift o f divine grace, as 
is clear in 2 Cor 5:5: ‘He who has prepared us for this very thing is God’; 
that is, who makes us desire true glory.”120 In other words, it is ultimately

118 See 5T I-II, q. 56, a. 6; I-II, q. 62, a. 3, ad T, De virtutibus, q. un., a. 5; De spe, 
q. un., a. 1, ad 8 and 9; De cavitate, q. un., a. 2, ad 16; In I  Cor. 13:13, lect. 4 
(#806); De veritate, q. 14, a. 3, ad 9; q. 22, a. 8; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, 
ad 2-3; III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.

119 See especially 57*1—11, q. 62, a. 3c and ad 1.
120 IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qla. 3, ad 3. In this text, “beatitude” should be under 

stood to indicate supernatural beatitude, as the context makes clear.
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contradictory to claim that the natural desire to see God is absolute, on the 
one hand, and inefficacious and imperfect,121 on the other.

Third, an unconditional natural desire for the vision o f God would 
contradict St. Thomas’s well-known teaching concerning the lack o f spiri 
tual suffering in limbo, since the lack of realization of an unconditional 
natural desire would necessarily cause spiritual suffering and an essential 
frustration of the spiritual creature.122

Furthermore, not only would a state like limbo be impossible, but also 
the fulfillment of such an unconditional desire would be due to the crea 
ture, for there would be no other true happiness possible outside the 
vision of God.

Finally, if the natural desire to see God were really an innate and absolute 
desire, then the axiom that “natural desire cannot be in vain” would truly 
demonstrate the actual feet that God will offer us the beatific vision (if we 
do not forfeit it through sin), as de Lubac claims.12̂  However, this posi 
tion would imply that man could naturally know his supernatural end, 
contrary to the texts o f St. Thomas and the Magisterium.124

The existence o f a conditional elicited natural desire for the vision of 
God, on the other hand, does not entail' any o f these problems.

All these arguments together demonstrate that according to the princi 
ples o f St. Thomas, the existence of an innate natural appetite for the vision 
of God in the intellectual creature is impossible. An elicited natural desire, on 
the other hand, is affirmed by all o f St. Thomas’s texts concerning the natural 
desire to see God. It can be inferred, furthermore, that this elicited natural 
desire is a conditional desire, prior to the presence o f grace. It does not 
demonstrate that God will actually offer us the beatific vision, but shows 
instead the great firtingness o f that offer and is a sign that it is not impossible.

121 Cf. Mystery, 85-86 [110-11].
122 See Mystery, 54 [70].
123 De Lubac does nor admit that the natural desire to see God can be known in its 

fullness by reason alone {Mystery, 208-21 [274-90]), contrary to St. Thomas.
124 See the letter of Pius DC Gravisstmas inter, DS 2854, 2856; Vatican I, dogmatic 

constitution Dei Filius, ch. 2, DS 3005; Humani generis, n. 26, DS 3891.



AS A RESULT of this investigation, it can be stated that the classi 
cal Thomistic tradition was generally faithful to the texts of St. 
Thomas with regard to the natural desire to see God. Cajetans con 
tribution was particularly important in emphasizing that innate natural incli 

nation presupposes a proportionality between the nature o f the creature and 
the object of its inclination, and in affirming only a specific obediential 
potency in the spiritual creature for supernatural perfections. Sylvester of Fer 
rara made considerable further progress in determining the exact nature of 
this desire, seeing it as an elicited natural desire caused by knowledge o f the 
existence o f the first cause. In addition, he connected this natural desire with 
St. Thomas’s teaching on the natural necessitation of the will.1 Medina, 
Banez, and Suarez added the insight that the natural desire to see God must 
be a conditional or imperfect elicited desire. Sudrez, finally, introduced more 
efficacious theological arguments rejecting the existence o f an innate appetite 
for the vision o f God by connecting this question with the gratuitousness of 
our supernatural end, and by defending the possibility o f a natural end for 
man. Through these efforts, a consensus was formed on this issue that lasted 
over three hundred years, well into the twentieth century, uniting the 
Dominican, Jesuit, and Carmelite schools.

It has also been seen that the interpretation which asserts the existence 
o f an innate and unconditional desire for the beatific vision, opposing the 
possibility o f a state of pure nature (at least for the actual human nature 
we have received), fails to coincide with the texts and principles of St. 
Thomas. Such an interpretation would tend to confuse the orders of

1 A s developed in STI-II, q. 10, aa. 1-2.
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contradictory to claim that the natural desire to see God is absolute, on the 
one hand, and inefficacious and imperfect,121 on the other.

Third, an unconditional natural desire for the vision of God would 
contradict St. Thomas’s well-known teaching concerning the lack of spiri 
tual suffering in limbo, since the lack o f realization o f an unconditional 
natural desire would necessarily cause spiritual suffering and an essential 
frustration o f the spiritual creature.122

Furthermore, not only would a state like limbo be impossible, but also 
the fulfillment o f such an unconditional desire would be due to the crea 
ture, for there would be no other true happiness possible outside the 
vision o f God.

Finally, if the natural desire to see God were really an innate and absolute 
desire, then the axiom that “natural desire cannot be in vain” would truly 
demonstrate the actual feet that God will offer us the beatific vision (if we 
do not forfeit it through sin), as de Lubac claims.123 124 However, this posi 
tion would imply that man could naturally know his supernatural end, 
contrary to the texts o f St. Thomas and the Magisterium.12'1

The existence o f a conditional elicited natural desire for the vision of 
God, on the other hand, does not entaiP any of these problems.

All these arguments together demonstrate that according to the princi 
ples of St. Thomas, the existence of an innate natural appetite for the vision 
of God in the intellectual creature is impossible. An elicited natural desire, on 
the other hand, is affirmed by all of St. Thomas’s texts concerning the natural 
desire to see God. It can be inferred, furthermore, that this elicited natural 
desire is a conditional desire, prior to the presence o f grace. It does not 
demonstrate that God will actually offer us the beatific vision, but shows 
instead the great fittingness of that offer and is a sign that it is not impossible.

121 Cf. Mystery, 85-86 [110-11].
122 gee Mystery, 54 [70].
123 £)e Lubac does not admit that the natural desire to see God can be known in its 

fullness by reason alone (Mystery, 208-21 [274-90]), contrary to St. Thomas.
124 See the letter of Pius IX Gravissimas inter, DS 2854, 2856; Vatican I, dogmatic 

constitution Dei Filins, ch. 2, DS 3005; Humani generis, n. 26, DS 3891.
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1 A s developed in STI-II, q. 10, aa. 1-2.



nature and grace, because it would imply a sufficient2 3 inclination for a 
supernatural end arising solely on the basis o f the natural form possessed.

This position has four principal negative consequences, none o f which 
are intended by its supporters (such as de Soto, Jansenius, de Lubac, and 
Laporta), but which nevertheless appear to be unavoidable. First, it would 
imply that the natural form is already in some way supernatural or 
divinized,^ since innate appetite presupposes a proportionality with the 
object of desire, and a germinal presence o f it.4 Secondly, an innate and 
absolute desire implies that the nature is already “ordered” to the object of 
the desire, and grace and the theological virtues would not be necessary to 
order us to that end, contrary to the constant teaching o f St. Thomas.5 
The innate desire to see God would thus assume key functions that St. 
Thomas assigns to grace itself: ordering us to a supernatural end, making 
us proportionate to it, and giving us an inchoation o f it, so as to be intrin 
sically inclined toward it. Thirdly, supernatural hope and charity would no 
longer be intrinsically necessary to form the act o f love o f God as the 
object of supernatural beatitude, since our nature itself would incline to 
this in an unconditional way. Why should a supernatural habit need to be 
added to the will to enable it to produce an act to which it is already 
unconditionally inclined by nature?6 Finally, the affirmation o f an innate

t g gf o THE N A T U R A L  DE S IRE  TO SEE GOD

2 Although de Lubac holds that the natural desire to see God is not a “sufficient 
inclination” {Mystery, 86 [111]), this conclusion follows logically from the feet 
that it is posited as an absolute and unconditional desire.

3 For de Lubac’s rejection of this consequence, see Mystery, 31n6l [41] and 95 
[124]. For K. Rahner’s contrary position in this matter, see “Concerning the Rela 
tionship between Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investigations, 1:312-13: 
“This central, abiding existential, consisting in the ordination to the threefold 
God of grace and eternal life, is itself to be characterized as unexacted, as super 
natural’ “Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investigations, 4:182-85.

4 For de Lubac’s rejection of these consequences, see Mystery, 86 [111]. For the texts 
of St. Thomas in this regard, see especially ST I, q. 62, a. 2; I—II, q. 62, a. 1, and 
ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 3; Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; q. 27, a. 2; 
III Sent., d. 23, q. 1> a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 2-3.

5 See S7T—II, q. 62, a. 1, and ad 3; I-II, q. 63, a. 3; De mab, q. 5, a. 1; De vir- 
tutibus, q. un., a. 10; ScGlII, ch. 150, n. 5 (#3229); ch. 151, n. 5 (#3238); De ver 
itate, q. 27, aa. 2 and 5; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3; II Sent., d. 33, q. 2, a. 1.

6 See J. M. Mejia, “La finalidad de la creatura intelectual,” Sapiential (1949): 352: 
“If one admits the essential ordination of the spiritual creature to the beatific 
vision and the ‘desire of nature’ in the Augustinian sense, the basis of the argu 
ment collapses, and one can no longer see the ineluctable necessity of injused char 
ity. It is well-known . . . that Jansenius of Ypres showed himself more logical here 
than certain Scholastics.” As seen above, Jansenius denied the distinction of a nat 
ural and supernatural love of God, and held that charity can properly be said to be 
"natural.” See De statu purae naturae, bk. 1, ch. 15 {Augustinus, 2:750-52).
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and absolute desire to see God renders impossible a coherent explanation 
o f the gratuitousness o f grace with respect to our nature.7

The Accusation of "Extrinsicism"
Many twentieth- and twenty-first-century theologians have charged that the 
Thomistic consensus, by denying an innate natural inclination to the vision 
o f God, has made our supernatural end extrinsic to human nature and thus 
not naturally magnetic for us.8 It is supposed that by denying the existence 
of an innate appetite for the vision of God, and affirming instead an obedi 
ential potency for it, one would be closing rational nature into itself,9 com 
pletely separating the orders o f nature and grace, creating two parallel 
compartments or levels with no connection between them.10 This, I main 
tain, is utterly false and completely misrepresents the traditional Thomist 
understanding of the unique openness o f spiritual nature to the supernatural.

The charge would be true only if an elicited natural desire for the 
vision of God were also denied, as well as a specific obediential potency in 
intellectual nature for receiving the vision o f God. The affirmation o f an 
elicited natural desire to see God establishes this connection between the 
two orders by demonstrating that perfect beatitude, simply speaking, is 
only possible in the vision o f God, for only this can completely satiate the 
desire of the human heart.

However, as long as this desire to see God is not seen to be the innate 
or proportionate inclination of our spiritual faculties, it does not make the

7 See S7T-II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2; see pp. 387-90 above.
8 See, for example, H. de Lubac, Mystery, 54-55 [69-72]; K. Rahner, “Concerning the 

Relationship between Nature and Grace,” in Theological Investigations, 1:298-300, in 
which he summarizes the critique of the “nouvelle thfologie” on the Neo-Scholastic 
rejection of an innate inclination for the vision of God; “Nature and Grace,” in The 
ological Investigations, 4:167-69; J. R Kenny, “Reflections on Human Nature and the 
Supernatural,” TS 14 (1953): 280-87, esp. 283-84, in which he gives three argu 
ments against the “extrinsicalists,” drawn from the notion of beatitude, original sin, 
and damnation: “Shall we not have to hold that, even before grace comes, somehow 
the supernatural affects man intrinsically? If this is not affirmed, will not God’s decree 
constituting vision as our end and binding us to strive after it, be drained of all objec 
tive reality?. . .  Original sin, as internal to man, means that there is within him a con 
tradiction and a thwarting of some positive and unconditional tendency . . .  a 
conflict with an intrinsic orientation to the beatific vision.. . .  Can this punishment 
(of damnation) be explained otherwise than by showing that the soul, by the sheer 
stress and energy of its concretely existing being, pants after the possession of God 
Himself in the beatific vision?”

9 See, for example, H. de Lubac, Mystery, 145-46 [188ffi]
10 See, for example, S. J. Duffy, The Graced Horizon: Nature and Grace in M odem  

Catholic Thought (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992), 43.
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vision of God due ro human nature, nor does it mean that the beatific 
vision is the only final end possible for human nature. The existence of 
this desire still allows for the possibility o f a lesser beatitude that is imper 
fect in itself, but perfect in proportion to the nature of the creature,11 and 
which could be a final end,12 thus guaranteeing the gratuitousness o f our 
supernatural end with respect to our nature.

The demonstration o f the existence of an elicited natural desire for the 
vision o f God thus manifests the great fittingness o f our supernatural eleva 
tion without endangering the distinction of the two orders. This is why the 
natural desire to see God, as conceived by St. Thomas, has such a crucial 
importance for understanding the relationship between the natural and the 
supernatural. It serves as a point o f meeting between the two orders.13

The rational creatures natural desire to know the truth carries with it 
such a nobility that it alone among mans natural inclinations leads him to 
desire something above all created reality, above all that can naturally be 
obtained, above all proportionality with the creature, and thus above all 
innate appetite: the vision o f God.14 In this way, St. Thomas can say both 
that “every intellectual creature naturally desires the vision o f the divine 
substance,”13 and at the same time that the vision o f God “exceeds the 
intellect and the will o f man; for as the Apostle says in 1 Cor 2:9: ‘Eye has 
not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it come up into the heart o f man, what 
God has prepared for those who love Him.’ ”16

The natural desire to see God is something intermediate between the 
innate natural inclination for our connatural end (contemplation of God 
through creation), and the supernatural acts and habitual inclinations of 
hope and charity. A confusion of these tendencies, or a denial o f any one 
of them, leads to grave theological errors. We can thus distinguish four 
states o f the desire fo r God\

11 See De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10, ad 1.
12 See ST I, q. 62, a. 1; De veritate, q. 14, a. 2; II Sent., d. 41, q. 1, a. 1; III Sent., d. 

23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, ad 3.
13 See M.-R. Gagnebet, “L’enseignement du magistfere et le probl&me du surnaturel,” 

RT53 (1953): 6.
This is beautifully expressed by St. Thomas in the conclusion of ScG III, ch. 50, 
n. 9 (#2283): “No desire leads so high as the desire to understand the truth. For 
all our other desires, whether of delight or anything else that is desired by man, 
can come to rest in other things. However, the afore-mentioned desire does not 
come to rest until it reaches God, die supreme foundation and maker of all 
things. For this reason Wisdom aptly says: ‘I dwelt in high places, and my throne 
was in a pillar of cloud’ (Sir 24:4). And in Prov 9:3 it is said that ‘She has sent out 
her maids to call from the highest places in the town.’ Let them therefore be 
ashamed who seek the beatitude of man, so highly situated, in base things.”

J5 See ScG III, ch. 57, n. 4 (#2334); ch. 51, n. 1 (#2284).
16 STI-ll, q. 5, a. 5, sed contra.



Conclusion

1. An innate desire for our connatural end— to know and love God 
through the mirror of creation— follows from the very nature of our 
spiritual faculties.17 This is not an act, but simply the relation of the 
spiritual faculties to their proportionate end.

2. In all his texts on the natural desire to see God, St. Thomas demon 
strates the existence o f a naturally elicited desire for the vision of 
Gods essence.18 It can be inferred that this desire is conditional with 
out the aid o f Revelation and actual grace.

3. An elicited and unconditional desire for the vision o f God is made 
possible by knowledge o f Gods promise in Revelation, together with 
the aid of actual grace. Such a desire is an act o f theological hope, 
which presupposes faith.

4. There is a supernatural habitual inclination for the vision o f God 
resulting from sanctifying grace, and consisting in the theological 
virtues of hope and charity.1̂  This inclination is present whenever a 
soul is in a state o f grace; it is independent o f knowledge and thus 
unconditional, and is based on the proportionality between grace and 
glory (for grace is the seed of glory).

Previous interpreters have not usually distinguished these four states o f our 
natural desire to know God.20 Nevertheless, the elements o f this solution 
are present in the classical Thomistic school, waiting to be rediscovered and 
developed. O n the basis o f this distinction, we can more correctly analyze 
the relation between nature and grace, focusing on the transformation and 
conversion o f this desire from the natural to the supernatural plane.21

17 STl, q. 62, a. 2; I, q. 80, a. 1, ad 3; I—II, q. 50, a. 5, ad 3; I-II, q. 62, a. 1; I-II, 
q. 62, a. 3; I-II, q. 94, aa. 2 and 3; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De veritate, q. 22, 
a. 8; q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, qla. 3, sol. and ad 2—3; III 
Sent., d. 27, q- 2, a. 2, ad 4.

18 ScGIII, ch. 50, nn. 1-7; ST  I, q. 12, a. 1; I—II, q. 3, a. 8; Comp, theol. I, ch. 104; 
InMatth. 5:8 (#434); In loan. 1:18, lect. 11 (#212); De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10.

19 See In II Cor. 5:5, lect. 2 (#160-61); STI-II, q. 62, a. 3; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 
4, qla. 3; Despe, q. un., a. 1, ad 8.

20 Elements of this distinction are present in de Lubacs Mystery, chapter 5. However, 
he never clearly distinguishes these four forms or stages of the desire for God.

21 This is beautifully stated by de Lubac in Surnaturel, 483: “The entire problem of 
the spiritual life is to liberate this desire, and then to transform it: a radical conver 
sion, metanoia without which there is no entrance into the Kingdom.” Jacques 
Maritain also alludes to the supernatural transformation of the natural desire to see 
God, worked by faith and grace, in An Introduction to the Basic Problems of Moral 
Philosophy, trans. C. Borgerhoff (Albany, NY: Magi Books, 1990), 114—17.
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The first two of these desires spring from nature, and the last two stem 
from grace. The first and fourth are “innate” and unconscious, whereas the 
second and third are elicited and conscious acts. The innate inclination to 
our connatural end is capable of transformation into a supernatural inclina 
tion to the vision of God through the reception o f sanctifying grace, by 
which we are made mysteriously proportionate to a divine end. Both of 
these inclinations are abiding and underlie our conscious acts and desires.

The elicited conditional natural desire to see God is transformed by the 
acceptance o f Revelation and the aid o f actual grace into an elicited uncon 
ditional desire:22 an act o f the theological virtue of hope. When Revelation 
is received through the virtue o f faith, the vision o f God is conceived and 
desired in a new way. The object o f the natural desire is simply “essential 
knowledge o f the first cause.” It does not know what it asks. The object of 
the desire based on Revelation is seeing the God who has revealed Himself 
as Father, Redeemer, spouse o f the soul, and ineffable communion of three 
divine Persons, and who has promised that we shall see Him face to face if 
we correspond to His grace. O n the basis o f this Revelation, through the 
aid o f actual grace, we can make acts o f hope and charity. These acts then 
lead us to seek Baptism, by which we recfeive an abiding inclination directly 
for the vision o f God, through the gift o f sanctifying grace.

In the order o f generation, the innate inclination for our connatural 
end precedes the others, for it begins to exist together with our nature. 
The second desire is natural but requires prior knowledge o f the existence 
of God, at least in a vague and confused way. The third desire requires the 
gift o f faith and the aid o f actual grace. The fourth requires justification 
and the infusion of sanctifying grace.

The principal error here has been a tendency to merge the first and sec 
ond o f these desires with the fourth, by maintaining that there is an innate 
appetite direcdy for the vision o f God, inscribed on our nature prior to the 
reception o f grace. This confusion could stem from a misinterpretation of 
personal experience in the theologian. If one is in a state o f grace, one has an 
abiding absolute inclination for the vision of God (fourth kind of desire). 
Although this cannot be directly experienced, its effects and fruits can be 
experienced (such as the act o f hope: the third kind o f desire), and might 
lead one to think that this innate and absolute inclination is imprinted on 
human nature itself, rather than being an effect of sanctifying grace.

Both the first and the fourth of these desires are abiding and serve as a 
foundation for our conscious desires. Yet the latter transcends the former as

22 This transformation of the natural desire to see God worked by Revelation has 
recently been pointed out by P. Pagan-Aguiar, “St. Thomas Aquinas and Human 
Finality: Paradox or Mysteriutn FideiT The Tkomist64 (2000): 398.
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heaven does earth.23 In his commentary on 2 C or 5:5, St. Thomas 
observes that God gives us both “natural and supernatural desires.” He 
gives us “natural desires when he gives a natural spirit belonging to human 
nature.. . .  He gives us supernatural desires when He infuses in us a super 
natural spirit, namely, the Holy Spirit.”24 For St. Thomas, an innate and 
absolute desire for the vision o f God can only be a gift o f the Holy Spirit. 
W ithout that gift, mans spirit cannot aspire so high with an innate and 
unconditional tendency, although it can desire the vision with an elicited 
and conditional natural desire, which serves thus as an essential link 
between the natural and the supernatural orders.

The natural desire to see God is not sufficient to naturally incline or 
order us to our supernatural end. For that purpose we need the supernat 
ural virtue of charity which flows from sanctifying grace by which we are 
mysteriously made somehow proportionate to God, having become “par 
takers in the divine nature” (2 Pt 1:4).

The insufficiency o f the natural desire to see God to order us to our 
supernatural end, however, does not mean that this desire is something 
useless or vain. O n the contrary, it is tremendously important, because it 
leads us to recognize that only the promise given to us in the Gospel to see 
God face to face will fully and perfecdy satisfy the dynamism of the 
human intellect and will. It thus serves, first, as a great argument o f fit 
tingness for the supernatural end promised to us by Christ. Secondly, it is 
a desire that is capable o f being transformed, from inefficacious and condi 
tional, to absolute and efficacious, through the work o f grace and faith.

The Existence of a Connatural End for Man 
Is Not a Marginal Theorem for St. Thomas
The distinction o f the four states o f the desire for God mentioned above is 
exceedingly relevant to the debate over the possibility of a natural end for 
man. If the first two states o f the natural desire for God are fused with or 
insufficiently distinguished from the fourth (which is supernatural), then 
the Thomistic thesis that beatitude is twofold—natural and supernatural— 
becomes unintelligible. In other words, if the innate appetite of our spiritual 
faculties is conflated with the habitual inclination of grace to our supernatu 
ral end, then it would seem that no final end could be possible for a rational 
creature other than the vision of God. This would mean that a state of pure

23 See Pascal, Pensies, n. 793: “From all bodies together, we cannot obtain one little 
thought; this is impossible and of another order. From all bodies and minds, we 
cannot produce one impulse of true charity; this is impossible and of another and 
supernatural order.”

24 Lect. 2 (#160-61).
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nature or a connatural end would be impossible, because only the vision of 
God would satisfy the innate impulsion o f human nature.

A confusion o f this sort occurred in the minds of Baius and Jansenius 
because o f their identification o f the pre-kpsarian state o f original justice 
with mans nature as such. Thus they held that grace was due to Adam and 
Eves original state, which they saw as natural. Although very different in 
intent, a not entirely dissimilar conflation has occurred in the work of de 
Lubac and others, I argue, because of the thesis—motivated by a laudable 
concern to avoid “extrinsicism” and combat naturalism— that a supernatural 
finality has been imprinted on our nature at conception, prior to Baptism.

If, on the contrary, the innate natural inclination o f our spiritual fac 
ulties is clearly distinguished from the supernatural inclination o f grace—  
with the natural desire to see God serving as an intermediary between the 
two— then the possibility o f a natural happiness, albeit imperfect, 
becomes intelligible. It would consist in knowing and loving God in a way 
proportionate to our nature, satisfying the innate tendency of our intellect 
and will while leaving the natural desire to see God unsatisfied.

It can be seen therefore that the debate over the interpretation o f the 
natural desire to see God is intrinsically linked with the question of the 
possibility o f a state o f pure nature. In the seventeenth century, Jansenius, 
following in the footsteps o f Baius, argued vociferously against the possibil 
ity of a state of pure nature, partly on the basis o f the thesis that there is an 
innate natural desire to see God. Sudrez and the Thomistic commentatorial 
tradition, on the contrary, affirmed the possibility o f a state of pure nature 
so as to manifest the gratuitousness o f grace, while interpreting the natural 
desire to see God as an elicited and conditional natural desire. The debate 
reemerged in the twentieth century with the publication of Sumaturel, 
which vigorously re-proposed the interpretation of the natural desire to see 
God as innate and absolute, thus rendering the possibility of a state o f pure 
nature extremely problematic. Four years later in 1950, Pius XII defended 
the possibility o f a state o f pure nature by stating: “Others destroy the gra 
tuity o f the supernatural order, since God, they say, cannot create intellec 
tual beings without ordering and calling them to the beatific vision.”25

The mature de Lubac, in harmony with Humani generis, has argued 
that the possibility o f a state o f pure nature should be affirmed.26 Never 
theless, he holds it to be basically irrelevant to defending or understanding

25 Encyclical Humani generis, DS 3891.
26 See Mystery, 54, 61, 80-82 [69, 79, 104-107]; “Le mystfcre du surnaturel,” RSR 

35 (1949): 104.
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the gratuitousness o f grace.27 Bernard Lonergan concurs with de Lubac on 
both points, and holds it to be a “marginal theorem.”28

Yet if this were really a marginal theorem, it would be hard to under 
stand the degree of controversy generated by it for over half a millennium. 
Great historical debates reveal critical underlying problems. In defense of 
Lonergan, it is true that this problem, like many others, has at times been 
formulated in ways that were less helpful, obscuring what is at stake.

I would say that the proper way to approach this question is the path 
taken by St. Thomas. He focuses his attention not on the hypothetical ques 
tion o f what God could have done in some other order of things (which 
may seem marginal), but on actual human (and angelic) nature. Our nature 
occupies a certain place in the hierarchy of being. Given its place, what is its 
proportionate end? This question is absolutely fundamental for philosophy. 
In fact, it is perhaps the most fundamental philosophical question.

The theologian knows that we have a higher supernatural end which 
transcends the proportionality o f human nature, or o f any created nature 
in any world order. However, this revealed knowledge does not eliminate 
the philosophical question concerning the end fitting and proportionate 
to human nature as such. On the contrary, it gives the question a great 
theological significance— crucial for showing the relationship between the 
natural and the supernatural orders, and the gratuitousness o f the latter. 
The question about our natural end leads St. Thomas to state that the 
final end for the spiritual creature is twofold: connatural and supernatural.

The affirmation o f two types of beatitude— connatural and super 
natural—can be seen as the completion and capstone of what Lonergan 
refers to as the “theorem of the supernatural,” worked out initially by the 
thirteenth-century theologians before Aquinas, such as Philip the Chancellor,

27 See Mystery, 61-62 [79-81].
28 See “The Natural Desire to See God,” in Collection: Papers by Bernard. Lonergan, 94: 

“To conclude, I believe that a world-order without grace is a concrete possibility. 
But I suggest that this possibility is not a central doctrine but merely a marginal the 
orem. It is a central doctrine if it can be demonstrated from the gratuity of grace and 
from the liberality o f God in bestowing grace; the suppositions, usually concealed, 
of such demonstrations seem to me to be highly questionable. On the other hand, 
the possibility of a world-order without grace is a marginal theorem if its truth is on 
the same footing as the truth of any other possibility, namely, it contains no internal 
contradiction. In confirmation of this position may be adduced the feet that, since 
Aquinas never explicidy mentioned the possibility of a state of pure nature, it can 
hardly be maintained with plausibility that renaissance theologians discovered a cen 
tral Thomist doctrine.” See the discussion of Lonergans position by G. Mansini, 
“Lonergan on the Natural Desire in the Light of Feingold,” Nova et Vetera (English 
ed.) 5 (2007): 193-98. Bor an exposition of Lonergans position, see J. M. Stebbins, 
The D ivine Initiative, 178-82. A similar position is maintained by G. Colombo, 
Delsoprannaturale, 354—55.
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by which the natural and supernatural orders were first clearly distin 
guished.29 Every order is determined and distinguished from another by the 
end to which its various members are ordered. Obviously, the supernatural 
order of gratuitous gifts would make no sense without a supernatural end to 
which those gifts are ordered. Likewise, the natural order of natural gifts must 
exist in relation to a natural end.

Furthermore, since grace perfects and elevates nature without destroy 
ing it, the connatural end o f human and angelic nature— loving contem 
plation o f God through creation— continues to exist, subsumed into the 
supernatural end and immensely perfected by it. There is a real inclination 
for our connatural end which is superabundandy or supereminently satis 
fied by the supernatural end.

The connatural end o f man is something real and not merely hypo 
thetical, for it corresponds to the proportionate fulfillment o f human 
nature. Nevertheless, this fulfillment remains necessarily imperfect, leaving 
unsatisfied the natural desire to see God. The feet that our supernatural 
end eminently fulfills our connatural end and satisfies all natural desire, 
even that which infinitely overreaches itself, shows at once the fittingness 
and gratuitousness o f the supernatural^ order, and the intimate harmony 
between the two orders.

Showing that human nature has a connatural end in which it finds a 
proportionate fulfillment in God is also o f great value in manifesting the 
goodness o f the natural order as such, and o f human nature in itself. This 
affirmation o f the goodness o f human nature and its natural orientation to 
God is crucial in maintaining the Catholic notion o f creation, as opposed 
to deviations such as Manichean dualism, and the excessive pessimism 
shown by Luther, Calvin, and Jansenism in holding that human nature 
was completely corrupted by original sin.

Just as the exceeding value o f virginity for the sake of the Kingdom of 
God is not to be affirmed by denigrating the sanctity of marriage, so too 
the transcendent goodness o f grace and the supernatural is not to be 
exalted by debasing human nature in itself or depriving it o f a proportion 
ate end in God. The recognition o f the goodness and coherence o f the nat 
ural order and its proportionate end does not close human nature into 
itself, for mans connatural end is not man but God. On the contrary, it 
shows all the more the exceeding goodness of our gratuitous elevation to 
share in Gods own beatitude.

The Thomistic thesis affirming the twofold nature of beatitude con 
tains and illuminates the question o f the possibility of a state of pure

29 See B. Lonergan, Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the Thought o f St. Thomas 
Aquinas, vol. 1 of Collected Works o f Bernard Lonergan (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto, 
2000), 17.
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nature. For if human nature can find a proportionate fulfillment in con 
templation o f God without elevation to the supernatural, then a purely 
natural order is clearly not absurd. The primary objection to the possibil 
ity o f a state o f pure nature is precisely that it could seem that human 
nature would have no truly satisfying proportionate end on the natural 
level. Thus the affirmation o f the twofold nature of beatitude answers the 
fundamental objection against the possibility o f a state of pure nature.

The possibility of a state of pure nature is something, it seems to me, 
simply taken for granted by St. Thomas as obvious— presupposed by the 
revealed truth o f the gratuitousness o f grace and glory. If  the supernatural 
order is gratuitous with respect to nature, then it follows that the natural 
order could exist coherently without the gratuitous gift.

It is helpful to compare this with the gratuitousness of creation. This 
gratuitousness means that God did not have to create this world, or any 
world at all. Philosophical systems that posit creation as an intrinsic necessity 
for God end up sacrificing His transcendence. The double gratuitousness 
o f grace30 implies that God, creating the natural order, does not have to 
add the supernatural order for creation to be good and fulfilled. A system 
that sees a state o f pure nature as impossible ends up denying (at least 
implicitly) the transcendence o f grace and glory with respect to nature. 
Ultimately the transcendence o f God Himself is at stake, who is given in 
the gift o f the supernatural.31

O f course, the affirmation o f the freedom of creation does not imply 
that it is equally fitting for God to create or not to create! Creation is 
immeasurably more fitting, for goodness is diffusive of itself, and God is 
infinite Goodness. For the same reason, the gift: o f the supernatural is 
immeasurably more fitting than a state o f pure nature.

The possibility of a state of pure nature was not something that had to 
be explicitly defended in St. Thomas’s time, for it had not been directly 
attacked. A more pressing issue was the possibility o f the vision o f God,32 
which was attacked by various currents: the Arab philosophers, the Latin 
Averroists, and certain theologians33 influenced by John Scorns Eriugena, 
who overemphasized the divine transcendence. This is witnessed by the 
condemnation issued in 1241 by the bishop o f Paris (William of 
Auvergne) o f the thesis: “Neither man nor angel is able to see the divine 
essence in itself.”

30 See 57T—II, q. I l l ,  a. 1, ad 2.
31 See G. Mansini, “Lonergan on the Natural Desire in the Light of Feingold,” Nova 

et Vetera (English ed.) 5 (2007): 198.
32 See V. Cauchy, Disir naturelet biatitude chez saint Thomas (Montreal: Fides, 1958), 

67-72.
33 These include, for example, Hugh of St. Cher and Guerric of St. Quentin, Domini 

can masters in Paris before St. Albert.



It is an elementary law of the history o f theology that truths are more 
vigorously stated, explored, and defended when they come under attack. 
By far the greatest challenge to the possibility o f a connatural beatitude and 
the resulting possibility o f a state o f pure nature was posed by Luther, 
Michael Baius, and Jansenism. Thus the defense and further exploration of 
the Thomistic thesis o f the twofold nature o f beatitude, and the resulting 
possibility of a state of pure nature, became an urgent task for Thomists in 
the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries. The need for this defense is no 
less pressing in our time, in which we have to continue to defend the good 
ness and coherence of the natural order, the transcendence of the supernat 
ural, and the distinction o f the two, against various monistic systems 
(Hegelianism, Marxism, Modernism, atheist existentialism, etc.).

We are dealing here with an example of homogeneous development of 
doctrine, as analyzed by Cardinal Newman in his Essay on the Development 
o f Christian Doctrine. He shows how doctrine develops through the neces 
sity, imposed by new heresies, o f making explicit what was previously 
implicit. Following this pattern, the revealed principle o f the gratuitous 
ness o f grace bears new fruit throughout the centuries, due to the pressure 
of different types of heresies, such as Belagianism on the one hand, and 
Baius and Jansenism on the other.

The development ofThomism in the period from 1500 to 1950 is all 
too often imagined today principally as a corruption of doctrine, in which 
Cajetan and Sudrez are the principal villains, subverting the teaching o f St. 
Thomas— including his doctrine on the natural desire to see God— and 
closing man into himself. In this work, I have tried to show that the 
Thomistic tradition in this period manifests a gradual development of 
doctrine with regard to this question, as theologians such as Cajetan, 
Sylvester of Ferrara, and Sudrez, followed by many others, respond fruit 
fully to the challenges posed by Scorns, de Soto, Baius, and Jansenius. 
Those challenges spurred Thomists to give greater nuance and develop 
ment to the thesis of St. Thomas. Similarly, I believe that the natural 
desire to see God can be understood in a still more nuanced and devel 
oped way as a fruit of dialogue with de Lubac.

Leaving particular questions aside, I think that a global vilification of an 
entire period o f over four centuries in the history of Catholic theology can 
not fail to be seriously detrimental to the cause o f theology and the life of 
the Church, because it introduces a violent rupture rather than organic 
growth. Catholic theology must be like the householder of the Gospel “who 
brings out o f  his treasure what is new and what is old” (Mt 13:50). 
Jansenism sought to go back directly to St. Augustine, erasing the Scholastic 
development, and thus was not a true development, but a breeding ground 
of heresy and error. The same could be said o f Descartes, on the philosoph-
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ical plane. Contemporary theology risks a similar fate through excessive den 
igration and ignorance o f its recent patrimony, from Cajetan to the 
Thomistic revival o f the first half of the twentieth century.34 35 We should 
learn from St. Thomas, who, with intellectual humility and charity, sought a 
benevolent interpretation and harmonization of the whole tradition.

Religious Value of the  Interpretation of the  
Natural Desire to  See God as an Elicited Desire
In de Lubacs portrayal of it, the impression is given that the general 
Thomistic interpretation o f the natural desire to see God, starting with 
Cajetan, was gravely deficient in its religious, existential, and pastoral 
dimensions, and in promoting the true heart o f the message o f the Gospel. 
Here I must beg to differ.

The rejection of an innate appetite for the vision o f God, and the con 
sequent affirmation o f the possibility o f a connatural happiness for man 
proportionate to his nature, much better manifests the gratuitousness of 
grace and the vision o f God. This is o f great religious significance because it 
brings out the full extent of Gods generosity, “exceeding our understanding 
and our desire,”33 for God grants to His spiritual creature a good which 
surpasses all proportionality and everything due to the “condition of the 
nature” of the creature.36 We shall always fall infinitely short o f appreciat 
ing the literally inconceivable value o f the supernatural end that has been 
promised to us. However, recognizing the full extent o f its gratuitousness 
will help us to be less ungrateful to the God of infinite liberality.37

Secondly, the interpretation o f the natural desire to see God as an 
elicited natural desire rather than the innate tendency of our nature itself 
better manifests the transcendence o f God. The vision o f God, in fact, can 
not be the end corresponding to any nature or any natural form that God

34 See R. Cessario, “Cardinal Cajetan and His Critics,” Nova et Vetera (English ed.) 3 
(2005): 109-18.

35 See S7T-II, q. 114, a. 2.
36 See S7T-II, q. I l l ,  a. I,ad2.
37 See St. Bonaventure, II Sent., d. 29, a. 2, q. 2 (Opera omnia, 2:703): “The grace of 

God is that much more useful for us, to the degree that we hold ourselves more 
grateful to God for it.” St. Bonaventure says this in support of his argument that 
God created Adam and Eve first in a state of pure nature before elevating them by 
sanctifying grace and the preternatural gifts. He argues that a temporal distinction 
between nature and grace in Eden would have helped Adam and Eve to be more 
grateful to God for the gift of grace. Although St. Thomas did not share this posi 
tion, his thesis that beatitude is twofold has the same effect of manifesting the 
gratitude that man should have for his gratuitous elevation to a supernatural end.



THE N A T U R A L  DES IRE TO SEE GOD

could create, for it is connatural only to God, who alone is His being.38 No 
creature can have the finality of the vision o f God “inscribed in the depths 
o f its nature”39 without also having a participation in the inner life of 
God40 imprinted “in the depths o f its nature,” which would be to divinize 
the nature of the creature, or make grace inscribed in nature. Therefore, the 
exclusion o f an innate appetite for the vision of God has the great religious 
value o f defending the transcendence o f God and ofour supernatural end 

Third, the feet that we are not intrinsically ordered by nature to the 
vision o f God, but only by grace, better manifests the humility of the spir 
itual creature, whose nature is coherent and perfectly conceivable without 
the gift o f the supernatural, to which it nevertheless stands uniquely open, 
and which alone will give it an absolutely perfect beatitude. However, it 
must be remembered that absolutely perfect beatitude is in no way due to 
human nature, for we are certainly imperfect beings.

Fourth, an absolute and abiding desire for the beatific vision is the 
birthright of those who have been constituted sons and daughters o f God 
through the grace of Baptism/*1 and thus can yearn after their celestial
inheritance, and the face o f their Father.42 How can one who has not yet----------------
38 See 57*1, q. 12, a. 4; II Sent., d, 23, q. 2, a. 1: “To this vision which is due only to 

God, angels and men are raised by glory”; De veritate, q. 8, a. 3, ad 17: “To see 
God is natural to God alone, but above the nature of man and angel”; De veritate, 
q. 14, a. 10, ad 2.

39 See Mystery, 55 [72].
See III Sent., q. 27, q. 2, a. 2; De veritate, q. 27, a. 2.

41 See Jn 1:12-13: “But to those who did accept Him He gave power to become 
children of God, to those who believed in His name, who were bom not from 
human stock or human desire or human will, but from God Himself.” See St. 
Augustine, Contra Faustum, bk. 3, ch. 3 (PL 42, 215): “Adoption, then, is that 
modality by which God, when we were not born of Him, but already created and 
formed, begot us by His word and grace so that we would become His sons. So 
John says, ‘He gave them power to become the sons of God.’ ” See also St. Augus 
tine, Letter 140 to Honoratum, ch. 4, nn. 11-12 (PL 33, 542); and Jn 3:6: “What 
is born of human nature is human; what is born of the Spirit is spirit.”

42 See Rom 8:15. See St. Athanasius, Oratio 2  contra Arianos, n. 59 (PG 26,271-74), 
trans. by J. H. Card. Newman, in Select Treatises o f St. Athanasius in Controversy 
with the Arians (London: Longmans, Green, 1920), 1:326-27: “And this is God’s 
kindness to man, that of whom He is Maker, of them according to grace He after 
wards becomes Father also; that is, becomes such when men, His creatures, receive 
into their hearts, as the Apostle says, ‘the Spirit of His Son, crying, Abba, Father/ 
And these are they who, having received the Word, gained power from Him to 
become sons of God; for they could not become sons, being by nature creatures, 
otherwise than by receiving the Spirit of the natural and true Son. Wherefore, that 
this might be, ‘The Word became flesh/ that He might make man capable of god 
head. . ..  This passage also proves, that we are not sons by nature, but it is the Son 
who is in us; and again, that God is not our Father by nature, but of that Word in 
us, in whom and because of whom we ‘cry, Abba, Father.’ ”
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become a son o f God through justification have an innate appetite for an 
inheritance that does not yet belong to him? Thus the exclusion o f an 
innate inclination for the beatific vision better manifests the necessity of 
the sacraments and the supernatural virtue o f charity.

Finally, one o f the great pastoral problems o f our time is that so many 
people, Catholics and non-Catholics alike, take heaven for granted as some 
thing somehow due simply to natural goodness. This view debases heaven 
by naturalizing it. We have to discover ever again a radical wonder at the 
inconceivable dimension o f the gift of our supernatural vocation, which car 
ries with it a true divinization, enabling man to enter into the divine friend 
ship, into a spousal relation with the Holy Trinity, into the beatitude proper 
to God Himself. We must continue to repeat with Isaiah and St. Paul (1 Cor 
2:9): “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the heart of 
man, what God has prepared for those who love him.”

Christ Reveals IVIan to  Himself
The thesis that man has a natural desire to see God, as defended by St. 
Thomas, is a crucial element in presenting Christianity as the true humanism. 
The natural desire to see God shows that only the Christian promise of the 
vision o f God is capable of providing perfect happiness to man, satisfying 
every natural desire, including the most radical, far-reaching, and dispropor 
tionate yearning.

This is true independently of whether the natural desire to see God is 
interpreted in the fashion of de Lubac, or in the way that I defend it in this 
work. I believe that the ardor of de Lubac in Sumaturel and The Mystery o f 
the Supernatural was motivated in great part by this project o f fostering 
Christian humanism, which I certainly share wholeheartedly. He felt that 
this project was at stake in the interpretation o f the natural desire to see 
God. Hence his zeal. Nevertheless, I hold that Christian humanism is bet 
ter defended by the interpretation of the natural desire to see God proposed 
here, although that discussion must be reserved for a future work.

I would like to conclude by relating mans specific obediential potency 
for grace and glory with the text o f Gaudium et spes 22, which affirms that 
“only in the mystery o f the Incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on 
light. . . . Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation o f the mystery o f the 
Father and His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme 
calling clear.” Christ reveals man to himself above all by revealing the hidden 
dimension o f his specific capacity to obey a divine call— a call to be ele 
vated to a supernatural image and likeness o f God, and to a supernatural 
communion with Him. Christ reveals to man his specific obediential 
potency to “ascend higher,” and calls him to ascend.43 Philosophy can never

43 See Lk 14:10.
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discover the mysterious dimensions of our obediential potency to be raised 
up to share in the divine life, nor, much less, God’s plan to actually fulfill 
that potency. W hat it can do, however, is investigate the natural dimensions 
o f our being made in God’s image: our natural ability to know and love 
God, our social nature, our capacity for communion, our natural religiosity, 
our free will, and our natural desire to see God. These serve as praeambula 
fidei with regard to supernatural anthropology.

Steven Long has used the analogy of a stained glass window in this 
regard.44 Philosophy can show the outlines o f the structure viewed from 
without. The eyes o f theology can see the window from within, lit up by 
the light brought to us by Christ. The theologian can show how the fact 
that we are naturally in the image o f God provides the foothold for the 
elevation o f our spiritual faculties to an undreamed-of dimension. Using 
the analogy o f proper proportionality we can investigate the intimate rela 
tion between natural and supernatural virtue; between natural and super 
natural love and contemplation o f God; between the natural desire to 
know the essence of God and the supernatural desire to see the face of 
God that is infused hope.

The Thomist tradition affirms thaf our specific obediential potency 
for the supernatural is based on the natural power o f a spiritual nature to 
attain to God in some way (although imperfectly), which can then be 
extended and elevated. Thus there is a fundamental intrinsic link between 
the natural and the supernatural orders, which are related as imperfect to 
perfect.4* The imperfection o f spiritual nature in realizing these goods is 
due simply to the fact that natural knowledge and love o f God, and natu 
ral happiness in Him, are necessarily proportionate to our finite nature 
and the limitation o f its active powers. The imperfection of the natural 
image o f God in man, intrinsic to our creaturely status and aggravated by 
sin, is healed and elevated by grace and divinized by glory.

As previously stated, our specific obediential potency to receive grace 
and glory is connected by St. Augustine, St. Thomas, Bdfiez, and Scheeben, 
with our having been made in the image o f God.46 St. Thomas understands

44 “On the Possibility of a Purely Natural End for Man: A Response to Denis 
Bradley,” The Thomist 64 (2000): 236.

45 J. Milbank, in The Suspended Middle, 30, following de Lubac, accuses Cajecan and 
Neo-Scholasticism in general for holding that human nature “can be specified 
without reference to God, or only to God as ultimate efficient cause,” and that 
“cosmic and human being in no way (as it does for de Lubac) anticipates grace. 
The structures of grace are without precedent.” This overlooks the fact that Caje- 
tan and the Thomistic tradition hold that man has a specific obediential potency 
for grace and glory precisely because he is made in God’s image on the natural 
level. The very notion of specific obediential potency refutes this charge.

46 See chapter 7> pp. 114—19 above.



C o n c l u s i o n

this image above all in terms of our capacity to know and love God.47 Just as 
Gods eternal beatitude lies in knowing and loving His own infinite Good 
ness, so man also finds happiness in knowing and loving God. However, this 
can be done in two fundamentally distinct ways: imperfectly according to 
the proportionality o f human nature, or perfectly above the forces of human 
nature, with the very power o f God. Man is made into a supernatural like 
ness of God by participating in Gods own knowledge and love o f Himself.

If we could not naturally know and love God in any way, we could 
not be brought to a supernatural knowledge and love o f God without 
changing our nature. This is what St. Augustine and St. Thomas mean 
when they say that “having been made in the image o f God, man is capa 
ble o f God through grace.”48 49 O ur naturally being in the image o f God is 
the foundation for our capacity to be elevated to a supernatural likeness. 
The specific obediential capacity for elevation is manifested in four funda 
mental elements: (1) knowledge o f God, (2) love o f God, (3) capacity for 
happiness, and (4) the desire to see God.

Natural Knowledge o f God Transformed
Our natural intellectual capacity to know God through creation provides 
the foothold for a supernatural extension of that capacity, through frith, 
infused knowledge, and the beatific vision. If we had no capacity for natural 
knowledge o f God, then we would be unable to understand Gods revelation 
of Himself. Our natural capacity to know God “through the things that are 
made” is the natural foundation for our specific obediential potency to 
become “hearers o f the Word” when God supernaturally reveals Himself to 
us. The capacity to receive the theological virtue o f frith is rooted in our 
intellectual nature, which can naturally grasp the praeambulafidei.^

Natural Love o f God Transformed into Supernatural
Secondly, our natural capacity to love God as author o f nature can be ele 
vated into a supernatural love for the God who has revealed Himself in

47 STl, q. 93, a. 4: “Since man is said to be the image of God by reason of his intellec 
tual nature, he is most perfecdy like God according to that in which he can best imi 
tate God in his intellectual nature. Now the intellectual nature imitates God chiefly 
in this, that God understands and loves Himself. Wherefore we see that the image of 
God is in man in three ways. First, inasmuch as man possesses a natural aptitude for 
understanding and loving God; and this aptitude consists in the very nature of the 
mind, which is common to all men. Secondly, inasmuch as man actually and habit 
ually knows and loves God, though imperfecdy, and this image consists in the con 
formity of grace. Thirdly, inasmuch as man knows and loves God perfecdy; and this 
image consists in the likeness of glory.”

48 Sri-II, q. 113, a. 10, which cites St. Augustine, De Trinitate 14.8.11 (PL 42, 1044).
49 See R. Mclnerny, Praeambula Fidei: Thomism and the God o f the Philosophers.
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His inner life. Once a man knows the existence o f God through reason or 
instruction, it is natural for him to love and revere God as the Creator and 
end of nature. If man were incapable of loving God by natural powers 
alone (as held by Luther and Jansenism), then charity would find no 
foothold in human nature. The supernatural love for God extends the nat 
ural love, and is directed to Him not just as Creator or first cause, but as 
He is made known by Revelation as Redeemer and Father, who adopts us 
into the divine intimacy. This crucial distinction between a natural and a 
supernatural love of God needs vigorous defense today.

The same considerations can be applied to love o f neighbor. Mans 
natural capacity for communion in society and in the family is the foun 
dation for his obediential potency to enter into the intra-Trinitarian com 
munion itself.

Natural End Transformed into the Beatific Vision
Because he is naturally able to know, freely love, and worship God, man is 
naturally capable of true although imperfect beatitude, consisting in the 
loving contemplation o f God through^ creation. Man can have no other 
end than God, because no finite goodness or truth can satisfy mans intel 
lect and will, which are faculties open to unlimited goodness and truth. 
This natural capacity for happiness in the contemplation o f God lies at the 
center o f what is meant by man being made in Gods image.

Precisely because mans happiness naturally lies in God, it can be ele 
vated to consist in a more perfect contemplation of God through grace 
and glory. The relation between the two ends is in no way extrinsic. Super 
natural beatitude carries the natural trajectory to God infinitely farther, 
enabling it to attain to the secret o f God’s inner fife and intimacy.

This shows us the great importance of the traditional Thomist thesis 
that beatitude is twofold: connatural and supernatural. The supernatural 
elevation is possible only because our natural end already lies in a contem 
plation of God. The denial o f the possibility of a natural end for man, as 
is very common today, would take away the foundation in nature for a 
supernatural extension of happiness through the beatific vision. Paradoxi 
cally, the denial o f the possibility of a natural end for man would create a 
kind o f “extrinsicism” (!), for it would mean that our supernatural end 
would not be the superabundant and divine continuation and elevation of 
nature’s proportionate tendency.

Natural Desire to See God Transformed 
into Theological Hope
Another beautiful and profound basis for specific obediential potency is 
the natural desire to see God, which is surely one of the crucial aspects in
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which we are made in His image. Because we have a natural desire to see 
God, it can be elevated by grace to become an efficacious hope to see His 
face through the force o f His promise given in Revelation.

As we have seen, Henri de Lubac thought that the natural desire to see 
God was incompatible with man having only an obediential potency for the 
vision, and he severely faulted the Thomist tradition starting with Cajetan 
for minimizing that desire. Nevertheless, the natural desire to see God is 
used by St. Thomas and the Thomistic tradition precisely as the sign of a 
mysterious specific obedientialpotency to see God, proper only to the intellec 
tual creature. This is the whole purpose o f St. Thomas’s argument in ScG III, 
ch. 50, and S T l ,  q. 12, a. 1. It would be extremely unfitting if we did not 
have the root capacity to be elevated by God to receive what we naturally 
desire. The natural desire to see God and mans specific obediential potency 
for supernatural gifts are in perfect harmony, for the former is a sign of the 
latter. In fact, these two doctrines together—the natural desire to see God 
and our specific obediential potency to do so— provide the most adequate 
framework for understanding the harmony and distinction between nature 
and grace.

The more we contemplate the exquisite relation between the natural 
and the supernatural image of God in man, the more we will be struck by 
the mysterious continuity between the two, despite the awesome and ulti 
mately ungraspable disproportion between them. Here we see the conde 
scension of God: He takes our finite spiritual faculties and transforms them 
from within without destroying them, so that they are able not only to 
touch God the Creator, but enter into the inner life o f the Blessed Trinity.

In the words of Psalm 8: “W hat is man that thou art mindful of him, 
or the son of man that thou visitest him?”
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