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Thomas ist ein schwieriger Denker, der sich im Licht verbirgt und niemals
. . 1
seinen ganzen Gedanken auf einmal sagt.
Josef Pieper

OSEF PIEPER’S apt observation has special pertinence when
one approaches the interpretive as well as the speculative
challenge of comprehending Aquinas’s thought on the natural
esire for the vision of God. This teaching was contested among
interpreters of Thomas Aquinas long before Henri de Lubac
contributed to the debate in 1946 with his influential and
controversial study Surnaturel.*

William O’Connor, in an unjustly forgotten, instructive study
from 1947, The Eternal Quest: The Teaching of St. Thomas
Aquinas on the Natural Desire for God,” argued that since the days
of the principal sixteenth-century commentators on Aquinas’s
thought on the natural desire for the vision of God, one can
usefully distinguish between a tradition of minimizing and a

! “Thomas is a demanding thinker who so conceals himself in the light that he never
reveals his complete thought at once without remainder.”

*Henri de Lubac, Surnaturel: Etudes historiques, ed. and intro. by Michel Sales, S.]. (Paris:
Desclee de Brouwer, 1991). On the background of the controversy that erupted shortly after
the publication of Surnaturel, see Aidan Nichols, O.P., “Thomism and the Nouvelle
Théologie,” The Thomist 64 (2000), 1-19.

3 New York and London: Longman, Green, and Co., 1947.
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tradition of maximizing interpreters. These two tendencies of
interpretation draw in differing ways upon two series of texts in
the vast corpus of the angelic doctor. In the first series of texts,
Aquinas understands the desire to know the essence of the First
Cause as a natural desire; in the second series he holds that the
desire to know the divine essence is supernatural. Both series of
texts run from the early through the later works and Aquinas sees
no need anywhere to reconcile them.*

O’Connor argues that the tradition of “minimizing” interpre-
tations has its roots in the commentatorial work of the Italian
Dominican theologian Thomas de Vio Cajetan (1469-1534) and
of the Spanish Dominican theologian Dominicus Bafez (1528-
1604), while the tradition of “maximizing” interpretations emer-
ges from the commentaries of the Italian Dominican theologian
Sylvester of Ferrara (1474-1528) and the Spanish Dominican
theologian Dominicus Soto (1494-1560).° Cajetan and Bafez
strongly privilege the first series of texts and prefer to interpret
the natural desire in terms of an “obediential potency,” a
nonrepugnance or even a suitability in the created spiritual nature
for the vision of God as he is in himself. Sylvester of Ferrara and
Soto, on the other hand, read Aquinas as teaching a genuine
natural desire for the vision of God, although with the significant
difference that Soto understands this desire primarily as a “pondus
naturae,” a profound, innate natural impulse toward the vision of
God as true human beatitude, while Sylvester of Ferrara takes the
genuine desire to be not an innate, but an elicited desire that
follows upon cognition.

All four interpreters of Aquinas react to the profound impact
Duns Scotus had on this debate with his strict Augustinian
insistence that God in his divine substance is the natural end of
the human being. All human volitions, Scotus argues, are ordained

* O’Connor, The Eternal Quest, 7-23. For a complete listing of all the relevant passages
in Aquinas’s writings, see Jorge Laporta, La destinée de la nature humaine selon Thomas
d’Aquin (Paris: J. Vrin, 1965), 147-61.

* O’Connor, The Eternal Quest, 24-39, 55-72. For a concise introduction to these eminent
interpreters of Thomas Aquinas, see Romanus Cessario, O.P., A Short History of Thomism
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2005).
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to the divine substance as to their ultimate end. Scotus’s doctrine
had such discursive weight that it inevitably impacted the
subsequent interpretations of Aquinas’s thought, especially in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when Scotism had become a
veritable philosophical and theological school in its own right.®
Hence, not only did the maximizing and the minimizing
interpretations draw differently on two famous series of texts in
the corpus of Thomas Aquinas; they also were the result of
Thomist commentators “post Scotum” having to consider and
respond in their speculative interpretations of Aquinas’s doctrine
to a subtle metaphysical and theological doctrine at variance with
the doctor angelicus.”

It is possible to trace these interpretive traditions of Aquinas’s
thought through the course of the subsequent centuries, with
Cajetan’s reading gaining predominance in the Dominican neo-
Thomist revival of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. With the appearance of de Lubac’s Surnaturel and the
expanded sequels The Mystery of the Supernatural® and
Augustinianism and Modern Theology,” the tradition of a maxi-
mizing interpretation of Aquinas along the lines of Soto found an
unexpected but sustained renaissance. Put in a nutshell, de Lubac
reads Aquinas’s teaching as establishing that human nature tends
in itself necessarily toward God, that is, toward the supernatural
end. In Surnaturel he states his thesis—and with it his reading of
Thomas Aquinas on this matter—in provocative brevity: ““Natural
desire for the supernatural’: most theologians who reject this
formula, reject together with it the very doctrine of St. Thomas

¢ O’Conner, The Eternal Quest, 40-54.

7 For a recent Scotist way of pointing out some of the significant differences, see Richard
Cross, Duns Scotus (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).

® Henri de Lubac, S.J., Le mystére du surnaturel (Paris: F. Aubier, 1965) [= The Mystery
of the Supernatural, trans. Rosemary Sheed, introd. David L. Schindler (New York: Crossroad,
1998)].

® Henri de Lubac, S.]., Augustinianisme et théologie moderne (Paris: F. Aubier, 1965) {=
Augustinianism and Modern Theology, trans. Lancelot Sheppard, introd. Louis Dupré (New
York: Crossroad, 2000)].
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Aquinas.”" His position has become a widely accepted view, if
not a majority consensus, among contemporary theologians in the
English-speaking world as to how Aquinas should best be
understood on this difficult topic."

When recently this consensus was challenged by Lawrence
Feingold’s substantive study The Natural Desire to See God
according to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Interpreters,'* the
response was one of considerable irritation. Such irritation in the
English-speaking world is only explicable if one assumes that two
earlier significant challenges or at least qualifications of this post-
Lubacian consensus, advanced by French Dominicans and
Thomist scholars, went largely unnoticed: first, the volume
Surnaturel: Une controverse au coeur du thomisme au XX siécle; ™
second, Georges Cottier, O.P., Le désir de Dieu: Sur les traces de
saint Thomas.'* In light of these recent substantive contributions
to the discussion it is hard to deny that de Lubac’s intervention,
while arguably unsettling in a possibly irreversible way a once
dominant minimizing interpretation of Aquinas, turns out not to
have been the last word on this matter. At the same time it is
obvious that a renewed consideration of this intricate topic cannot
simply go back behind de Lubac’s intervention and give in to the
temptation of pretending that Surnaturel and its sequels never had
been written in the first place.

10 “<Désir naturel du surnaturel>: la plupart des théologiens qui repoussent cette

formule, repoussent avec elle la doctrine méme de saint Thomas d’Aquin” (De Lubac,
Surnaturel, 431).

" For one characteristic representative, see Fergus Kerr, O.P., After Aquinas: Versions of
Thomism (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002) 134-61; idem, Twenthieth Century Catholic Theologians:
From Neo-Scholasticism to Nuptial Mysticism (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 67-86.

2 Rome: Apollinare Studi, 2001 (2d ed.: Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press, 2010). For a
beginning conversation around this important work, see the Book Symposium with
contributions by Harm Goris, Reinhard Hiitter, Steven A. Long, and Guy Mansini in Nova
et Vetera, English edition 5 (2007): 67-198; and David Braine, “The Debate between Henri
de Lubac and His Critics,” Nova et Vetera, English edition 6 (2008): 543-90.

1 Ed. Serge-Thomas Bonino, O.P., Actes du colloque organisé par I'Institute Saint-
Thomas-d’Aquin les 26-27 mai 2000 a Toulouse (Toulouse: Revue Thomiste, 2001);
translation published as Surnaturel: A Controversy at the Heart of Twentieth-Century
Thomistic Thought, trans. Robert Williams, trans. rev. by Matthew Levering (Naples, Fla.:
Sapientia Press, 2009) forthcoming in English translation with Sapientia Press, 2010).

¥ Paris: Editions parole et silence, 2002.
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In this article I will attempt not to settle the matter, but to take
a step “after Lubac” toward a way of reading as one the two sets
of texts of Aquinas on the natural desire for the vision of God. In
order to be manageable, such a reading of Aquinas has to be
exemplary and paradigmatic and needs to be backed by an equally
exemplary and paradigmatic engagement of de Lubac’s central
thesis. Therefore, the essay falls into two parts. In the first part,
[ will focus on book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles, since in any
maximalizing interpretation of Aquinas this book, and especially
chapter 25, tends to play a pivotal role. Consequently, any
rereading of Aquinas on the natural desire for the vision of God
“after Lubac” will have to attend to Aquinas’s exact use of the
concept “desiderium naturale” in the context of his overall
argument in book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles.

In the second part of the essay, I will reconsider one of the
most astute and nuanced early Thomist engagements of
Surnaturel. While now largely forgotten, the constructive and
critical analysis of Surnaturel by Marie-Joseph Le Guillou, O.P.,
encapsulates a promising Thomist reception of de Lubac’s genuine
concern as well as an apt critique of the excessive elements in de
Lubac’s reading of Aquinas. In short, there is still much to learn
from Le Guillou’s Thomist engagement of Surnaturel, an
engagement as balanced as it is penetrating and astute.

1. SUMMA CONTRA GENTILES II1, C. 25 INTTS
DISCURSIVE CONTEXT: A RELECTURE

Since all creatures, even those devoid of understanding, are ordered to God as
to an ultimate end, all achieve this end to the extent that they participate
somewhat in His likeness. Intellectual creatures attain it in a more special way,
that is, through their proper operation of understanding Him. Hence, this must
be the end of the intellectual creature, namely, to understand God."

' Thomas Aquinas, ScG I, c. 25, 1. All citations from the Summa contra Gentiles are
taken from the following edition, which offers an improved version of the Leonine text:
Thomas von Aquin, Summa contra Gentiles, 5 vols. (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1974 [2d ed., 2001]): book 1, ed. and trans. Karl Albert and Paulus
Engelhardt with cooperation by Leo Diimpelmann; book 2, ed. and trans. Karl Albert and
Paulus Engelhardt; books 3/1 and 3/2, ed. and trans. Karl Allgaier; book 4, ed. and trans.
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Besides, a thing has the greatest desire for its ultimate end. Now, the human
intellect has a greater desire, and love, and pleasure, in knowing divine matters
than it has in the perfect knowledge of the lowest things, even though it can
grasp but little concerning divine things. So, the ultimate end of man is to
understand God, in some fashion.'®

In the first part of the essay, I will argue that Aquinas’s
discourse in book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles, as it pertains
to our specific topic under discussion, is best understood as a
metaphysical enquiry into the ontological structure of created
substance. The emphasis of Aquinas’s enquiry falls upon created
substances, hence substance not absolutely considered, but
considered under the perspective of creation, that is, as the
contingent effect in relationship to its first and final cause, the
Creator. At the same time, however, his analysis pertains
primarily to the constitutive structure, that is, the respective
nature of particular created substances—first and foremost among
them the substantia intellectualis. Book 3 of the Summa contra
Gentiles, hence, is to be understood as first and foremost an
investigation into the principle of nature in its relative integrity
and hence as properly accessible to metaphysical enquiry."”
Consequently, while this primarily metaphysical enquiry is part
and parcel of a wide-ranging consideration of divine providence,
Aquinas is not concerned here with the concrete givens of the one
obtaining order of providence in which angels'® and humans de

Markus H. Worner. The English citations are taken from Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa
contra Gentiles (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975): book 1, trans. with
introd. and notes by Anton C. Pegis; book 2, trans. with intro. and notes by James F.
Anderson; books 3/1 and 3/2, trans. with intro. and notes by Vernon J. Bourke; book 4, trans.
with intro. and notes by Charles J. O’Neil. The English citations follow this edition in its
practice of listing in sequence book, chapter, and chapter section, e.g., ScG I, c. 1, 1.

168G 1L, c. 25, 7.

17 See Lawrence Dewan, O.P., “Nature as a Topic for Metaphysical Inquiry,” in idem,
Form and Being: Studies in Thomistic Metaphysics (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University
of America Press, 2006), 205-28.

'8 In the subsequent discussion the existence of angels is simply assumed. A philosophical
defense of their existence obviously falls outside the range of this essay. There seems to me
to exist not the slightest need to “de-mythologize” the biblical witness to superior subsistent
intelligences, even if for most contemporaries superior intelligences without bodies fall into
the category of science-fiction movies or New-Age phantasies. Such pervasive contemporary
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facto exist. Any attempt to read particular statements or
conclusions from Aquinas’s precisely delimited metaphysical
argumentation here as prima facie theological claims about the
obtaining order of providence as it coincides with the economy of
salvation can only obfuscate the status of the conclusions reached.
In short, as will be shown, the desiderium naturale visionis Dei as
considered in book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles belongs to the
principle of nature in its relative integrity as it pertains to the
metaphysical constitution of the intellectus.

By insisting upon the fundamentally metaphysical nature of the
discourse undertaken here, I do not intend to resurrect the
outdated thesis that the Summa contra Gentiles represents
Aquinas’s “philosophical summa.” Far from it—though, as often,
there may be a grain of truth in even such a misguided
characterization. Indeed, as Jean-Pierre Torrell expresses the
current consensus on the matter, “the Summa contra Gentiles is
indeed a theological work”—and adopting a rendition fashionable
in some contemporary academic circles, I might want to add, “all
the way down.”"” However, it is obvious beyond dispute and
hence in all likelihood significant for its particular purpose that
the organization and mode of discourse of the Summa contra

inability to consider angels—and, alas, very widespread among Christians pace the recent
New-Age rediscovery of “angels” as a quasi-personalistic transcendence at the expense of
God—displays not only a disconcerting lack of theological imagination but metaphysical
acumen as well. The present enquiry presupposes Aquinas’s argumentation in ScG I, cc. 46ff.,
and STk 1, qq. 991f., and, more importantly, the Church’s unequivocal affirmation that the
existence of angels pertains to the Christian faith. The theologically inclined reader might
want to consult, next to the indispensable Catechism of the Catholic Church (nn. 327-30;
350), Lateran Council IV, c. 1, De fide catholica (DS 800); Vatican I, Dogmatic Constitution
Dei Filius, c. 1 {DS 3002); and Pope Paul VI, Sollemnis professio fidei, 8 (AAS 60 [1968]:
436), known in English as “Credo of the People of God: Solemn Profession of Faith” (30 June
1968). The philosophically interested reader should consult Mortimer J. Adler, The Angels and
Us (New York: MacMillan, 1982), as well as Benedict Ashley, O.P., “The Existence of Created
Pure Spirits,” in The Ashley Reader: Redeeming Reason {(Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press, 2006),
47-59.

¥ Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P., Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, The Person and His Work, trans.
Robert Royal (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996) 114. Cf.
the whole of chapter 6 (pp. 96-116), and the brief remarks in Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P.,
Aquinas’s Summa: Background, Structure, and Reception, trans. Benedict M. Guevin, O.S.B.
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 8f.
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Gentiles is markedly different from that of the later Summa
Theologiae. In the Summa contra Gentiles we find a stronger
separation than in the Summa Theologiae between a primarily
metaphysical enquiry (in books 1 through 3), an enquiry in which
Aquinas seems to engage head-on the Graeco-Islamic intellectual
culture and especially Islamic Aristotelianism—hence an enquiry
intelligible and pertinent equally to a broad range of Jewish,
Muslim, and Christian theologians and philosophers of Aquinas’s
day and age—and on the other hand, a properly Christian
theological discourse, based on revelation (in book 4). However,
a strict and clean separation between these two parts is not
possible.”” Elements of the one are clearly present in the other.
The metaphysical enquiry in books 1 through 3 often takes a
particular route due to matters that concern the truth of faith;*'
moreover, the theological discourse in book 4 consistently draws
upon metaphysical argumentation in order to refute objections
raised by unbelievers against revealed truth.

2% It is for this very reason that Michel Corbin, in his massive study Le chemin de la
théologie chez Thomas d’Aquin (Paris: Beauchesnes, 1974) on the development of Aquinas’s
theological thought, assigns the Summa contra Gentiles an “intermediary” location between
the ingenious, but still youthful Scriptum on Lombard’s Semtences and the mature and
masterful Summa Theologiae. Corbin comes to this assessment because he takes the
conception of theology as the science of faith, as sacra doctrina, to be the perfect end point
of an increasingly maturing spectrum, on which the Summa contra Gentiles also must find its
place. Why does Corbin see the Summa contra Gentiles as falling short of the conceptual
perfection of the Summa Theologiae? Because he finds a tension between Summa contra
Gentiles I-111, attending to truths of faith accessible to reason, and Summa contra Gentiles IV,
attending to truths of faith unaccessible to reason, he discerns a less-than-perfect integration
of the philosophical enquiry into the overarching theological task and hence regards it as a
stage beneath the perfect mode of integration to be found in the Summa Theologiae. While
Corbin’s thesis is complex and argued in great detail (pp. 491-6921), it seems to depend too
much on the governing assumption that Aquinas was aiming at one single overarching goal,
namely, that of fully integrating philosophical inquiry into an overall theological task of which
the Summa Theologiae represents the stage of perfection. Hence, I agree with Rudi te Velde
when he avers, “I see no reason why the Contra Gentiles should not be approached as a work
in its own right, with an intention different from the Summa theologiae and an intelligible
structure adapted to that intention” (“Natural Reason in the Summa contra Gentiles,” in Brian
Davies, ed., Thomas Aquinas: Contemporary Philosophical Perspectives [Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002], 117-40, at 119).

M Seee.g., ScG 11, c. 46, 1.
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Aquinas’s foreword to book 4, therefore, merits a close
reading. Here I can give only a brief adumbration of the aspects
most pertinent to our discussion. First, Aquinas opens the specific
discourse of book 4 with a succinct summary of the topic that
preoccupies us in these pages:

The human intellect, to which it is connatural to derive its knowledge from
sensible things, is not able through itself to reach the vision of the divine
substance in itself, which is above all sensible things and, indeed,
improportionately above all other things. Yet, because man’s perfect good is that
he somehow know God, lest such a noble creature might seem to be created to
no purpose, as being unable to reach its own end, there is given to man a certain
way through which he can rise to the knowledge of God: so that, since the
perfections of things descend in a certain order from the highest summit of
things—God—man may progress in the knowledge of God by beginning with
lower things and gradually ascending. (ScG IV, c. 1, 1)*

Second, Aquinas sketches two paths of metaphysical contem-
plation by way of which the human intellect may rise to the
knowledge of God: one by a descent of perfections from God, the
other by beginning with lower things and gradually ascending to
the first cause. However, despite the intellectual rigor required
and the insights gained on these different, but ultimately
complementary, paths of metaphysical enquiry, Aquinas
emphasizes that “because of the weakness of the intellect, we are
not able to know perfectly even the ways [of metaphysical
enquiry] themselves” (ScG IV, c. 1, 3).” And if that were not
enough of a blow against the confidence of the all-too-routinized
metaphysician, Aquinas adds only shortly afterwards, “and
because that source [of these imperfectly known ways of enquiry]

2 8¢G IV, ¢. 1: “Intellectus humanus, a rebus sensibilibus connaturaliter sibi scientiam
capiens, ad intuendam divinam substantiam in seipsa, quae super omnia sensibilia, immo super
omnia alia entia improportionabiliter elevatur, pertingere per seipsum non valet. Sed quia
perfectum hominis bonum est ut quoquo modo Deum cognoscat, ne tam nobilis creatura
omnino in vanum esse videretur, velut finem proprium attingere non valens, datur homini
quaedam via per quam in Dei cognitionem ascendere possit: ut scilicet, quia omnes rerum
perfectiones quodam ordine a summo rerum vertice Deo descendunt, ipse, ab inferioribus
incipiens et gradatim ascendens, in Dei cognitionem proficiat.”

# “Per has igitur vias intellectus noster in Dei cognitionem ascendere potest, sed, propter
debilitatem intellectus nostri, nec ipsas vias perfecte cognoscere possumus.”
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transcends the above-mentioned ways beyond proportion, even if
we knew the ways themselves perfectly we would yet not have
within our grasp a perfect knowledge of the source” (ScG 1V, c.
1, 3).* In short, as Rudi te Velde rightly emphasizes, “[i]t is
characteristic of the Contra Gentiles that natural reason, in its
search for truth, is constantly reminded of its human point of
departure.””

It no longer comes as a surprise that Aquinas characterizes the
knowledge of God to be reached by these ways of metaphysical
enquiry as feeble (debilis cognitio). We would gravely
misunderstand Aquinas, however, if we were to take the license
to brush aside this feeble knowledge of God gained in books 1
through 3 in a quasi-Barthian fashion as at best irrelevant,
outdated rubble (or worse, dangerously misleading natural
theology), and expect Aquinas to announce a “new beginning”
with book 4, a “post-metaphysical” theology solely based on
revelation’s grammar as unfolded in the biblical narrative. On the
contrary, feeble knowledge is not ignorance, error, or delusion,
but still knowledge. And indeed, for Aquinas the feeble knowl-
edge gained by way of the intellectual labors of the first three
books is the indispensable precondition for a comprehensive
actuation of the intellectus fidei as well as for an effective defense
of faith’s truth against its philosophical detractors.” For Aquinas,

* “Quod quia sine proportione excedit vias praedictas, etiam si vias ipsas cognosceremus

perfecte, nondum tamen perfecta principii cognitio nobis adesset.”

¥ Te Velde, “Natural Reason in the Summa contra Gentiles,” 120.

* Consider the last remark in ScG IV, ¢. 10, 15 regarding those who would argue by way
of reason against the possibility of a divine generation: “[Blecause truth is strong in itself and
is overcome by no attack, it must be our intention to show that the truth of faith cannot be
overcome by reason.” (“[QJuia veritas in seipsa fortis est et nulla impugnatione convellitur,
oportet intendere ad ostendendum quod veritas fidei ratione superari non possit.”) The
empbhasis lies here on “the truth that the Catholic faith professes,” as te Velde rightly
emphasizes. (“Natural Reason in the Susmma contra Gentiles,” 121). He stresses at another
point that “Aquinas proposes to show, to his fellow believers, that the Catholic claim to truth
can in fact be understood and self-consciously affirmed, against the numerous alternative
claims, as a reasonable claim to truth” (ibid., 122). “It seems to me that Aquinas’s immediate
aim is not to prove the validity of the Catholic claim before others (infideles). . . . On the
contrary, the office is needed because of the threatening effect the various errors have on the
Christian consciousness of truth. Natural reason, according to its historical reality in Greco-
Islamic philosophy, calls the Christian perception of truth into question. In this sense, the
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the perfection of wisdom entails both, in the proper distinction
and in the right order: wisdom gained by way of human enquiry,
an operation essential to an embodied intellect, and wisdom
gained gratuitously by way of revelation, a wisdom infinitely
surpassing all human knowledge. Only if we remember that the
perfection of wisdom is the unifying source and goal of the
Summa contra Gentiles are we able to appreciate the subtle
synthesis between the predominantly metaphysical enquiry of
books 1 through 3 and the primarily theological discourse of book
4. Te Velde captures Aquinas’s intention accurately when he
states: “It is Aquinas’s declared intention to assume the task of
someone wise (officium sapientis). With this ‘office,” Aquinas
creates something new, an intellectual point of view that is
formally different from theology as well as philosophy.””

A) Wisdom

Aquinas pursues the officium sapientis by way of the
overarching and integrating vision of an order of wisdom. Thomas
Hibbs, in his important work Dialectic and Narrative in Aquinas,
offers the following felicitous characterization of Aquinas’s project
as he summarizes the achievement of the first book of the Summa
contra Gentiles:

Wisdom is a way of life, replete with joy, that satisfies all human longing, unites
man to God in friendship, and warrants the name of blessed. The first book is
itself an enactment of that life of wisdom, an enactment that culminates in a
recognition of the pursuit of wisdom as a participation in the exemplary cause
of the whole, a sharing in the life of that first and highest cause whose
contemplation is the goal of philosophy. The previous arguments on behalf of
God’s desire to communicate his goodness to creatures provide grounds for an
unexplained and audacious assertion of the prologue: the life of wisdom
establishes friendship between us and God.*®

Contra Gentiles seems to me comparable to Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed” (ibid., 123).

¥ Te Velde, “Natural Reason in the Summa contra Gentiles,” 121.

* Thomas S. Hibbs, Dialectic and Narrative in Aquinas: An Interpretation of the “Summa
Contra Gentiles” (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 19935), 62. Hibbs continues
by stating: “Still, the dominant mode of discourse in the first book is via negativa, a mode that
accentuates the gap between the human pursuit of wisdom and the divine possession of it (I,
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Later, in book 3, Aquinas will show how the wise person imitates
God in the perfection of wisdom achieved by way of contem-
plating God’s goodness. Hence, unsurprisingly, the whole of the
Summa contra Gentiles is structured according to an order of
wisdom: the first book treats the perfection of the divine nature,
the second book the perfection of the divine power, and the third
the perfect authority and dignity insofar as God is the end of all
things and executes his government over all of them—in short, as
perfect as God is in being and causing, so he is perfect in the
ruling of all things, especially in the ruling of the intellectual
creatures, angels and humans. Saint Thomas regards this threefold
consideration as accessible to natural reason as it rises up in
metaphysical contemplation toward God. However, while
throughout the Summa contra Gentiles he insists on the validity
of this contemplation by way of metaphysical inquiry as belonging
to the proper domain of natural reason, he emphasizes with equal
insistence the incomplete character of the knowledge thus gained,
an imperfection deriving first of all structurally from the weakness
of the human intellect, the lowest in the order of spirits. It is for
this reason that he finally considers in book 4 a perfection
surpassing all other perfections, the perfection of God’s goodness.
For God offers humanity a path by way of which human beings
are elevated to a perfect knowledge of him, the unmediated vision
of God that effectively unites human beings to him such that they
become “partakers of the divine nature” (divinae consortes

102). As Thomas puts it, ‘false and earthly felicity’ is nothing but a ‘certain shadow’ (quandam
umbram) of divine blessedness” (ibid.). Hibbs here seems to suggest that the human pursuit
of wisdom does fall into the category of “false and earthly felicity.” Such a claim—with too
narrowly Augustinian a thrust, if I may say—seems to be dubious. For in 5¢G 1, ¢. 102,
Aquinas lists as instantiations of such “false and earthly felicity” only pleasure, riches, power,
honor, and fame. These are all forms of felicity refuted in ScG I, cc. 27-32. It is important
to note that the philosopher’s admiratio, the metaphysical contemplation of the first cause,
which is the term of philosophical wisdom, is not contained in either of these lists. Hence,
while clearly not identical with the participation in God’s own beatitude and therefore a less
than perfect felicity, this philosophical wisdom seems to amount to something considerably
more than “false and earthly felicity,” namely, the fragile realization of that kind of imperfect
albeit genuine felicity that results from contemplating God, the first cause, by way of his
created effects—via causalitatis, via negativa, via eminentiae.
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naturae [2 Pet 1:4]). And so we find in book 4 the treatment of
the revealed mysteries that lie by definition outside the range of
the kind of contemplation by way of metaphysical enquiry to
which natural reason is able to rise, and that are solely the object
of faith.”’

Throughout the following reading of the Summa contra
Gentiles it should be kept in mind that the whole argument
Aquinas advances in book 3 is (a) part of a consideration of divine
providence—God’s perfect dominion—(b) in the context of a
structural-metaphysical analysis that (¢) demonstrates that, and
displays in which way precisely, God is the end and good of all
things.

B) God’s Being and Participated Being

The axiomatic beginning of such a metaphysical demonstration
is, as always with Aquinas, the consideration of God’s being:

That there is one First Being, possessing the full perfection of the whole of being,
and that we call Him God, has been shown in the preceding Books. From the
abundance of His perfection, He endows all existing things with being, so that
He is fully established not only as the First Being but also as the original source
of all existing things. Moreover, He has granted being to other things, not by a
necessity of His nature but according to the choice of His will. (ScG IIi, c. 1,1)*

Contrary to those who would want to claim that “creator” is an
intrinsic characteristic of God—echoes of a Neoplatonic notion
of emanationism (reverberating not incidentally in the Origenist

» It is in book 4 that Aquinas most explicitly inquires into the concrete path that carries
with it the promise of leading to the partaking in divine wisdom, a fullness of possession never
to be attained by the human pursuit of wisdom. However, even in book 4, for displaying the
logical possibility of these mysteries and for their defense against objection and error,
metaphysical contemplation and argumentation is still of paramount importance.

" “Unum esse primum entium, totius esse perfectionem plenam possidens, quod Deum
dicimus, in superioribus est ostensum, qui ex sui perfectionis abundantia omnibus existentibus
esse largitur, ut non solum primum entium, sed et principium omnium esse comprobetur. Esse

autem aliis tribuit non necessitate naturae, sed secundum suae arbitrium voluntatis.”
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tradition)’'—because as essentially self-diffusive summum bonum
God ineluctably emanates an inexhaustible surplus of participated
being, Aquinas holds rightly that creation, that is, the totality of
partipated being, is a surpassingly gratuitous act of the divine
will.”* God is not captive to some intrinsic aspect of his essence,
the infinite act of being itself, but remains in his essence tran-
scendently free, such that even if there were an eternal creation,
it would still subsist as contingent relation to God, a relation
originating from the divine will.

This relation constitutes the internal structure as well as the
overarching purpose of creation:

Now, each of the things produced through the will of an agent is directed to an
end by the agent. For the proper object of the will is the good and the end. As
a result, things which proceed from will must be directed to some end.
Moreover, each thing achieves its ultimate end through its own action which

1 See Sergius Bulgakow, The Bride of the Lamb, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 2002) for a subtle defense of such a notion: “God is both God in Himself and the
Creator, with a completely equal necessity and freedom of His being. In other words, God
cannot fail to be the Creator, just as the Creator cannot fail to be God. The plan of the world’s
creation is as co-eternal to God as is His own being in the Divine Sophia. In this sense (but
only in this sense), God cannot do without the world, and the world is necessary for God’s
very being. And to this extent the world must be included in God’s being in a certain sense.
(But by no means does this inclusion signify the crude pantheistic identification of God and
the world, according to which God is the world and the world is God)” (45f.). While the
fundamental difference between Bulgakov’s account and pantheism might readily be granted,
attentive readers of his undoubtedly brilliant speculation, noting his characterization of the
Scholastic differentiation between God in se and God as creator as “utterly alien to Scripture,”
will nevertheless be unable to dismiss the all-too-strong impression that they might be
witnessing the wedding feast of Origenist intuition with Schellingian speculative daring—a
phenomenon hardly more scriptural than is Scholastic conceptual precision.

2 Rudi te Velde, in his important study Aquinas on God : The “Divine Science” of the
“Summa Theologiae” (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2006) puts the matter succinctly: “Against the
Neoplatonic doctrine of necessary emanation, Aquinas argues that the infinite essence of the
first cause cannot express itself with natural necessity in any finite creature. Creation cannot
be a matter of divine natural self-expression. God produces the universe of creatures according
to the manner in which He wills them to exist, distinct from his own manner of existence”
(176).
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must be directed to the end by Him Who gives things the principles through
which they act. (Sc¢G 111, c. 1,2)*

While the principle of an all-encompassing teleology must strike
many a contemporary reader as utterly counterintuitive and
outright strange, Aquinas calmly enunciates it as one of the first
metaphysical principles of creation as an order of participated
being brought about as the result of the will of a transcendent,
infinitely intelligent first cause. Everything that is (i.e., that has
participated being) is directed to an end. As Georges Cottier puts
it quite succinctly: “The universality of the final cause, without
which any action were to remain inexplicable, is a principal given
of reality.”** Based on the universal teleology established in the
first chapter of book 3, Aquinas unfolds in the subsequent sixty-
two chapters what is entailed in understanding God as the end of
all things: if God has created everything because of his will, there
must be an ultimate end to what God has willed; but the only
possible ultimate end is God himself. The perfection of every
participated being—being an effect of the First Cause—is achieved
by reaching its ultimate end, which is nothing but its proper
return to its source. In the second book of the Summa contra
Gentiles, where Aquinas considers creation, he lays the
groundwork for this all-encompassing teleology:

An effect is most perfect when it returns to its source; thus, the circle is the most
perfect of all figures, and circular motions the most perfect of all motions,
because in their case a return is made to the starting point. It is therefore
necessary that creatures return to their principle in order that the universe of
Creatures may attain its ultimate perfection. Now, each and every creature

3 “Eorum autem quae per voluntatem producuntur agentis, unumquodque ab agente in
finem aliquem ordinatur: bonum enim et finis est obiectum proprium voluntatis, unde necesse
est ut quae ex voluntate procedunt, ad finem aliquem ordinentur. Finem autem ultimum
unaquaeque res per suam consequitur actionem, quam oportet in finem dirigi ab eo qui
principia rebus dedit per quae agunt.”

* Georges Cottier, Le désir de Dieu: Sur les traces de saint Thomas (Paris: Editions parole
et silence, 2002), 190.
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returns to its source so far as it bears a likeness to its source, according to its
being and its nature, wherein it enjoys a certain perfection. (ScG II, c. 46, 2)**

C) Primary and Secondary Perfection

As soon as Aquinas has established the overarching teleology
of participated being, he reintroduces a crucial distinction: the
primary perfection of every created being by virtue of its nature
and the secondary perfection of every created being by virtue of
its operation. While distinct, the perfections are inherently related
to each other. Every being, in virtue of its nature, is intrinsically
oriented toward its proper operations. Aquinas puts the matter
most succinctly in the discussion of divine providence: “Each
thing appears to exist for the sake of its operation; indeed,
operation is the ultimate perfection of a thing” (ScG 111, ¢. 113,
1).% A longer and more important instantiation of this distinction
is to be found in the second book of the Summa contra
Gentiles—with immediate implications for the opening argument

of book 3:

A thing’s second perfection . . . constitutes an addition to its first perfection.
Now, just as the act of being and the nature of a thing are considered as
belonging to its first perfection, so operation is referred to its second perfection.
Hence, the complete perfection of the universe required the existence of some
creatures which return to God not only as regards likeness of nature, but also by
their action. And such a return to God cannot be made except by the act of the
intellect and will, because God Himself has no other operation in His own
regard than these. The greatest perfection of the universe therefore demanded
the existence of some intellectual creatures. (ScG 11, c. 46, 3)

* “Tunc enim effectus maxime perfectus est quando in suum redit principium: unde et
circulus inter omnes figuras, et motus circularis inter omnes motus, est maxime perfectus, quia
in eis ad principium reditur. Ad hoc igitur quod universum creaturarum ultimam perfectionem
consequatur, oportet creaturas ad suum redire principium. Redeunt autem ad suum principium
singulae et omnes creaturae inquantum sui principii similitudinem gerunt secundum suum esse
et suam naturam, in quibus quandam perfectionem habent.”

% “Omnis enim res propter suam operationem esse videtur: operatio enim est ultima
perfectio rei.”

77 “Perfectio secunda in rebus addit supra primam. Sicut autem esse et natura rei
consideratur secundum primam perfectionem, ita operatio secundum perfectionem secundam.
Oportuit igitur, ad consummatam universi perfectionem, esse aliquas creaturas quae in Deum
redirent non solum secundum naturae similitudinem, sed etiam per operationem. Quae
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We can see this distinction at play in the following, easily
overlooked section at the beginning of book 3, which is central to
all that follows. Aquinas emphasizes that as God is perfect in
being and causing, so he is also in ruling. The result of this rule is,
however, diverse:

[Tlhe result of this rule is manifested differently in different beings, depending
on the diversity of their natures. For some beings so exist as God’s products that,
possessing understanding, they bear His likeness and reflect His image.
Consequently, they are not only ruled but are also rulers of themselves, inasmuch
as their own actions are directed to a fitting end. If these beings submit to the
divine rule in their own ruling, then by virtue of the divine rule they are
admitted to the achievement of their ultimate end; but, if they proceed otherwise
in their own ruling, they are rejected. (Sc¢G 111, c. 1, 4)*

Aquinas posits a direct relationship for beings possessing
understanding (i.e., angels and humans) between submitting to the
divine rule and achieving one’s ultimate end. Concerning the
manner of this rule, he states, “as regards those intellectual beings
who are led by Him to their ultimate end, which is Himself, the
Psalmist uses this expression: ‘For the Lord will not cast off His
people’” (ScG 111, c. 1, 8).*

Aquinas establishes here three claims of paramount im-
portance: (1) God is the infallible agent of that rule by virtue of
which intellectual beings can achieve their ultimate end. (2)
Whatever is constitutive of intellectual beings (i.e., inherent to
their primary perfection, their nature) is not in and of itself
efficacious in achieving their final end, for intellectual beings are,

quidem non potest esse nisi per actum intellectus et voluntatis: quia nec ipse Deus aliter erga
seipsum operationem habet. Oportuit igitur, ad perfectionem optimam universi, esse aliquas
creaturas intellectuales.”

¥ “Huius vero regiminis effectus in diversis apparet diversimode, secundum differentiam
naturarum. Quaedam namque sic a Deo producta sunt ut, intellectum habentia, eius
similitudinem gerant et imaginem repraesentent: unde et ipsa non solum sunt directa, sed et
seipsa dirigentia secundum proprias actiones in debitum finem. Quae si in sua directione
divino subdantur regimini, ad ultimum finem consequendum ex divino regimine admittuntur:
repelluntur autem si secus in sua directione processerint.”

* “Bt quidem quantum ad intellectualia, quae, eius regimen sequentia, ab ipso
consequuntur ultimum finem, qui est ipse: et ideo dicit, Quia non repellet Dominus plebem
suam.”
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as the rest of created beings, fallible. It is their secondary
perfection, operation, which itself is in need of divine help, that
leads them to their ultimate end. (3) Intellectual beings can resist
the divine rule and guidance and hence miss their ultimate end (as
permitted by God).

D) Agency

In chapter 3, Aquinas lays out the broad metaphysical contours
of what is constitutive of an “agent” that “intends” and “acts.” It
is important to take note that throughout book 3 the notions of
“agent,” “intending,” and “acting” do not denote at all the kind
of “rational agent” and the kind of “intelligible actions™*® that
name the terminus a quo and the terminus ad quem of the will’s
exercise (usus) under the intellect’s rule (imperium). The latter is
indeed the principal context in which we are used to encounter
the notions of “agency,” “intention,”*' and “moral act.”*
However, in book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles these notions
have a broader, analogical application. They denote various
aspects entailed in the fundamental principle of secondary
perfection executed by every participated being, which is
operation properly advancing its perfection toward the ultimate
end. As W. Norris Clarke aptly put it, “Action is the primary bond
of similarity between different kinds of being and thus is the
ontological ground justifying the application of the same
analogous term to them.”* Everything that achieves its secondary
perfection by way of its operation “intends” and “acts” in the
broadest sense, be it inanimate as fire is, animate as trees or birds
are, or intelligent as humans or angels are. Aquinas thus argues

* See Alasdair MacIntyre, “The Intelligibility of Action,” in J. Margolis, M. Krausz, and
R.M. Burian, eds., Rationality, Relativism, and Human Sciences (Dordtrecht: Nijhoff, 1986),
63-80.

* On intention see the classic treatment by G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention, 2d ed. (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1963).

*2 For a recent, astute introduction into this complex topic in Thomas Aquinas, see Steven
A. Long, The Teleological Grammar of the Moral Act (Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press, 2007).

*W. Norris Clarke, S.]., The One and the Many: A Contemporary Thomistic Metaphysics
(Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 47.
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that in acting every agent intends an end, and that the ultimate
end is that beyond which the agent seeks nothing else.

For every agent the principle of its action is either its nature or
its intellect.

[TThe end is that in which the appetitive inclination of an agent or mover, and
of the thing moved, finds its rest. Now, the essential meaning of the good is that
it provides a terminus for appetite, since “the good is that which all desire.”
Therefore, every action and motion are for the sake of a good. (Sc¢G 111, c. 3, 3)**

Two things are especially noteworthy here. First, Aquinas can use
the term “agent” analogically because God is the first and
foremost agent, who brings about creation. And since every effect
has a certain similarity to its cause, creation indeed imitates its
first cause in the most important respect: agency. Moreover, since
God as perfect agent acts for an ultimate end, which necessarily
can be nothing else but God, and since, from the perspective of
creation, God’s efficient and final causality ultimately coincide,
the final cause’s “pull” constitutes the ultimate end which every
creature’s operation “intends” by way of its action. Finally, since
God is perfectly and infinitely in act, actus purus (ScG 1, c. 16,
5),% created substances, in virtue of their participated being,
imitate the first cause by being “in act” as well. However, their
being “in act” not only imitates the first cause’s agency. Rather,
because the first cause and the final cause are identical, the final
causality of the actus purus is the reason why all participated
beings desire (appetunt) as their proper good their own perfection
and thereby the final cause as the ultimate good. As Cottier aptly
puts it:

Under the attraction of God, ultimate end and summum bonum, created being
tends, in the measure according to which it is possible for it, toward a maximum
of actualized being. This is indeed a dynamic vision. It arises from the doctrine

* “Finis est in quo quiescit appetitus agentis vel moventis, et eius quod movetur. Hoc
autem est de ratione boni, ut terminet appetitum: nam ‘bonum’ est ‘quod omnia appetunt’
[Eth. 1 1]. Omnis ergo actio et motus est propter bonum.”

# “Primum igitur agens, quod Deus est, nullam habet potentiam admixtam, sed est actus
purus.”
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of act, of which St. Thomas makes good all the implications, especially in light
of the metaphysics of the final cause.*

In short, we find in Aquinas’s use of “agent” an analogical
attribution secundum prius et posterius, based on a participation
by imperfect similitude:*” “[A] created thing tends toward the
divine likeness through its operation” (ScG III, c. 21, 2).** Only
the first transcendent cause of the universe is agent in the full and
proper sense. Every participated being—being an effect of the first
cause’s agency—reaches its own proper perfection in someway
imitating the first cause’s agency; consequently, every participated
being, properly, albeit analogically, is predicated as an “agent”
that “intends” and “acts.”*’

Second, Aquinas’s metaphysical analysis pertains to the whole
range of participated being, encompassing every created sub-
stance, from ants to angels and from humus to humans. The end
is that in which the agent’s appetitus comes to a rest. That end

* Cottier, Le désir de Dieu, 192.

* Bernard Montagnes, O.P., The Doctrine of the Analogy of Being according to Thomas
Agquinas, trans. E. M. Macierowski, rev. Pol Vandervelde, ed. with revisions Andrew Tallon
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2004), 39: “[Plarticipation establishes a relation of
formal causality between beings and God and that analogy conveys at the conceptual level the
unity of order by reference to a primary instance that the analogates imitate and whose
likeness they bear. A formulation of Aquinas summarizes this doctrine: ‘omme ens
quantumcumque imperfectum a primo ente exemplariter deducitur’ [Sent. 11, d. 3, q. 2, a. 3,
ad 2]. There is a community of analogy between beings and God because creatures imitate
God as best as they can.” However, Clarke rightly emphasizes in addition that things
themselves are not analogous. Rather, in the analogy of attribution (the relation of causal
participation of many different analogates to a common source) “the analogous term (thought
and word) gives linguistic expression to an objective metaphysical structure of participation:
many real beings possessing in various limited ways a common attribute, received from a
common source, which possesses the same attribute in unlimited fullness” (Clarke, The One
and the Many, 56).

* “Tendit enim in divinam similitudinem res creata per suam operationem.”

* In Aquinas on God, te Velde offers a succinct characterization of the “analogical agent”
in Aquinas’s thought: “[T]he analogical agent concerns a type of causality in which the effect
falls short with respect to the perfection of its cause. In this case the effect receives merely a
diminished and remote likeness of its cause—a likeness which cannot be reduced to a specific
or even generic identity, but which is merely according to a certain analogy. . . . Analogy, as
it is used here, is clearly of a Neoplatonic origin; it is intrinsically connected with the idea of
a causal hierarchy, with the notion of participation, and with the ‘descent’ of the effect from
the cause. Analogy is meant to designate the intelligible connection between cause and effect”
(110).



NATURAL DESIRE FOR THE VISION OF GOD 543

constitutes the good of the agent in light of which it “acts.” And
“good” is that—here Aquinas simply regards Aristotle’s famous
definition as expressing the normative philosophical consensus—
“which all things desire.”’® Hence “appetite” (appetitus) and
“good” (bonum) must also be understood in the widest analogical
sense. Consequently, on the level of metaphysical analysis and in
this analogical sense of agency, any premature projection onto the
text of the alternatives between an unelicited, innate, and
unconditional desire versus an elicited, conditional desire is
clearly out of place at this point. While the metaphysical inquiry
pertains to the primary perfection (nature) as well as to the
secondary perfection (operation), it remains an inquiry into the
ontological structure, the principle of nature in its relative
integrity. For the analysis and demonstration pertain exclusively
to the formal constitution of every created being seeking its
perfection in its proper good, that good which terminates its
appetite because the secondary perfection has been achieved. The
sole criterion St. Thomas mentions is the creature’s specific
capacity (quantum in se est) to be moved to its proper perfection:

[11f anything lacks a proper perfection, it is moved toward it, in so far as lies
within its capacity [quantum in se est], but if it possess it the thing rests in it.
Therefore, the end of each thing is its perfection. (S¢G IlI, c. 16, 3)*’

As we shall see soon, the defining referent for the “quantum in se
est,” that is, the specific capacity of angels as well as humans, is
the intellectus.

E) God: The Final End of All Things

Let us return to the overarching teleology Aquinas unfolds in
the opening chapters of book 3. In chapters 17-25, Aquinas
elaborates more extensively how God is to be understood as the

0 S¢G 111, c. 16: “[Slic enim philosophi diffiniunt bonum, quod omnia appetunt.” Aquinas
cites here from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 1.1.1094a 2.

! “Unumguodque autem, se perfectione propria careat, in ipsam movetur, quantum in se
est: si vero eam habeat, in ipsa quiescit. Finis igitur uniuscuiusque rei est eius perfectio.”
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end of physical as well as intellectual beings. As I have already
emphasized, his metaphysical-structural argument encompasses all
creatures (separate substances [i.e., angels], humans, animals,
inanimate things). All things are ordered in at least three respects
to one ultimate end that is God: (1) by way of the substantial act
of being, (2) by way of everything that pertains to a thing’s
perfection, and (3) by way of the thing’s proper operation.

Having established in chapter 17 that God is the end of all
things, in chapter 18 Aquinas specifies how precisely this is the
case. One could very well assume that God is the end of all things
in the sense of an ideal, or in the sense of being something
produced, or in the sense of something being added to God, or in
the sense of something being obtained for God. It is not hard to
recognize in these rejected positions an uncannily perceptive
anticipation of the emasculated modern simulacra of teleology as
one can encounter them in Kant, Hegel, and process philosophy.
In chapter 13 of book 1 of the Summa contra Gentiles—a chapter
worth meditating on at length—Aquinas refutes the premodern
precursors of these positions on the basis of the proofs of God’s
existence as well as God’s categorical transcendence in
relationship to participated being. It is, however, only in chapters
17 and 18 of book 3 that Aquinas argues that God is
simultaneously first agent and ultimate end. For our particular
concern, the most relevant argument is the last one proffered in
chapter 18:

Moreover, the effect must tend toward the end in the same way that the agent
works for the end. Now, God, Who is the first agent of all things, does not act
in such a way that something is attained by His action, but in such a way that
something is enriched by His action. For He is not in potency to the possibility
of obtaining something; rather, He is in perfect act simply, and as a result He is
a source of enrichment. So, things are not ordered to God as to an end for which
something may be obtained, but rather so that they may attain Himself from
Himself, according to their measure [sed ut ab ipso ipsummet suo modo
consequantur], since He is their end. (ScG 111, c. 18, 5)*

52 “Oportet quod eo modo effectus tendat in finem quo agens propter finem agit. Deus
autem qui est primum agens omnium rerum, non sic agit quasi sua actione aliquid acquirat,
sed quasi sua actione aliquid largiatur: quia non est in potentia ut aliquid acquirere possit, sed
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Since God is in perfect act, nothing can enrich or improve or
contribute to his perfection as final end. On the contrary, things
are ordered solely to him as their final end so that everything may
obtain God from God “suo modo.” This small but decisive
qualifier “suo modo” is a crucial anticipation of the role that the
intellectus plays in obtaining God from God. Yet what can the
creature—as creature and without ceasing to be creature—obtain
from God but the divina bonitas, God’s own very goodness
according to the measure of the creature’s specific nature?

F) Being—Similar to God

In chapter 19 Aquinas introduces the Platonic concept of
“similitude.” It is, Aquinas argues, in virtue of created things (res
creatae) attaining divine goodness that they are made like unto
God. And because everything tends toward God in order to obtain
God’s goodness, it follows that the ultimate end of all things is to
become like God. Again we turn to the argument most relevant
for our particular concern. It builds upon the general principle
“ommne agens agit sibi simile” (“every agent produces its like”). In
consequence of this universal metaphysical principle, all created
things must be understood as images—in the broadest analogical
sense of similitude—of the first agent. Their similitude obtains in
virtue of their primary perfection—they exist as participated
beings—and especially in virtue of their secondary perfection, by
way of which they are ordered to God in order to obtain divine
goodness and hence attain to the divine likeness according to their
measure. We must note at this point again that the concept of
“similitudo” is an analogical concept, for similitude is realized ac-
cording to diverse modalities, which Aquinas considers eventually
in chapter 22.

In chapters 20 and 21 Aquinas analyzes in detail the likeness
arising from the secondary perfection, operation:

solum in actu perfecto, ex quo potest elargiri. Res igitur non ordinantur in Deum sicut in

finem cui aliquid acquiratur, sed ut ab ipso ipsummet suo modo consequantur, cum ipsemet
b k

sit finis.”
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So, if each thing tends toward a likeness of divine goodness as its end, and if each
thing becomes like the divine goodness in respect of all the things that belong to
its proper goodness, then the goodness of the thing consists not only in its mere
being, but in all the things needed for its perfection, as we have shown. It is
obvious, then, that things are ordered to God as an end, not merely according
to their substantial act of being, but also according to those items which are
added as pertinent to perfection, and even according to the proper operation
which also belongs to the thing’s perfection. (S¢G 111, c. 20, 8)*

Each thing tends toward being and act which is the same as
tending to its perfection and goodness. It is important to realize
that with chapter 21 Aquinas moves his consideration to the order
of operation. However, also in this regard, he focuses his enquiry
strictly upon the ontological structure of such operations as a
particular nature actuates them.

In fact, a created thing tends toward the divine likeness through its operation.
Now, through its operation, one thing becomes the cause of another. Therefore,
in this way, also, do things tend toward the divine likeness, in that they are the
causes of other things. (S¢G III, c. 21, 2)**

The order of proper secondary causality itself reflects God’s first
causality: things by way of their operation bring forth other things
and in that tend to divine likeness.

G) Intellect and Its Proper Appetite, the Will

In the midst of the seemingly seamless analogical range of
predication of agency, Aquinas finally in chapter 22 attends to the
diverse mediations under which this similitude comes about by

33 “Sj autem res quaelibet tendit in divinae bonitatis similitudinem sicut in finem; divinae
autem bonitati assimilatur aliquid quantum ad omnia quae ad propriam pertinent bonitatem;
bonitas autem rei non solum in esse suo consistit, sed in omnibus aliis quae ad suam
perfectionem requiruntur, ut ostensum est: manifestum est quod res ordinantur in Deum sicut
in finem non solum secundum esse substantiale, sed etiam secundum ea quae ei accidunt
pertinentia ad perfectionem; et etiam secundum propriam operationem, quae etiam pertinet
ad perfectionem rei.”

’* “Tendit enim in divinam similitudinem res creata per suam operationem. Per suam
autem operationem una res fit causa alterius. Ergo in hoc etiam res intendunt divinam
similitudinem, ut sint aliis causae.”
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way of diverse modes of agency. Again, note that we are not
leaving the realm of an enquiry into the general ontological
structure of such modalities. In this chapter, Aquinas finally
introduces the far-reaching fundamental distinction between those
agents whose secondary perfection comes about simply by way of
their natures versus those agents whose secondary perfection
comes about by way of their intellect. It is in natural agents alone
that the end is determined by the ontological appetitus. For agents
endowed with intellectus, on the contrary, the end is determined
by the ratio boni, the intellect’s consideration of the good by way
of which the good becomes the object of the will. This distinction
is most clearly stated in the following passage:

One kind of operation pertains to a thing as the mover of another, as in the
actions of heating and sawing. Another is the operation of a thing that is moved
by another, as in the case of being heated or being sawed. Still another operation
is the perfection of an actually existing agent which does not tend to produce a
change in another thing. And these last differ, first of all, from passion and
motion, and secondly from action transitively productive of change in exterior
matter. Examples of operations in this third sense are understanding, sensing,
and willing. Hence, it is clear that the things which are moved, or passively
worked on only, without actively moving or doing anything, tend to the divine
likeness by being perfected within themselves; while the things that actively
make and move, by virtue of their character, tend toward the divine likeness by
being the causes of others. Finally, the things that move as a result of being
moved tend toward the divine likeness in both ways. (S¢G III, ¢. 22, 2)*

Here Aquinas intimates the most decisive characteristic of human
beings, their capability of intransitive operations, that is,
operations that do not affect an external object: understanding,
sensing, and willing. The first and the last kind of operation

3% “Nam quaedam operatio est rei ut aliud moventis, sicut calefacere et secare. Quaedam
vero est operatio rei ut ab alio motae, sicut calefieri et secari. Quaedam vero operatio est
perfectio operantis actu existentis in aliud transmutandum non tendens: quorum primo
differunt a passione et motu; secundo vero, ab actione transmutativa exterioris materiae.
Huiusmodi autem operatio est sicut intelligere, sentire et velle. Unde manifestum est quod ea
quae moventur vel operantur tantum, sine hoc quod moveant vel faciant, tendunt in divinam
similitudinem quantum ad hoc quod sint in seipsis perfecta; quae vero faciunt et movent,
inquantum huiusmodi, tendunt in divinam similitudinem in hoc quod sint aliorum causae;
quae vero per hoc quod moventur movent, intendunt divinam similitudinem quantum ad
utrumque.”
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human beings share with angels, the second operation they share
with animals, a fact that for Aquinas as for the whole classical
Christian tradition clearly indicated the precise place of humanity
in the hierarchy of being: the highest in the order of beings
composite of form and matter and the lowest in the order of
spiritual beings. And again, it is according to the formal
metaphysical analysis and not under the aspect of the particular
instantiation of an operation that Aquinas establishes tersely the
relationship between intellect and will:

[TThings that know their end are always ordered to the good as an end, for the
will, which is the appetite for a foreknown end, inclines toward something only
if it has the rational character of a good, which is its object. (S¢G III, ¢. 16, 4;
emphasis added)*

It seems that for Aquinas knowing one’s end is a precondition
for any thing to be ordered to the good as its end. But did we not
learn earlier that things deprived of any knowledge also “act” in
view of an end, also tend toward their perfection, toward divine
likeness? The possibility to hold both claims together is the very
point of the doctrine of divine providence, the consideration of
God’s perfection as governor and ruler of what he brought into
being and continues to hold in being:

[I]t is also evident that every working of nature is the work of an intelligent
substance, because an effect is more fundamentally attributed to the prime
mover, which aims at the end, than to the instruments which have been directed
by it. And because of this we find that the workings of nature proceed toward
their end in an orderly way, as do the actions of a wise man. (ScG 111, c. 24, §)*’

The whole universe is the product of an infinite, subsistent
intellectus in act, and hence ordered to him as finis ultimus and
summum bonum.

¢ “Sed ea quae cognoscunt finem, semper ordinantur in bonum sicut in finem: nam
voluntas, quae est appetitus finis praccogniti, non tendit in aliquid nisi sub ratione boni, quod
est eius obiectum.”

57 “Unde etiam patet quod quodlibet opus naturae est opus substantiae intelligentis: nam
effectus principalius attribuitur primo moventi dirigenti in finem, quam instrumentis ab eo
directis. Et propter hoc operationes naturae inveniuntur ordinate procedere ad finem, sicut
operationes sapientis.”
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Hence, it becomes obvious that even things which lack knowledge can be made
to work for an end, and to seek [appetere] the good by a natural appetite
[naturali appetitu], and to seek the divine likeness and their own perfection. And
there is no difference between saying one of these things or the other. For, by
the fact that they tend to their own perfection they tend to the good, since a
thing is good to the extent that it is perfect. Moreover, by virtue of tending to
be good it tends to the divine likeness, for a thing is made like unto God in so
far as it is good. (ScG II1, c. 24, 6)**

It is of paramount importance that Aquinas states (a) that there is
no difference between saying that everything seeks the good by
way of an appetitus naturalis, saying that everything seeks divine
likeness, and saying that everything seeks its own perfection; and
(b) that everything tends to the divine likeness by virtue of tending
to be good. Tending to the divine likeness is the fundamental
ontological condition of every created substance.

What then is the difference in tending to divine likeness
between, on the one hand, things devoid of knowledge and, on
the other hand, intellectual beings? Consider the following
argument of St. Thomas:

It is evident . . . that the more perfect something is in its power, and the higher
it is in the scale of goodness, the more does it have an appetite for a broader
common good [tanto appetitum boni communiorem habet], and the more does
it seek and become involved in the doing of good for beings far removed from
itself. Indeed, imperfect beings tend only to the good proper to the individual,
while perfect beings tend to the good of their species. But more perfect beings
tend to the good of the genus, while God, Who is most perfect in goodness,
tends toward the good of being as a whole. (S¢G III, c. 24, 8)*°

* “Planum igitur fit quod ea etiam quae cognitione carent, possunt operari propter finem;
et appetere bonum naturali appetitu; et appetere divinam similitudinem; et propriam
perfectionem. Non est autem differentia sive hoc sive illud dicatur. Nam per hoc quod tendunt
in suam perfectionem, tendunt ad bonum: cum unumquodque in tantum bonum sit in
quantum est perfectunt. Secundum vero quod tendit ad hoc quod sit bonum, tendit in divinam
similitudinem: Deo enim assimilatur aliquid inquantum bonum est.”

* “Ex quo patet quod quanto aliquid est perfectioris virtutis, et eminentius in gradu
bonitatis, tanto appetitum boni communiorem habet, et magis in distantibus a se bonum
quaerit et operatur. Nam imperfecta ad solum bonum proprii individui tendunt; perfecta vero
ad bonum speciei; perfectiora vero ad bonum generis; Deus autem, qui est perfectissimus in
bonitate, ad bonum totius entis.”
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If the power in question is intellectus, it seems clear that the
natural appetite for the bonum communi is categorically higher in
angels and humans gqua their ontological constitution than in any
creature devoid of intellectus. Moreover, on the basis of what has
been established so far, it seems equally clear that the good has
become explicit—that is, known to the intellectus in order for it
to become the telos/end of this agent’s proper operation. Contrary
to those beings whose perfection comes about simply by their
nature and which hence are brought to perfection by en-telechy,
the intellectual substance needs to understand its proper good in
light of the bonum communi for it to become its proper end or,
differently put, the end of its proper perfection. The will—that is,
the appetite for a foreknown end—can incline only toward that
which is presented by the intellect as a good. Only what the
intellect presents—and a fortiori is able to present—as a good,
does the will incline t0.®° In short, I can only be drawn by my
rational appetite, the will, to a good that I first of all understand
as a worthwhile end. In order to desire with my rational appetite,
that is, in the way proper for me as an intellectual substance, the
ultimate end—the end in which my perfection rests—I must
understand enough of this ultimate end for it to become the
overarching good for my rational appetite. But we are rushing
ahead. Before we finally turn to the crucial chapter 25 of book 3
in the Summa contra Gentiles, we need to gain a somewhat better
sense what Aquinas means by “intellectus.” For it is as axiomatic
for him as for all theologians of the patristic and medieval
period—as it should be for contemporary theologians—that angels
and humans share something extraordinary with God that
separates them categorically from the rest of creation—intellectus.

 Aquinas understands intellect and will as two distinct yet mutually interrelated powers
of the soul. The will, as efficient cause, moves the intellect, while the intellect, as final cause,
moves the will: that is, the will wills the intellect to understand, while the intellect’s
understanding offers the will those goods toward which the will then inclines.
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H) Intellectus

It might seem—and indeed be—preposterous, in a brief
excursus—to attempt an incipient clarification of intellectus in
Aquinas’s thought. Because intellectus is utterly central to, if not
constitutive of, his metaphysics, we need to limit ourselves to
what is most crucial for our present consideration without,
however, doing grave injustice to the utter profundity of the
vision entailed.®’ Hence, this quite preliminary adumbration of
intellectus in Aquinas takes as its delimiting parameters two
fundamental insights. On the one end stands Aquinas’s insight
into the peculiar way the human intellectus operates. Because the
differentiating characteristic of intellectus in the case of human
beings is the condition of its essential embodiment, human beings
have to advance in knowledge discursively by way of enquiry and
discovery. On the other end stands Aquinas’s insight, rather
difficult for us to grasp, that in a certain respect intellectus
pertains to and encompasses everything that is. But we are rushing
ahead. Let us turn to the first of the two parameters.

In order not to get stuck immediately in the dead-end of
merely lexical variations, we shall simply take note of the fact that
when considering the human mind, Aquinas is comfortable with
the use of various terms to intend the same thing: mens, ratio, and
intellectus. In the sed contra of question 79, article 8 of the Prima
Pars, after quoting from Augustine’s literal commentary on
Genesis, he states tersely: “Reason, intellect, and mind are one
power.”®* In the body of the article, however, he distinguishes
between two fundamentally different aspects in the one power of
the human mind, two aspects that do not simply reflect a lexical
variation, but that indeed represent a substantive differentiation

¢! For two remarkably profound attempts to probe the depths of Aquinas’s thought on
“intellectus,” see Gustav Siewerth, Thomismus als Identititssystem, 2™ ed. (Frankfurt:
Schulte-Bulmke, 1961), and Ferdinand Ulrich, Homo Abyssus: Das Wagnis der Seinsfrage, with
an introduction by Martin Bieler, 2d ed. (Freiburg: Johannes Verlag Einsiedeln, 1998).

%2 “Ratio ... et intellectus et mens sunt una potentia” (ST I, q. 79, a. 8 sed contra). The
citation from Augustine’s De genesi ad litteram is to be found in book 3, chapter 20: “Illud
quo homo irrationabilibus animalibus antecellit, est ratio, vel mens, vel intelligentia, vel si quo
alio vocabulo commodius appellatur” (PL 34, 292).
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in the constitution of one single power: “[T]o understand is
simply to apprehend intelleiible truth: and to reason is to advance
from one thing understood to another, so as to know an
intelligible truth.”®® The difference between these two aspects of
the one power is indeed crucial for a proper understanding of
how, according to Aquinas, human knowing comes about. The
latter aspect is the one that seems intrinsically obvious: Human
reasoning is discursive, that is, it advances from one thing to
another in order to arrive at the knowledge of intelligible truth.
Human reasoning proceeds in the medium of time. The Latin verb
discurrere denotes this mental movement—discourse as the mind’s
journey of enquiry and discovery. Aquinas uses for it the technical
term ratiocinari, reasoning. Why does the human intellect operate
this way? Human beings gua their embodiment do not receive
intelligible truth by way of a perfect, immediate intuition, but by
way of what is proper to their essential embodiment, that is, by
way of the senses. I must hasten to add, however—lest Aquinas be
mistakenly identified as a proto-Lockean epistemologist—that
according to Aquinas, in virtue of the rational soul being the
substantial form of the human body, intellectus subsists in the
human being antecedent to any sense-impressions. As form,
intellectus activates the principal operation of understanding
(intellectus agens), in-forming the mind by abstracting the forms
from the senses’ deliverance and thus realizing (reducing from
potency to act) specific knowledge (intellectus possibilis) that in
turn forms the basis for the reasoning process.®* The principal
operation of understanding itself (intellectus agens), however,
subsists as a habitus of the human soul, as an inventive capacity
intrinsic to its nature. It is, to be precise, the habitus of all first

& “Intelligere enim est simpliciter veritatem intelligibilem apprehendere. Ratiocinari autem
est procedere de uno intellecto ad aliud, ad veritatem intelligibilem cognoscendam” (STh I,
q. 79, a. 8).

** For a detailed account of Aristotelian-Thomist epistemology, sce Jacques Maritain, The
Degrees of Knowledge, translated from the fourth French edition under the supervision of
Gerald B. Phelan (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959), 110-35; and more recently the
very useful and clear summary in Benedict M. Ashley, O.P., The Way toward Wisdom: An
Interdisciplinary and Intercultural Introduction to Metaphysics (Notre Dame: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2006), 101-14.
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principles of knowledge, whether theoretical or practical
principles, implicitly known in and of themselves, indemonstrable
yet indispensable for any discursive knowledge. The source that
keeps the intellectus qua form unceasingly in act is none but God:
“Divina substantia est . . . totius intellectualis cognitionis
principium” (“The divine substance is the . . . principle of all
intellectual cognition” [ScG 111, c. 54]). Human understanding is
thus always gifted with the intuitive knowledge of first
principles—certain things simply understood. From those
principles the human being in the process of reasoning must
discursively move forward by way of enquiry and discovery, and
then in turn analyze these findings scientifically by way of a return
to the first principles.

By contrast, angels, as subsistent intellects or separate sub-
stances, “who, according to their nature, possess perfect
knowledge of intelligible truth, have no need to advance from one
thing to another; but apprehend the truth simply and without
mental discussion.”® Aquinas puts the similarity and difference
between angelic intuitive understanding and human discursive
reasoning the following way: “Reasoning . . . is compared to
understanding, as movement is to rest, or acquisition to
possession; of which one belongs to the perfect, the other to the
imperfect.”®®

Are we to conclude from this relationship between movement
and rest, between the imperfect and the perfect, that since God is
universally perfect (as Aquinas argues in ScG 1, c. 29), intellectus
must first and foremost be identical with God, the subsistent act
of being. That this indeed is the case, Aquinas argues extensively
in chapters 45 and 46 of the first part of the Summa contra
Gentiles, and summarizes crisply in an important argument about
“the supreme and perfect grade of life which is in the intellect, for
the intellect reflects upon itself and the intellect can understand

¢ “Et ideo angeli, qui perfecte possident, secundum modum suae naturae, cognitionem
intelligibilis veritatis, non habent necesse procedere de uno ad aliud; sed simpliciter et absque
discursu veritatem rerum apprehendunt”™ (STh 1, q. 79, a. 8).

& “Patet ergo quod ratiocinari comparatur ad intelligere sicut moveri ad quiescere, vel
acquirere ad habere: quorum unum est perfecti, aliud autem imperfecti” (ibid.).
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itself” (ScG IV, c. 11, 5).*” So, if indeed the perfect grade of life
rests in the intellectus, what would the ultimate perfection of life
be? Here is Aquinas’s answer:

The ultimate perfection of life belongs to God, in whom understanding is not
other than being, as has been shown [ScG 1, c. 45]; accordingly, the intention
understood in God must be the divine essence itself. Now, I mean by the
“intention understood” what the intellect conceives in itself of the thing
understood. (ScG 1V, c. 11, 5-6)%*

Now we are at the point where we can appreciate that “light”
has been the predominant metaphor for intellectus. God, pure act
at perfect rest, is fully transparent to himself in the single perfect
act of comprehension: “in God, because He understands Himself,
the intellect, the thing understood, and the intention understood
are all identical” (ScG 1V, c. 11, 7)*—light from light in light. As
creatures, in proportion to our nature, we participate in this
divine perfection. Hence, we are able by way of a faint analogical
glimpse to surmise what the perfection of intellectus must be like,
starting from the basic insight that intellectus is the power to
apprehend intelligible truth. The perfection of intellectus must
indeed be the identity of the act of understanding with the very
act of being: “divinum intelligere est eius esse” (“God’s under-
standing is his being”).”’ And precisely this Aquinas establishes in
book 1, chapter 45 of the Summa contra Gentiles. We recall
Aquinas’s argument “that the perfection of the universe required
the existence of some intelligent creatures” (ScG II, c. 46).”" For

¢ “Est igitur supremus et perfectus gradus vitae qui est secundum intellectum: nam
intellectus in seipsum reflectitur, et seipsum intelligere potest.”

68 «Ultima igitur perfectio vitae competit Deo, in quo non est aliud intelligere et aliud esse,
ut supra ostensum est, et ita oportet quod intentio intellecta in Deo sit ipsa divina essentia.
Dico autem ‘intentionem intellectam’ id quod intellectus in seipso concipit de re intellecta.”

#“Cum ergo in Deo sit idem esse et intelligere, intentio intellecta in ipso est ipse eius
intellectus.”

7 This axiom is the point of departure for Gustav Siewerth’s profound speculative essay,
Der Thomismus als Identitditssystem, a work written with Hegel and Heidegger as primary
points of reference for a discussion of Aquinas’s work. While this might make a contemporary
reception less likely, Siewerth’s work has lost nothing of its relevance, this side of “analytic
Thomism™ and “ordinary language philosophy.”

71«

Quod oportuit ad perfectionem universi aliquas creaturas intellectuales esse.”
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only these are able to return to God by way of their very action,
an action that resembles God’s own being in act which is
understanding.

If such a relationship indeed obtains between the divine
perfection of intellectus and some created participation in this
perfection, the two, divine intellectus and created intellectus,
cannot be absolutely foreign to each other:

The divine substance is not beyond the capacity of the created intellect in such
a way that it is altogether foreign to it, as sound is from the object of vision, or
as immaterial substance is from sense power; in fact, the divine substance is the
first intelligible object and the principle of all intellectual cognition. But it is
beyond the capacity of the created intellect, in the sense that it exceeds its
power. (ScG 111, c. 54, 8)™

Here we have reached the point of closest proximity in Aquinas’s
work to the deep Augustinian intuition that fuels Henri de Lubac’s
vision as well as his subtle polemic against most Thomism since
the early sixteenth century. Let us give expression to this
Augustinian intuition by way of a sentence from Augustine
himself, from his treatise De quantitate animae: “Just as we must
acknowledge that the human soul is not what God is, so is it to be
set down that among all things that God has created nothing is
nearer to God”; it is in fact equal to an angel.” If the human soul

72 “Divina enim substantia non sic est extra facultatem creati intellectus quasi aliquid
omnino extraneum ab ipso, sicut est sonus a visu, vel substantia immaterialis a sensu, nam
divina substantia est primum intelligibile, et totius intellectualis cognitionis principium: sed
estextra facultatem intellectus creati sicut excedens virtutem eius, sicut excellentia sensibilium
sunt extra facultatem sensus.”

7 Saint Augustine, De quantitate animae, c. 34: “[IJta praesumendum, nihil inter omnia
quae creavit, Deo esse propinquius” (St. Augustine, The Measure of the Soul, trans. and notes
by Francis E. Tourscher, O.S.A. [Philadelphia: The Peter Reilly Co.; London: Herder, 1933],
206). Regarding the similarity to the angel: “Si quid vero aliud est in rerum natura praeter ista
quae sensibus nota sunt, et prorsus quae aliquod spatium loci obtinent, quibus omnibus
praestantiorem animam humanam esse diximus: si quid ergo aliud est eorum quae Deus
creavit, quiddam est deterius, quiddam par: deterius, ut anima pecoris; par, ut angeli; melius
autem nihil” (“Whatever therefore is in the nature of things other than these realities that are
known by the organs of sense, things which through and through occupy some dimension of
space, than which we have said, the human soul is more excellent:—If there is any thing else,
therefore, of things that God created, something is less excellent, something equal: less
excellent, as the soul of the brute animal, equal [by reason of its spiritual substance] as the
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is to be understood as equal to an angel, would this entail that the
human being, similar to an intellectual substance, is essentially
spirit? Here it is imperative to realize that Aquinas does not
follow this admittedly attractive, albeit not unproblematic
Augustinian inspiration. Rather, he develops his position by
drawing upon and by deepening the prima facie obvious fact that
human beings in respect to the essentially composite nature of
their substance are not pure spirits. However, not being a pure
spirit could still mean, as de Lubac arguably might press, that the
intellectual soul is nevertheless what is #r#ly human in the human
being. Aquinas would not agree with such a qualified insistence
either, for even in this modified form such a claim simply
disregards the indispensable significance of human embodiment
for an accurate grasp of human nature, of which the rational soul
undoubtedly is the substantial form. It is the latter fact, human
embodiment as integral to the nature of the human soul, that
leads Aquinas to hold that the human being essentially is not only
spirit. We find a striking argument for this position hidden away
in the disputed questions De Potentia. The objection is posed that
the real human being is the soul:

The end of man is a perfect assimilation to God. Now seeing that God has no
body, the soul without the body is more like God than when united to the body.
Therefore in the state of final beatitude the soul will be without the body. (De
Pot., q. 5, a. 10, obj. 5)™

Aquinas responds:

The soul is more like God when united to the body than when separated from
it, because its nature is then more perfect. For a thing is like God forasmuch as
it is perfect, although God’s perfection is not of the same kind as a creature’s.

(Ibid., ad §)”°

angles [sic]; but nothing more noble [in created nature]” [208; emphasis added]).

7 “[Flinis hominis est perfecta assimilatio ad Deum. Sed Deo, qui incorporeus est, magis
assimilatur anima corpore absoluta, quam corpori unita. Ergo in illo statu finalis beatitudinis,
animae absque corporis erunt.”

7S “[Alnima corpori unita plus assimilatur Deo quam a corpore separata, quia perfectius
habet suam naturam. Intantum enim unumquodque Deo simile est, in quantum perfectum est;
licet non sit unius modi perfectio Dei et perfectio creaturae.”



NATURAL DESIRE FOR THE VISION OF GOD 557

Here, in this crucial claim—crucial for all that follows—we have
Aquinas’s insistence most clearly expressed: intrinsic to the nature
of the human soul is to be the substantial form of the body. That
is, the human soul is essentially ordered to the body such that its
nature is perfected in its act of embodiment, of in-forming the
body and thus realizing the human being. Hence, while able to
subsist in separation from the body, in such a state the nature of
the human soul is severely diminished. Not only is this one of
Aquinas’s strongest arguments for bodily resurrection, it is also
one of the clearest reminders that the body is integral to the
perfection of the nature of the human intellectual soul.
Consequently, while the human intellectus is capable of self-
knowledge, of grasping universals, and therefore ultimately capax
Dei, human understanding, while antecedently enabled from
within, arises concretely from without. “Without” is the body, the
very way by which human beings are integrally part of the
material world: “[T]he diversity of man’s capacity to perform
various acts of the soul arises from the diverse dispositions of the
body.””® By way of the body human beings “suffer” reality and are
available to each other and to the world. Consequently, whatever
is proportionate to the human intellect’s nature in its proper
perfection pertains to the intellectual soul as the substantial form
of the body. To put it differently, the body does not diminish the
perfection of the human soul’s nature. It rather is its guarantor.
For, as Aquinas puts it in his commentary on Aristotle’s On the
Soul, “The nobility of the soul corresponds to a good bodily
constitution, because every form is proportioned to its matter” (II
De Anima, lect. 19)”” And here lies the profound difference in the
constitution of human beings and angels: both are signified as
intellectualis creatura, yet categorically different in the way the
proper perfection of intellectus is realized in each.

76 De memoria, lect. 1 (St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentaries on Aristotle’s “On Sense and
What Is Sensed” and “On Memory and Recollection,” trans. with intro. and notes by Kevin
White and Edward M. Macierowski [Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 2005}, 185).

77 “Ad bonam autem complexionem corporis sequitur nobilitas animae: quia omnis forma
est proportionata suae materiae” (Marietti ed., #485)
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I) Intelligere Deum—finis omnis intellectualis substantiae

Let us now turn to the crucial chapter 25, the heading of which
is, “To understand God is the end of every intellectual substance”
(“Quod intelligere Deum est finis omnis intellectualis
substantiae™).

(1) It is of paramount importance to note the concept
designating the particular kinds of agents under discussion here:
“intellectualis substantia” or “intellectualis creatura.” The context
is that of a primarily metaphysical enquiry into the very structure
of divine providence: the ordering of every created substance,
proper to its nature, to God as its ultimate end. The overarching
category under consideration in part 3 is created substances, and
in chapter 25 Aquinas focuses on one particular and in some ways
unique subset of created substances: the intellectual substances,
angels and humans. Angels and humans, as just discussed, are
unique in the universe in that they share something extraordinary
with the Creator of the universe that separates them categorically
from the rest of creation—intellectus. Hence, pertaining to the
primary perfection, the perfection of nature, the metaphysical
analysis of the last end does not differ for intellectual substances
that subsist separately (i.e., as nonmaterial subsistent forms
[angels]) and those that subsist as composites of form and matter
(i.e., human beings). The conclusion to which Aquinas’s eight
arguments in chapter 25 converge is that for every intellectual
substance, be it angel or human, the ultimate end is to understand
God. We will, however, see later that it matters greatly for
Aquinas that the gift of the intellect operates in fundamentally
different ways for angels and for humans. And it is precisely this
difference, in the order of secondary perfection (operation), we
shall see, that matters for grasping the difference in the way the
natural desire for the vision of God comes to play in angels and
in humans.

Here is Aquinas’s opening thesis:

Since all creatures, even those devoid of understanding, are ordered to God as
to an ultimate end, all achieve this end to the extent that they participate
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somewhat in His likeness. Intellectual creatures attain it in a more special way,
that is, through their proper operation of understanding Him. Hence, this must
be the end of the intellectual creature, namely to understand God. (ScG 111, c. 25,
1y’

In unfolding his argument, Aquinas reminds his readers first of
one fundamental axiom of divine providence informing the very
structure of participated beings: “[E]Jach thing intends, as its
ultimate end, to be united with God as closely as is possible for it”
(ScG 111, c. 25, 2).” As said above, material participated beings,
which were primarily under consideration until this chapter,
attain God by way of realizing their own proper perfection—
which represents a distant similitude of the summum bonum.
Now, quite obviously, the ultimate end each thing intends is
achieved to a greater degree if something attains to God’s very
essence in some manner. The latter is accomplished when one
knows something of the divine substance. For “knowing” or
“understanding” is to attain the object itself, because “under-
standing is becoming the other intentionally in its property as
other.”® By way of the concept—the object’s form abstracted by
the agent intellect—one comes to know the thing itself. Because
of this very ontological structure of knowledge, it constitutes a
more perfect form of union with God. For “understanding” does
not proffer a distant and mediated similitude of the known to the
knower. Rather, by way of knowledge, an immediate presence
occurs of the known to the knower. Cottier, drawing on Sylvester
of Ferrara’s commentary on the Summa contra Gentiles,
felicitously names the distinction Aquinas makes here as that
between a via assimilationis and an infinitely superior via
cognitionis.’' “Therefore, an intellectual substance tends to divine

78 «[Clum autem omnes creaturae, etiam intellectu carentes, ordinentur in Deum sicut in
finem ultimum; ad hunc autem finem pertingunt omnia inquantum de similitudine eius aliquid
participant: intellectuales creaturae aliquo specialiori modo ad ipsum pertingunt, scilicet per
propriam operationem intelligendo ipsum. Unde oportet quod hoc sit finis intellectualis
creaturae, scilicet intelligere Deum.”

7 “Intendit igitur unumquodque sicut ultimo fini Deo coniungi quanto magis sibi possibile
»

% Cottier, Le désir de Dieu, 198.

¥ Ibid.

est.
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knowledge as an ultimate end” (ScG I, ¢. 25, 2).5* The
intellectual substance attains its ultimate end by way of
knowledge. Why so and how so, exactly?

(2) In order to demonstrate how precisely the intellectual
substance attains its ultimate end, Aquinas turns from a
consideration of the order of being (ScG III, c. 25, 2) to a
consideration of the order of operation (ScG 111, ¢. 25, 3). As he
had argued earlier, since the proper operation of every thing is its
secondary perfection, proper operation is a genuine end for every
created substance. And because the act of understanding
(intelligere) is the proper operation of an intellectual substance,
this act is its proper end. Since every operation is specified by its
object, operations of intelligere are specified by their objects
through which these operations are known, and the more perfect
the object, the more perfect the operation. In other words, the
perfection of the operation of intelligere depends completely on
the perfection of the object understood. Consequently, to under-
stand the most perfect intelligible object, God must be the most
perfect thing in the genus of the operation of understanding;
hence it is the ultimate end of that being whose proper operation
is intelligere. Consequently—and utterly counterintuitive to the
present pervasive preference for reductively materialist and
quantitatively measurable forms of knowledge tending to ends of
a more or less Epicurean kind—for Aquinas, the most imperfect
knowledge of God is infinitely more valuable than the most
comprehensive knowledge of comparatively imperfect things, be
they quarks, genes, and galaxies, or combustion engines, computer
chips, and cosmetic surgery. In short, Aquinas’s evaluation reflects
that mode of the human being as perfected by wisdom (sapientia),
and hence characteristic of the homo sapiens, while the con-
temporary reductively materialist view is more reflective of what
the ancients and, for that matter Aquinas too, would have
described as the way of thinking characteristic of the homo
insipiens. For “dixit insipiens in corde suo non est Deus
[Vulgate]” (“The fool says in his heart, “There is no God’” [Ps

82 “Substantia igitur intellectualis tendit in divinam cognitionem sicut in ultimum finem.”
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13:1 (RSV)]). And precisely because his metaphysical analysis
remains properly restricted to the ontological structure, Aquinas
does not refer in this place to the absolutely most perfect
understanding of God, the scientia Dei et beatorum of questions
1 and 12 of the Prima Pars of the Summa Theologiae—which is
essentially supernatural—but only to the structurally or formally
most perfect understanding of God that is entailed in the formal
characteristics of the substantia intellectualis.

(3) Unsurprisingly, Aquinas focuses next on the structure of
cognition and understanding, the process of admiratio that
culminates in first philosophy or scientia divina, the natural
theology that constitutes the acme of metaphysical enquiry (ScG
111, c. 25, 6-9 and the preparation for 11).* And understanding
elicited by cognition is indeed the sole and proper way by which
intellectual substances—angels as well as humans—tend to God.
Aquinas offers the following argument:

[A] thing has the greatest desire for its ultimate end. Now, the human intellect
has a greater desire, and love, and pleasure, in knowing divine matters than it has
in the perfect knowledge of the lowest things, even though it can grasp but little
concerning divine things. So, the ultimate end of man is to understand God, in
some fashion [guoguo modo]. (S¢G 111, c. 25, 7)™

# See Ralph Mclnerny, Praeambula fidei: Thomism and the God of the Philosophers
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006), for a compelling
reconstruction of that metaphysical enquiry to which natural theology is the indispensable
completion, and see Ashley, The Way toward Wisdom, for an outstanding, nuanced
instantiation of such metaphysical enquiry of the ens commune—of which a consideration of
the essence of the first cause is emphatically not an integral part (an essential difference
between Thomist metaphysics on the on hand, and Scotist and Suarezian metaphysics on the
other hand), but rather the goal of the metaphysical enquiry as such, a goal at best ever to be
approximated. Aquinas not only never questioned the validity of such a metaphysical enquiry,
he rather assumed and practiced it in the context of his overall theological project. Eclipsing
this element of his thought might make Aquinas more palpable to the postmetaphysical
presuppositions regnant among many contemporary theologians and philosophers, but will
simply complicate and in the end prevent an accurate understanding of his complex
integration of metaphysical enquiry into the superior wisdom of sacra doctrina.

¥ “Unumquodque maxime desiderat suum finem ultimum. Intellectus autem humanus
magis desiderat, et amat, et delectatur in cognitione divinorum, quamvis modicum quidem de
illis percipere possit, quam in perfecta cognitione quam habet de rebus infimis. Est igitur
ultimus finis hominis intelligere quoquo modo Deum.”



562 REINHARD HUTTER

If read in isolation from its context, one could easily mistake this
statement for an empirical observation from which Aquinas draws
an inference. The discursive context of this argument, however,
makes it plain that this is not the case. The opening sentence lays
down a comprehensive metaphysical principle pertaining to every
created thing. The subsequent sentence continues a strictly
metaphysical analysis of the ontological structure of the intellect,
as derived from the earlier analysis. It does not describe the de
facto operation of the human being sub conditione peccati, nor for
that matter in statu iustitiae originalis or in statu gratiae, but the
relative principle of human nature and the ontological structure
of the most perfect operation proper to it as an intellectual nature.

In knowing only a little of divine matters the human intellect
comes to a greater perfection—that is, it realizes its own proper
end—than knowing a lot about the material world. Hence this
kind of knowledge, however fragmentary, is desired more, due to
the nature of the intellect itself. However, we must note the
decisive qualification “gquoguo modo” at the end of the above
quotation, for the argument itself delivers nothing regarding the
question of the mode of this operation. The conclusion at this
point is that the final end of the human is the knowledge of God,
attained in whatever mode, even the most imperfect. We need to
return to the qualification “quoquo modo” when we consider
again the natural desire in detail. We have here, however, a first
inkling that this qualification refers to the way the structure of the
intellect is actualized in the very order of knowledge, the end of
which is the scientia divina of first philosophy (metaphysics).

Here is Aquinas’s argument in a nutshell. First comes the
general principle: everything that is desirable for the sake of
something else exists for something that is desirable in and of
itself. Why so? Because, if the working of the appetite of nature
(appetitus naturae) were to go on interminably, then the desire of
nature (desiderium naturae) would be frustrated, for it is
impossible to traverse infinity.

Now Aquinas applies this principle to the order of knowledge.
The practical sciences as well as the arts (including what we would
call engineering and technology) are not directed toward
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knowledge, but toward operation, and hence they are means to an
end, desired for the sake of something else. Only the speculative
sciences are desirable in and of themselves, because their end is
knowledge itself. Every human activity is ordered toward some
other end with the exception of theoretical contemplation
(consideratio speculativa). As all practical sciences and arts are
ordered toward the theoretical ones, so are all human activities
ordered toward the theoretical contemplation of the intellect (ad
speculationem intellectus). And as all sciences and arts, ordered in
such a way, have their end in that particular one which provides
the ordering measure and rule for them (praeceptiva et
architectonica), all the theoretical sciences relate in a similar way
to metaphysics (philosophia prima), for the latter provides all the
principles for the former. However,

[t]his first philosophy is wholly ordered to the knowing of God, as its ultimate
end; that is why it is also called divine science. So, divine knowledge is the
ultimate end of every act of human knowledge and every operation. (S¢G 11I, c.
25, 9)%

Here, we receive a first commentary on the qualification “quoquo
modo.” One way the knowledge of God is attained is by way of
the operations of “first philosophy” which contemplates the first
cause. The contemplation of the highest cause is the concrete
terminus of the secondary perfection of the human intellect. This
terminus is the condition for the possibility of a coherent archi-
tecture of the sciences and hence the order of human knowledge.
Such a terminus and the structural possibility of attaining it is the
condition for the desire of nature (desiderium naturae) to tend
toward its fulfillment by way of the appetite of nature (appetitus
naturae), realized most eminently in the will, the rational appetite
as it moves the intellect to its proper good and hence perfection
in contemplating the most excellent object, the first cause.
However, as Aquinas reminds us (ScG III, c. 25, 10), the
absolutely superior mover is not the will, but rather the intellect,

8 «[T]psaque prima philosophia tota ordinatur ad Dei cognitionem sicut ad ultimum finem

psaquep p p g s
unde et ‘scientia divina” nominatur [Met. I 2]. Est ergo cognitio divina finis ultimus omnis
humanae cognitionis et operationis.”
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for the intellect moves the appetite by presenting it with its object.
(It is only because embodied human thinking, also speculative
contemplation, is discursive, and not intuitive, i.e., takes place by
way of a discursive, temporal “procedere” that is vulnerable to
exhaustion, distraction, and distortion, that the will is of
importance in relationship to the intellect’s proper operation.)

(4) There obtains a proper correspondence between the order
of agents and movers and the order of ends, such that the end of
the first agent and mover is the final end of all intermediate agents
and movers. Aquinas applies this general metaphysical principle
to the human intellect:

[O]f all the parts of man, the intellect is found to be the superior mover, for the
intellect moves the appetite, by presenting it with its object; then the intellectual
appetite, that is the will, moves the sensory appetites, irascible and concupiscible,
and that is why we do not obey concupiscence unless there be a command from
the will; and finally the sense appetite, with the advent of consent from the will,
now moves the body. Therefore, the end of the intellect is the end of all human
actions. ‘But the end and good of the intellect are the true’ [Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics, V1, 2 (1139a 27)]; consequently, the first truth is the
ultimate end. So, the ultimate end of the whole man, and of all his operations
and desires, is to know the first truth, which is God. (S¢G 111, c. 25, 10)*

Cognoscere primum verum, to know the first truth, is the ultimate
end of the human being and all his operations and desires
(omnium operationum et desiderium eius).”’ Again, it is
noteworthy that Aquinas makes reference only to all desires of the

¥ “Inter omnes autem hominis partes, intellectus invenitur superior motor: nam intellectus
movet appetitum, proponendo ei suum obiectum; appetitus autem intellectivus, qui est
voluntas, movet appetitus sensitivos, qui sunt irascibilis et concupiscibilis, unde et
concupiscentiae non obedimus nisi voluntatis imperium adsit; appetitus autem sensitivus,
adveniente consensu voluntatis imperium adsit; appetitus autem sensitivus, adveniente
consensu voluntatis, movet iam corpus. Finis igitur intellectus est finis omnium actionum
humanarum. Finis autem et bonum intellectus est verum [Eth. VI 2]: et per consequens
ultimus finis primum verum. Est igitur ultimus finis totius hominis, et omnium operationum
et desideriorum eius, cognoscere primum verum, quod est Deus.”

% The point needs to be pressed that ScG 111, 25, 10 and 25, 11 must be seen in their
specific order. S¢G 111, 25, 10 is the superior end, but can only be reached by way of 25,11,
because the human being is not an angel. At this point the specific constitution of the human
soul as substantial form of the body and the way human knowledge comes about, needs to be
taken fully into account. For such an account, see most recently Ashley, The Way toward
Wisdom, 101-14.
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human being in their ontological structure, converging to one
final end, the knowledge of the first truth. One of these desires,
the desiderium cognoscendi causam, stands at the core of the next
argument: “Besides, there is naturally present in all men the desire
to know the causes of whatever things are observed” (Sc¢G III, 25,
11).%8

A natural reaction of “admiratio,” wonder, gives rise to
increasingly disciplined and methodologically reflective philo-
sophical enquiry. This quest is a movement that receives its élan
from a natural desire elicited by the encounter with something®”
and that finds its rest or terminus in the contemplation of the
cause of that thing—by way of which contemplation the thing
itself is more perfectly understood. In principle, but only rarely in
fact, this quest does not stop until the first cause is reached. The
natural desire to know the causes arises from the very ontological
structure of the intellect itself, for it is precisely knowing the
causes that is the operation that perfects the intellect. Aquinas
extends this argument to the order of causes:

[Flor each effect that he knows, man naturally desires to know the cause. Now,
the human intellect knows universal being [ens universale]. So, he naturally
desires to know its cause, which is God alone, as we proved in Book Two. Now,
a person has not attained his ultimate end until natural desire comes to rest.
Therefore, for human happiness which is the ultimate end it is not enough to
have merely any kind of intelligible knowledge; there must be divine knowledge,
as an ultimate end, to terminate the natural desire. So, the ultimate end of man
is the knowledge of God. (ScG 111, ¢. 25, 12)*°

8 “Naturaliter inest omnibus hominibus desiderium cognoscendi causas eorum quae
videntur.”

¥ Ashley puts the matter as succinctly as one can in two sentences: “We must begin our
knowledge of all being with ens mobile, sensible being, as the only ‘Being’ that we can sense
and thus know intellectually. But from that starting point, by observing the order of the
sciences we can widen our understanding of beings, even until our notion of ‘Being’
analogically includes all created being, and through that, as the work of God, we get some idea
of God as First Cause” {Ashley, The Way toward Wisdom, 63).

"«Cuiuslibet effectus cogniti naturaliter homo scire causam desiderat. Intellectus autem
humanus cognoscit ens universale. Desiderat igitur naturaliter cognoscere causam eius, quae
solum Deus est, ut in Secundo probatum est. Non est autem aliquis assecutus finem ultimum
quousque naturale desiderium quiescat. Non sufficit igitur ad felicitatem humanam, quae est
ultimus finis, qualiscumque intelligibilis cognitio, nisi divina cognitio adsit, quae terminat
naturale desiderium sicut ultimus finis. Est igitur ultimus finis hominis ipsa Dei cognitio.”
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Aquinas is not really arguing anything new here; rather, he is in
a subtle way intensifying the previous arguments in an ascending
line from the knowledge of the first truth to the knowledge of the
first cause to the knowledge itself of God: ipsa Dei cognitio. Note
however that ipsa Dei cognitio, the knowledge itself of God, is not
to be confused with the knowledge of God himself, cognitio Dei
ipsius, the latter being nothing but the beatific vision, the eternal
participation of the blessed in the life of the Holy Trinity. The
ipsa Dei cognitio, on the contrary, is the proper ultimate end of
every created intellectus, the very knowledge of the essence of the
first cause: “Omnis intellectus naturaliter desiderat divinae
substantiae visionem” (“Every intellect naturally desires the vision
of the divine substance” [ScG 111, c. 57, 4]). However, for the
created intellect a natural knowledge of the essence of the first
cause independent from any created effects remains essentially
unattainable. Hence the felicitas sought by way of metaphysical
contemplation must necessarily remain incomplete. Nevertheless,
it is the ontological structure of the created intellect in the first
place that renders intelligible the ultimate significance of the
Christian economy of salvation and its promise of perfect
beatitude. Not only will the essence of God be known by the
created intellect, but God will also make himself known to the
intellect and thereby grant by way of friendship a created
participation in his own triune life.

The natural desire to know the cause aims at ipsa Dei cognitio
as its proper terminus. Again, we learn nothing here about the
mode of this cognition. But then again, as in the earlier arguments
the axiomatic assumption is that the “desiderium naturale” arises
from the structure of the intellect itself in the encounter with the
reality for which it is made. In other words, the “desiderium
naturale” is not ontologically prior to the structure of the human
intellect. Rather, it is its very entailment and arises simultaneously
with the intellect’s encounter with reality. An analysis of the
precise modes of the intellect’s operation in regard to the
knowledge of God lies beyond the confines of chapter 25.

(5) Aquinas, however, prepares the transition to this inquiry by
introducing the notion of happiness or felicity:
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Now, the ultimate end of man, and of every intellectual substance, is called
felicity or happiness, because this is what every intellectual substance desires as
an ultimate end, and for its own sake alone. (ScG III, ¢. 25, 14)”

The chapter ends with the fascinating juxtaposition of the
Evangelists Matthew and John on the one hand and Aristotle on
the other:

And so, it is said in Matthew (5:8): “Blessed are the clean of heart, for they shall
see God”; and John (17:3): “This is eternal life, that they may know Thee, the
only true God.” (S¢G III, c. 25, 15)*

With this view, the judgment of Aristotle is also in agreement, in the last Book
of his Ethics, where he says that the ultimate felicity of man is “speculative, in
accord with the contemplation of the best object of speculation” [Nicomachean
Ethics, X, 7 (1177a 18)]. (ScG 111, c. 25, 16)™

While the proper term for the end which Matthew and John have
in view is beatitude, Aquinas neverthess uses “felicitas” in order
to correlate Aristotle, at least in a preliminary way, to the two
Evangelists. The reason Aquinas prefers felicitas to beatitudo is
arguably that he regards as a considerable part of his audience for
the Summa contra Gentiles philosophers—that is, those who
would agree with Aristotle, the Neoplatonic tradition and its
Aristotelian commentaries, their reception in the Arabic tradition
by Avicenna, Averroés, and others, and also with Maimonides, but
would not accept the witness of the New Testament about the Son
of God. Because of an explicitly assumed theological audience in
the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas privileges there the term
“beatitudo.”

There is, however, a deeper reason why Aquinas correlates
Aristotle’s notion of the highest human felicity to the Christian
notion of beatitude. He expresses this deeper reason at the

! “Ultimus autem finis hominis, et cuiuslibet intellectualis substantiae, felicitas sive
beatitudo nominatur: hoc enim est quod omnis substantia intellectualis desiderat tanquam
ultimum finem, et propter se tantum.”

”> “Hinc est quod dicitur Matth. V: “Beati mundo corde, quoniam ipsi Deum videbunt.”
Et Joan. XVII: “Haec est vita aeterna, ut cognoscant te, Deum verum.”

* “Huic etiam sententiae Aristoteles, in ultimo Ethicorum [c. 7], concordat, ubi ultimam

hominis felicitatem dicit esse speculativam, quantum ad speculationem optimi speculabilis.”
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beginning of the Summa contra Gentiles, where he states that “in
so far as a man gives himself to the pursuit of wisdom, so far does
he even now have some share in true beatitude” (S¢G I, c. 2, 1),
and later more explicitly in the Summa Theologiae, where he
avers that “the consideration of speculative sciences is a certain
participation of true and perfect happiness [beatitudo].”” Te
Velde interprets Aquinas’s subtle reception of the Aristotelian
felicitas succinctly:

In Thomas’ view the Aristotelian felicitas essentially retains an open and dynamic
character as aiming at the perfect knowledge of the divine insofar as is possible
through the speculative sciences. . . . The differentiation in happiness must . . .
not be understood in the sense of their representing two wholly different kinds
of happiness. They are related to each other in terms of imperfect and perfect;
the happiness of philosophical contemplation shows a certain likeness with true
happiness; seen from a Christian standpoint philosophical happiness points
beyond itself to a more perfect happiness, to an adequate fulfilment of what the
philosophical search for wisdom is aiming at.”

Aquinas’s oblique correlation (in ScG 111, ¢. 25, 14) of the acme
of philosophical contemplation with the term of the Christian
pilgrimage in the beatific vision is a telling reminder that in his
metaphysical analysis of the ontological structure of the
intellectualis substantia he is not interested in analyzing the
concrete modes of elicitation, which differentiate the structurally
one desiderium naturale visionis Dei de facto into two different
desires—one elicited by way of creation’s trace of the causes,
leading philosophical admiratio to the contemplation of the first
cause, with a desiderium naturae for happiness directed to the
“bonum communi”; the other elicited by way of sanctifying grace
with a desiderium gratiae for heavenly glory. As soon as he has to
address explicitly the question of the ultimate human perfection,

** “[]nquantum homo sapientiae studium dat, intantum verae beatitudinis iam aliquam
partem habet.”

% STh1-I1, q. 3, a. 6: “[Clonsideratio scientiarum speculativarum est quaedam participatio
verae et perfectae beatitudinis.” All citations from the Summa Theologiae are taken from
Sancti Thomae de Aquino, Summa Theologiae, 3d ed. (Turin: Edizioni San Paolo, 1999); the
English quotations are taken from the translation of the Fathers of the English Dominican
Province (New York: Benziger Bros., 1947).

% Te Velde, Aquinas on God, 160.



NATURAL DESIRE FOR THE VISION OF GOD 569

he does not shy away from using the proper theological term for
this specific perfection (beatitudo), nor does he shy away from
pointing to the necessity of the divine help (auxilium) of grace in
order for human beings to attain this ultimate perfection, as
plainly expressed in the title of chapter 147 of book 3 of the
Summa contra Gentiles: “Quod homo indiget divino auxilio ad
beatitudinem consequendam” (“That the human being needs
divine help to attain beatitude”). Here in chapter 25 of the same
book, by contrast, Aquinas is principally concerned with the
underlying ontological structure, the principle of nature in its own
relative integrity. “Relative integrity” signifies here that human
nature is not per se in act. Only particular human beings exist in
the concrete order of providence in specific states; they do so,
however, in virtue of one shared nature from which all acts
characteristic of being human flow. Moreover, the principle of
nature accounts for the gratuity of the concretely extant order of
providence as it coincides with the economy of salvation. For the
principle of nature allows one to affirm divine transcendent
freedom: it is solely in virtue of divine convenientia and not due
to any exigencies that might arise from human nature itself that
the extant order of providence coincides with the economy of
salvation. Furthermore, only by way of the relative integrity of the
principle of nature is it possible to grasp the continuity of the
identity of nature across various states of human nature in the
economy of salvation.

I[I. THE DESIRE FOR GOD: SIC ET NON—MARIE-]JOSEPH LE
GUILLOU’S RESPONSE TO HENRI DE LUBAC’S SURNATUREL

S. Thomas est trés maitre de sa pensée et de son vocabulaire: il affirme le désir
naturel de voir Dieu; il affirme aussi nettement — et selon nous, sans moindre
contradiction — que Pesprit n’est pas effectivement proportionné a voir Dieu.”

%7 Marie-Joseph Le Guillou, O.P., “Surnaturel,” Revue des sciences philosophiques et
théologiques 34 (1950): 226-43, at 234: “St. Thomas is very much master of his thought and
of his terminology: he affirms the natural desire to see God; he also affirms
straightforwardly—and in our mind without the slightest contradiction—that the [created]
spirit is not effectively proportioned to see God.”
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Marie-Joseph Le Guillou (1920-90), a Dominican theologian
from the Province of Paris, produced what is an unjustly for-
gotten, astute engagement of de Lubac’s Surnaturel. Only Georges
Cottier and Henry Donneaud have saved his remarkably nuanced
and construcive Thomistic response to de Lubac’s challenge from
the fate of oblivion.” Le Guillou’s engagement of Surnaturel rests
on three principal points: (1) Unlike not a few other Thomist
respondents, he readily recognizes a crucial insight that de Lubac
rightly presses—the absolutely unique case of the created spirit,
its fundamental ontological orientation toward God and hence its
natural desire for the vision of God. (2) However, Le Guillou
demonstrates convincingly that Aquinas simultaneously maintains
that the created spirit is not effectively proportioned for the vision
of God and hence the positive supernatural character of the divine
gift must be affirmed under all circumstances. These two truths
neither contradict each other nor are they to be reconciled with
each other by way of some notional or objective dialectic. Rather,
according to Aquinas, they are two complementary truths about
the created spirit, the first being the result of a metaphysical
enquiry into the ontological structure of the created spirit, the
second the result of a theological enquiry into the concrete
operations necessary for the beatific vision to occur, a discussion
ultimately completed only in the Swmma Theologiae in the
treatises on grace and the infused supernatural virtues of faith,
hope, and love, as well as the gifts of the Holy Spirit. (3) Le
Guillou rightly insists on the need to safeguard the proper in-
tegrity of the respective created natures. Consequently, he defends
the position that the nonrealization of the transcendent end, the
beatific vision, does not mutilate human nature, because the re-
sources to reach this end simply do not belong to the nature itself.

A) A Natural Desire for the Supernatural—Properly Speaking?

Le Guillou’s remarkable essay might best be understood as a
perspicacious engagement and refutation of the previously

%8 See Cottier, Le désir de Dieu, 228-32, and Henry Donneaud, OP, “Surnaturel through
the Fine-Tooth Comb of Traditional Thomism,” in Bonino, ed., Surnaturel, 41-57, at 51ff.
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mentioned thesis forwarded by de Lubac in Surnaturel: “‘Natural
desire for the supernatural:” most theologians who reject this
formula, reject together with it the very doctrine of St. Thomas
Aquinas.”” Le Guillou’s argues that while Aquinas indeed held
the natural desire for the vision of God, this affirmation is
fundamentally different from, albeit essentially related to, the
desire for the supernatural, a desire elicited by the supernatural
virtue of hope. The latter desire is fundamentally different
because it is supernaturally elicited; however, it is essentially
related to the natural desire, because it is that very natural desire
(conditional by nature) that is presupposed as well as perfected by
the supernaturally elicited desire. Thus Le Guillou will show that
rejecting the formula “natural desire for the supernaturel” in its
precise sense does not entail a rejection of Aquinas’s teaching at
all. On the contrary, on the basis of Aquinas’s teaching this
formula must be rejected.

B) The Historical Context of Aquinas’s Argument: The Conviction
That the Immediate Vision of God Is Impossible

Before anything else, Le Guillou puts great emphasis on the
importance of recalling the historical context in which the
problem of the natural desire for the vision of God arises for
Aquinas.'®® His insistence upon a natural desire for the vision of
God constitutes his considered response to the strong contestation
of the very possibility of any immediate vision of God by two
quite different intellectual strands, both exercising a subtle
influence on the thought of the day.

The first is a strand of Greek Christian apophaticism, mediated
into the Western medieval debate by Scotus Eriugena, for whom
the impossibility of the immediate vision of God does not
constitute a problem, because for him the supposition suffices that
an unfulfilled desire eternally links the beatified spirit to the

% «“<Désir naturel du surnaturel>: la plupart des théologiens qui repoussent cette formule,

repoussent avec elle la doctrine méme de saint Thomas d’Aquin” (De Lubac, Surnaturel, 431).
10 Le Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 228.
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invisible cause.'”" The second is a strand of Neoplatonism
inherited by Arabic philosophers who deny the very possibility of
the immediate vision of God by the human being and instead
propose that human felicity is attained by way of the con-
templation of separate substances (angels)—that is, beings higher
in the hierarchy of being than humans but lower than God. Only
these separate substances would, according to this position, be
capable of an immediate vision of the One.'**

The philosophical contestation of the very possibility of an
immediate vision of God constitutes the concrete discursive
context of Aquinas’s argument for a desiderium naturale. The
point of Aquinas’s whole line of argumentation is to establish, by
way of arguments acceptable to the philosophical disputants, the
suitability between the nature of the human spirit and its
supernatural destiny. Le Guillou argues convincingly that the
theologian Aquinas, who knows by divine revelation that we are
destined for a perfect beatitude, the immediate vision of God,
intends to show by arguments of reason why such a perfect
beatitude, though infinitely surpassing human nature, lies in direct
line with its fulfillment. As we have seen above, the universal
metaphysical principle from which Aquinas develops such a
philosophical argument in book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles
is the following: the ultimate perfection of each being consists in
its unification with the principle or cause of its being.

Aquinas, by applying this principle to the creatura
intellectualis, develops the proper and immediate principles of the
rational soul. He does so by embarking upon a metaphysical
analysis of the structure proper to the anima rationalis in which
he draws equally on the Augustinian inguietum cor and the
Aristotelian and Arabic desire to know the essence of a thing (quid
est). Not only does this analysis allow him to lay bare the
fundamental orientation of the created spirit toward the in-
tellection of the divine essence;'” more importantly, it allows him

19T Aquinas handles this aspect of the question in a magisterial way in STh I, q. 12, where
the desiderium naturale indeed figures prominently.

192 Aquinas engages and refutes this position explicitly in Sc¢G 111, cc. 41-44,

18 e Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 229.
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to demonstrate (in ScG III) the concrete possibility of the vision
of God against its impossibility (Greek apophaticism) and against
the failure of Arabic Neoplatonism to recognize its true meaning.
And while Aquinas does rely on the Augustinian tradition, which
is so sensitive to an élan that “carries” the human being, so to
speak, to the vision, Le Guillou rightly stresses that Aquinas quite
intentionally avoids the claim of that tradition that one may
ascertain naturally and experientially such a call to the vision of
God. Le Guillou helpfully points out that, contrary to the
sweeping Augustinian claim of a wnatural desire for the
supernatural, Aquinas remains more modest and restrained in his
interest of proffering and defending solely a structural
metaphysical analysis of a natural desire as it pertains to the
respective principles of human and angelic nature in their proper
relative integrity.

C) What Is a Desire?

In order to gain a deeper sense of the nature of “desiderium”
according to Aquinas, Le Guillou recalls Aquinas’s analysis of the
passions:

Properly speaking, desire may be not only in the lower, but also in the higher
appetite. For it does not imply fellowship in craving, as concupiscence does; but
simply movement towards the thing desired. (ST I-1I, q. 30, a. 1, ad 2)"™*

Here we finally are offered a crisp definition of desiderium:
“simplex motus in rem desideratam.” Desire denotes the
spontaneous reaction of the lower as well as the higher appetite
to the apperception of a good, that is, the tendency toward a good
that is inchoately understood and loved, yet not possessed. Unlike
hope (spes), which regards something in the future that is
“arduous and difficult to obtain,” “desire . . . regards the future

194 “ID]esiderium magis pertinere potest, proprie loquendo, non solum ad inferiorem
appetitum, sed etiam ad superiorem. Non enim importat aliquam consociationem in cupiendo,
sicut concupiscentia; sed simplicem motum in rem desideratam.” See Le Guillou, “Surnaturel,”
229 n. 4.
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good absolutely.”'” For Aquinas, desire is, so to speak, a distance
covered by the rational appetite, the will, anterior to the intellect’s
consideration of the possibilities of its realization. The desire is an
inchoate movement that becomes one of a firm consistency only
if there is for it the possibility of realization. Hence hope, which
always presupposes desire, is an essential component of such a
firmly consistent movement of the will, for hope considers the
possibilities and difficulties of gaining the desired good.'® To put
it differently, while desiderium is a simple motion that belongs
inherently to the nature of the created spirit and the principal
operation of the rational appetite, spes belongs essentially to the
embodied human existence in the extant order of providence as
it coincides with the economy of salvation. For spes has to tackle
the profound difficulties that arise from the loss of original
righteousness. Consider Aquinas’s discussion of the twofold
difficulty hope has to attend to:

A thing is difficult which is beyond a power; and this happens in two ways. First
of all, because it is beyond the natural capacity of the power. Thus, if it can be
attained by some help, it is said to be difficult; but if it can in no way be attained,
then it is impossible; thus it is impossible for a man to fly. In another way a thing
may be beyond the power, not according to the natural order of such power, but
owing to some intervening hindrance. . .. To be turned to his ultimate beatitude
is difficult for man, both because it is beyond his nature, and because he has a

195 §Th I-11, q. 40, a. 1: “Secundo, ut sit futurum: non enim spes est de praesenti iam
habito. Et per hoc differt spes a gaudio, quod est de bono praesenti. — Tertio, requiritur quod
sit aliquid arduum cum difficultate adipiscibile: non enim aliquis dicitur aliquid sperare
minimum, quod statim est in sua potestate ut habeat. Et per hoc differt spes a desiderio vel
cupiditate, quae est de bono futuro absolute” (“Secondly, that it is future; for hope does not
regard that which is present and already possessed: in this respect, hope differs from joy which
regards a present good.—Thirdly, that it must be something arduous and difficult to obtain,
for we do not speak of any one hoping for trifles, which are in one’s power to have at any
time: in this respect, hope differs from desire or cupidity, which regards the future good
absolutely™).

1% Tk I-11, q. 40, a. 1: “Quarto, quod illud arduum sit possibile adipisci: non enim aliquis
sperat id quod omnino adipisci non potest. Et secundum hoc differt spes a desperatione”
(“Fourthly, that this difficult thing is something possible to attain: for one does not hope for
that which one cannot get at all: and, in this respect, hope differs from despair”).
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hindrance from the corruption of the body and the infection of sin. (STh 1, . 62,
a. 2, ad 2)'7

Note that the desiderium naturale per se contributes effectively
nothing besides providing the fundamental structural openness of
the intellectus as well as the natural precondition of the simple
motion to being turned to ultimate beatitude (converti ad
beatitudinem ultimam). The concrete possibility of realizing the
ultimate end, the enjoyment of God, is de facto only opened by,
and indeed occurs inchoately in, the gift of divine faith,'® while
the infection of sin is healed by the ensuing gift of sanctifying
grace. Now, enlightened by faith, the intellect is able to present
the ultimate end quite differently to the will as well as to consider
quite concretely the means—the antecedent reality as well as the
promise of the continuing aid by divine grace—of attaining the
ultimate end. Thus the enlightenment of faith gives rise to hope,
which in turn fortifies the will in striving toward attaining fully
what the intellect already beholds in its assent of faith—the
happiness of eternal life:

17 “IDlifficile est quod transcendit potentiam. Sed hoc contingit esse dupliciter. Uno

modo, quia transcendit potentiam secundum suum naturalem ordinem. Et tunc, si ad hoc
possit pervenire aliquo auxilio, dicitur difficile; si autem nullo modo, dicitur smpossibile, sicut
impossibile est hominem volare. Alio modo transcendit aliquid potentiam, non secundum
ordinem naturalem potentiae, sed propter aliquod impedimentum potentiae adiunctum. . . .
Converti autem ad beatitudinem ultimam, homini quidem est difficile et quia est supra
naturam, et quia habet impedimentum ex corruptione corporis et infectione peccati.”

1% As Romanus Cessario, O.P., states in his astute theological treatment of Christian faith:
“Faith as an act of judgment attains the uncreated Being of God—in scholastic shorthand, the
res; thus, the oft-quoted adage of Aquinas: ‘Actus autem credentis non terminatur ad
enuntiabile, sed ad rem’ [‘the act of the believer does not reach its end in a statement, but in
the thing’]. . . . [ST II-I, .1, a. 2, ad 2.] The ‘things’ refers to all of the mysteries of the
Christian religion, but, in an ultimate and foundational way, to God himself, as the object of
theological faith” (Christian Faith and the Theological Life (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 1996], 71). Hence, according to Aquinas, the act of faith has its
ultimate term in the divine life itself, such that faith begins the personal communion with
God, the end of which St. Augustine adumbrates beautifully in De civitate Dei 22.30: “He
shall be the end of our desires, who shall be seen without end, loved without cloy, praised
without weariness. . . . There we shall rest and see, see and love, love and praise. This is what
shall be in the end without end” (quoted in Cessario, Chrisitan Faith and the Theological Life,
54).
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[T]he hope of which we speak now, attains God by leaning on His help in order
to obtain the hoped for good. Now an effect must be proportionate to its cause.
Wherefore the good which we ought to hope for from God properly and chiefly,
is the infinite good, which is proportionate to the power of the divine helper,
since it belongs to an infinite power to lead anyone to an infinite good. Such a
good is eternal life, which consists in the enjoyment of God Himself. For we
should hope from Him for nothing less than Himself, since His goodness,
whereby he imparts good things to His creature, is no less than His Essence.
Therefore the proper and principal object of hope is eternal happiness. (ST II-11,
q. 17, a. 2)'*

Note Aquinas’s employment in this article of the universal
metaphysical principle “an effect must be proportionate to its
cause.” An infinite good, the enjoyment of God, can only be
brought about by a proportionate cause: God. In an unexpected
context, the question whether an angel needs grace in order to
turn to God, Aquinas offers a concise application of this principle:

[T]he natural movement of the will is the principle of all things that we will. But
the will’s natural inclination is directed towards what is in keeping with its
nature. Therefore, if there is anything which is above nature, the will cannot be
inclined towards it, unless helped by some other supernatural principle. ... Now
it was shown above ... when we were treating of God’s knowledge, that to see
God in His essence, wherein the ultimate beatitude of the rational creature
consists, is beyond the nature of every created intellect. Consequently no rational
creature can have the movement of the will directed towards such beatitude,
except it be moved thereto by a supernatural agent. This is what we call the help
of grace. (STh 1, q. 62, a. 2)"°

10% «IS]pes de qua loquimur attingit Deum innitens eius auxilio ad consequendum bonum
speratum. Oportet autem effectum esse causae proportionatum. Et ideo bonum quod proprie
et principaliter a Deo sperare debemus est bonum infinitum, quod proportionatur virtuti Dei
adiuvantis: nam infinitae virtutis est proprium ad infinitum bonum perducere. Hoc autem
bonum est vita aeterna, quae in fruitione ipsius Del consistit: non enim minus aliquid ab eo
sperandum est quam sit ipse, cum non sit minor eius bonitas, per quam bona creaturae
communicat, quam eius essentia. Et ideo proprium et principale obiectum spei est beatitudo
aeterna.”

110 “Naturalis autem inclinatio voluntatis est ad id quod est conveniens secundum naturam.
Et ideo, si aliquid est supra naturam, voluntas in id ferri non potest, nisi ab aliquo alio
supernaturali principio adiuta. ... Ostensum est autem supra, cum de Dei cognitione ageretur,
quod videre Deum per essentiam, in quo ultima beatitudo rationalis creaturae consistit, est
supra naturam cuiuslibet intellectus creati. Unde nulla creatura rationalis potest habere motum
voluntatis ordinatum ad illam beatitudinem, nisi mota a supernaturali agente. Et hoc dicimus
auxilium gratiae.”
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Hence the firm movement of the will toward the infinite good
that is eternal happiness—in short, the habit of hope—can only be
brought about by divine grace. Consequently, this hope is a
supernatural, infused virtue. Such an elevation and perfection of
natural hope indeed presupposes and draws upon the desiderium,
the simple movement toward the desired thing. There is no
movement of hope without the simple inchoate movement of
desiderium. The former always presupposes the latter while the
latter in and of itself is unable ever to reduce itself into a
movement of firm consistency toward a specific end. The
desiderium, however, has its own proper consistency, which arises
from the very structure of the intellectus itself.

D) What Is the “Natural” Desire for the Vision of God?

In the case of the natural desire for the vision of God, the
attribute “natural” denotes the consistency of the desire: a
consistency arising from the nature of the intellectus.''" It belongs
to the very nature of the intellect consistently to give rise to the
simple motion of the will to desire the human spirit’s highest
good. Hence it is precisely that consistently present, inchoate
natural motion of the rational appetite which grace presupposes
and perfects. The desiderium remains, however, an inchoate
movement of the will, somewhat conditional, because it is less
than a firmly realized movement of the rational appetite to a
specific good. When we ask what it is that elicits this desire
consistently as a “simplex motus,” Le Guillou points us to what
the human intellect comes to know naturally: “Thomas calls it a
natural desire, because it arises from the nature of the intellect as
such, insofar as it is commended by natural knowledge.”''* Hence,
Le Guillou emphasizes, the desiderium naturale visionis Dei is by
no means a natural desire in the sense of a Scotist “pondus
naturae,” a weight of nature pulling us inexorably toward the
vision of God. Rather, it is a desire elicited by the very things the

" e Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 230 n. 4.
12 1hid, 230.
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intellect comes to know, and hence a desire that is objectively
directed at everything implied in our natural desire to know to the
fullest degree by way of comprehending the causes of the things
we come to know, an unlimited intellectual enquiry that
continuously transcends known causes and eventually, at least in
principle, leads to the first cause, the cause that cannot be
transcended because it is the source and origin of all causes.
Consequently, in the end this natural desire may develop into the
full-fledged desire to come to know—to “see” by way of the
intellectus—the essence of this first cause.'”

Hence, it is crucial to realize in the debate over the desiderium
naturale visionis Dei that Aquinas’s proof of the natural desire for
the vision of God in book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles is a
proof properly at home in the desire to know essences and causes,
which as such is the clear manifestation of the openness
(capacitas, aptitudo) of the human intellectus for all being. Le
Guillou reminds his readers at this apposite moment of the
specific way in which Aquinas understands the image of God to
be in all human beings:

Since man is said to be to the image of God by reason of his intellectual nature,
he is the most perfectly like God according to that in which he can best imitate
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 . . . [f]irst, 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. (STH 1, q. 93, a. 4)"*

' Relevant here is the “admiratio” of the philosopher: STh 1, q. 12, a. 1; I-11, q. 3,a. 8;
In Ioan. 1, lect. Il; [ Metaphys., 1 (Marietti ed., 1-4).

1 “[Clum homo secundum intellectualem naturam ad imaginem Dei esse dicatur,
secundum hoc est maxime ad imaginem Dei, secundum quod intellectualis natura Deum
maxime imitari potest. Imitatur aurtem intellectualis natura maxime Deum quantum ad hoc,
quod Deus seipsum intelligit et amat. Unde imago Dei ... potest considerari in homine ...
[u]lno quidem modo, secundum quod homo habet aptitudinem naturalem ad intelligendum
¢t amandum Deum; et haec aptitudo consistit in ipsa natura mentis, quae est communis
omnibus hominibus.” Aquinas distinguishes this image of creation from the image of
recreation, to be found in the just and consisting in the conformity of grace, and from the
image of likeness, which is the likeness of glory to be found only in the blessed. See also De
Verit., q. 8,a. 1, ad 65 q. 14,a. 10, ad 4; ScG U1, c. 54; 11, c. 98; STh 1, q. 12, a. 4, ad 3; STh
I, q. 2, a. 3.
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Note at this point that for Aquinas the terms “capacitas” and
“aptitudo” signify an exclusively receptive potency, contrary to
“facultas,” which signifies an active potency.

E) What Is Special about the Natural Desire?

It is here where Le Guillou acknowledges the Thomist point of
contact with de Lubac’s Augustinian élan of nature for the
supernatural. The natural desire appears in the consciousness as
the difference between the proper object of the created spirit
(which is the realm of all being) and its connatural object which
is the consciousness of a nonaccordance between the nature of the
intellectus and its very ground. Instead of committing the errors
of ontologism or illuminationism, Le Guillou does nothing but
offer a full acknowledgment of the gift of the active principle of
the intellectus, the irreducible being-in-act of the intellect
(intellectus agens) in every created spirit, an act which indeed begs
the question of its source. However, while its very existence
unavoidably raises the question of its source and giver, the
intellectus agens by no means carries with and in itself an innate
knowledge of God, in any remote form whatever.

The human spirit aspires naturally to unite itself effectively to
the one it divines negatively and ideally in its universality beneath
the manifold species of its proper object (being)—God. This
desire for union, however, is nothing but the desire to understand
the truth, as Le Guillou’s choice of citation from the Summa
contra Gentiles shows:

[Ulitimate felicity is to be sought in nothing other than an operation of the
intellect, since no desire carries on to such sublime heights as the desire to
understand the truth. Indeed, all our desires for pleasure, or other things of this
sort that are craved by men, can be satisfied with other things, but the
aforementioned desire does not rest until it reaches God, the highest point of
reference for, and the maker of, things. (ScG 111, c. 50, 9)'*®

5 “[M]n nullo alio quaerenda est ultima felicitas quam in operatione intellectus: cum
nullum desiderium tam in sublime ferat sicut desiderium intelligendae veritatis. Omnia
namque nostra desideria vel delectationis, vel cuiuscumque alterius quod ab homine
desideratur, in aliis rebus quiescere possunt: desiderium autem praedictum non quiescit nisi
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It is indisputably the case that Aquinas holds, in Le Guillou’s
words, “that in the very core of the human being there is an
aspiration of a self-accomplishment in the order of the spirit, in
a dimension somewhat divine.”''® Le Guillou is readily willing to
grant this point to de Lubac and to affirm that a definition of the
human being along the lines of Aristotle, as rational animal, does
not exhaust at all the greatness of the human being.
Acknowledging that much emphatically does not, however, entail
agreeing with the Augustinian thesis that the human spirit’s
proper and only connatural object is God in and of himself.
Rather, the being that is human is qua intellectus structurally
oriented toward an enquiry into its spiritual identity up to its
proper limits as a finite being, composite of rational soul and

body.
F) The Natural Desire Denotes an Ordination to the Vision of God

After having reached the point of closest contact with de
Lubac, Le Guillou rightly presses the point that Aquinas’s
argument concerning the natural desire for the vision of God
never passes beyond the idea of an ordination in the sense of a
real metaphysical possibility.''” The argument amounts in each
case always only to the defense of the possibility of the vision, as
in the following:

[T]t is impossible for natural desire to be unfulfilled, since ‘nature does nothing
in vain.” Now, natural desire would be in vain if it could never be fulfilled.
Therefore, man’s natural desire is capable of fulfillment [implebile]. (ScG 11, ¢.
48, 11)"

It is only now, after a closer reading of the first twenty-five
chapters of book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles that this

ad summum rerum cardinem et factorem Deum pervenerit.”

16 e Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 231.

"7 Tbid.

8 “Impossibile est naturale desiderium esse inane: ‘natura enim nihil facit frustra’ [Arist.,
De caelo 11 11]. Esset autem inane desiderium naturae si nunquam posset impleri. Est igitur
implebile desiderium naturale hominis.”
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particular claim can be appreciated in its proper discursive
context. The subsequent statement “So, it must be fulfilled after
this life” (“Oportet igitur quod impleatur post hanc vitam”)
cannot be read as a kind of quasi-ontological necessity obeying a
metaphysical exigency. Rather, it must be understood as an
anticipation of what is intimated in book 3, chapters 51-63, and
is fully developed only in book 4. In short, it is the convenientia
of the economy of salvation itself that is in the one obtaining
order of providence the concrete implementation of what on the
basis of the principle of nature remains merely “implebile.”
Consider again at this point what Aquinas states in the opening
chapter on divine providence about those creatures that “bear His
likeness and reflect His image:”

[Tlhey are not only ruled but are also rulers of themselves, inasmuch as their
own actions are directed to a fitting end. If these beings submit to the divine rule
in their own ruling, then by virtue of the divine rule they are admitted to the
achievement of their ultimate end; but, if they proceed otherwise in their own
ruling, they are rejected. (ScG 111, c. 1, 4)

“To submit to the divine rule in their own ruling,” however, was
the primordial gift of original righteousness. Unlike the gift of
nature itself, the primary perfection, the gift of an antecedent,
habitually perfected secondary perfection can be refused and, alas,
indeed was refused. After the initial refusal, any fulfillment of the
natural desire rests upon a new, infinitely superior initiative of
God (hence “felix culpa”), an initiative that infallibly, though not
irresistably, restores the original gift of habitually perfected
operation in order, finally, to elevate the original gift to its
infinitely surpassing perfection in the beatific vision.

G) The Natural Desire Is a Genuine Capacity—Reflecting the
Fundamental Openness of the Human Being for God

Does Le Guillou then embrace the interpretation that such a
desire, for Aquinas, must simply and solely be a question of a
passive natural potency or a simple obediential potency in the
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strict and limited sense? Interestingly, Le Guillou does not take
this to be the consequence of Aquinas’s metaphysical analysis of
the ontological structure of the created intellect. Rather, he
astutely observes that wherever Aquinas treats the natural desire
for the vision of God ex professo, the doctor communis affirms
that the natural desire reveals a capacity of the human spirit in
regard to the vision of God.'"” Moreover, the fact that Aquinas
uses next to “capacitas” also the terms “ordinatio,” “habilitas,”
“aptitudo,” and “inclinatio” indicates rather clearly that he
intended to signal that the desiderium naturale visionis Dei is an
altogether proper desire for the creatura intellectualis—created
after all ad imaginem Trinitatis.'™

“Capacity,” according to Le Guillou, entails a purely passive
ordination to the beatific vision, such that either the capacity is
fulfilled by a determinate object or, if it is not, it simply remains
unformed. The “desiderium naturale” “designates the real capacity
which the created spirit has of opening itself to the vision of God,
the possibility of a positive convenientia, which we can only await
and to which the created spirit cannot adapt itself on its own.”'*!
However, by way of its natural desire, the ontological structure of
the created spirit reveals its capability of a genuine reception: the
vision of God can pour itself into the created spirit’s activity
without destroying or transmuting it, because it is—due to its
ontological constitution as intellectus—capax Dei. Indeed, the
beatific vision is the de facto return of the created spirit to its
source. Le Guillou rightly draws attention to a crucial passage:

The divine substance is not beyond the capacity of the created intellect in such
a way that it is altogether foreign to it, as sound is from the object of vision, or
as immaterial substance is from sense power; in fact, the divine substance is the
first intelligible object and the principle of all intellectual cognition. But it is
beyond the capacity of the created intellect, in the sense that it exceeds its
power; just as sensible objects of extreme character are beyond the capacity of
sense power. Hence the philosopher says that “our intellect is to the most
evident things, as the eye of the owl is to the light of the sun” [Aristotle,

1 e Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 232.
120 Ibid. He refers here to STH I, q. 93, a. 2, c. and ad 3; 111, q. 9, a. 25 111, q. 4, a. 1.
21 Le Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 232.
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Metaphysics 2.1.993b9]. So, a created intellect needs to be strenghened by a
divine light in order that it may be able to see the divine essence. (Sc¢G 111, c. 54,
8)122

While the natural desire for the vision of God arises from the
unique structural kinship, by way of participation of the effect in
the cause, between the divine substance and the created intellect,
the fulfillment of this desire lies utterly beyond the capacity of the
created intellect. And since the created intellect does not subsist
per se but is realized in the existence of separate substances
(angels) as well as in the existence of human beings, the natural
desire, which in the structural analysis of the created intellect is
one, comes to operate only according to the specific nature of the
extant intelligent creatures. Hence, for angels, due to their
specific nature as separate substances, this desire is an innate,
unconditional desire. For human beings, due to their specific
nature as composites of soul and body, it is an elicited and
conditional desire.

H) Three Possible Objections from Aquinas’s Oeuvre

In order to advance our understanding of how precise, and
how precisely delineated, Aquinas’s notion of the natural desire
for the vision of God is, Le Guillou offers three paradigmatic
instances from Aquinas’s work that seem to question, indeed, to

negate the very possibility of such a natural desire for the vision
of God."”

122 “Divinia enim substantia non sic est extra facultatem creati intellectus quasi aliquid

omnino extraneum ab ipso, sicut est sonus a visu, vel substantia immaterialis a sensu, nam
divina substantia est primum intelligibile, et totius intellectualis cognitionis principium: sed
est extra facultatem intellectus creati sicut excedens virtutem eius, sicut excellentia sensibilium
sunt extra facultatem sensus. Unde et Philosophus in II Metaphys. [2.1.993b10], dicit quod
‘intellectus noster se habet ad rerum manifestissima sicut oculus noctuae ad lucem solis.”
Indiget igitur confortari intellectus creatus aliquo divino lumine ad hoc quod divinam
essentiam videre possit.”
2 Le Guillow, “Surnaturel,” 233.
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(a) “Natural desire can only exist for what can be obtained naturally.” (III Sent.,
d.27,q.2,a. 2, ad 4)"**

(b) “Now in his nature man is proportioned to a certain end for which he has a
natural appetite.” (De Verit., q. 27, a 2)'%

(c) “[TThis particular good (which he does not naturally desire)—for example,
the vision of God.” (De Verit., q. 22, a. 7)'*

Le Guillou correctly stresses that Aquinas distinguishes three
things from each other:

(1) the natural and necessary appetite for the beatitude in communi,

(2) the natural and elicited desire for the vision of the essence of God, and

(3) the effective choice of God as final end and hence the desiderium gratiae for
the beatific vision.

The three texts that Le Guillou quotes as possible contradictory
evidence from Aquinas’s opus address (1) and (3), but not (2). But
what about passage (b)? Considering how the citation continues,
should it not fall under (2)? Did Le Guillou misinterpret Aquinas
at this subtle point? At a first glance, passage (b), because of the
way it appeals to the philosophers’ metaphysical admiratio, seems
to be pertinent to (2), despite the difference in terminology.
However, if we take a closer look, the end to which the appetitus
naturalis is directed in this passage is designated as “aliqua
contemplatio divinorum,” which is not the intellectual vision of

12 “Desiderium autem naturale non potest esse nisi rei quae naturaliter haberi potest.” The
text continues beyond Le Guillou’s quotation: “Unde desiderium naturale summi boni inest
nobis secundum naturam, inquantum summum bonum participabile est a nobis per effectus
naturales” (“Wherefore the natural desire for the highest good is naturally in us to whatever
extent the highest good can be participated by us through a natural effect™).

1% The text continues: “. . . and for the obtaining of which he can work by his natural
powers. That end is a contemplation of divine things [aliqua contemplatio divina] such as is
possible to man according to the capabilities of his nature; and in this contemplation
philosophers have placed man’s ultimate happiness” (St. Thomas Aquinas, Truth, [Chicago:
H. Regnery Co, 1952-54], 3:315). (“Homo autem secundum naturam suam proportionatus
est ad quemdam finem, cujus habet naturalem appetitum; et secundum naturales vires operari
potest ad consecutionem illius finis, qui finis est aliqua contemplatio divinorum, qualis est
homini possibilis secundum facultatem naturae, in qua philosophi ultimam hominis felicitatem
posuerunt.”)

126 St. Thomas, Truth, 3:61. (“[H]oc speciale quod non naturaliter appetit, ut visionem
Dei.™)
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the divine essence, but rather what a natural theology as the very
acme of metaphysical contemplation is indeed able to accomplish.
Aquinas is here interested only in that aspect of the philosophers’
metaphysical “admiratio” that can be realized by human effort
and ingenuity alone, resulting in a knowledge, albeit “debilis,”
that is proportionate to the active potency, the faculty, of the
human intellect, at its highest point of metaphysical contem-
plation. In the particular discussion, Aquinas is after the distinct
contrast between that end to which human nature is proportioned
and for which, hence, it has a natural appetite, and

an end for which man is prepared by God which surpasses the proportion of
human nature, that is, eternal life, which consists in the vision of God by His
essence. That vision is not proportionate to any creature whatsoever, being
connatural only to God. (De Verit., q. 27, a. 2)'¥

Now it becomes clear that this particular passage indeed falls
under (1) as well as (3). Aquinas distinguishes here between nature
and grace, that is, between an end proportionate to human nature
and a natural appetite directed toward such an end, on the one
hand, and, on the other hand, an end infinitely surpassing human
nature toward which the human being is directed by grace
through the infused theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity.
In book 3 of the Summa contra Gentiles, on the contrary, Aquinas
is not pursuing a contrastive analysis of nature and grace, but a
metaphysical enquiry into the structure of the created intellect, as
an effect that participates ontologically in its cause. And it is such
an enquriy that yields the insight into the created intellect being
capax Dei and into an ensuing natural desire for the vision of God
that corresponds to the very ontological structure of the created
intellect.

27 St. Thomas Aquinas, Truth, 3:315. (“Sed est aliquis finis ad quem homo a Deo
praeparatur, naturae humanae proportionem excedens; scilicet vita aeterna, quae consistit in
visione Del per essentiam, quae excedit proportionem cujuslibet naturae creatae, soli Deo
connaturalis existens.”)
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I) The Indispensable Elements Entailed in an Affirmation of the
Natural Desire for the Vision of God

In conclusion, Le Guillou urges three fundamental and equally
indispensable aspects of the consideration of the natural desire for
the vision of God.

First, it is altogether necessary to affirm the significance of the
natural desire for the vision of God:

The very structure of the created spirit gives witness to a desired opening in the
prolongation of its proper perfection, an opening toward a supernatural
surpassing which would be the vision of God Himself, the divine essence. The
realization of which, however, being absolutely out of the range of the created
spirit, depends solely on God’s good pleasure. Naturally powerless to realize the
desire’s fulfillment, the created spirit can only wait for the gratuitous gift, which
can neither be accessed nor demanded.'®®

However, he also stresses that it is this very gift of the beatific
vision that makes good the authentic symbiosis of the two orders,
the natural and the supernatural. For the latter by no means
simply redoubles the natural order in some heterogeneous and
incomprehensible juxtaposition.

Second, it is altogether necessary to affirm the positive super-
natural character of the divine gift. For only God is to himself his
proper connatural object. Hence, the positive content of the word
“supernatural” corresponds to that of an order of communion
with God, accorded gratuitously. And God is absolutely free to
communicate his divine life. The fact that God created a spirit
capable of such communion in no way obligates him to grant the
beatific vision.'”

Third, it is altogether necessary to maintain the integrity of the
respective created natures. “The created spirit is in its very
structure raised above itself. It carries in its own structure the call
to realize itself in a transcendent end.”"® Hence it aims always

128 Le Guillow, “Surnaturel,” 240,
" Tbid.
B0 Thid.
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beyond its connatural end. However, the nonrealization of this
transcendent end does not result in the loss of the created spirit’s
proper consistency, though it will not achieve perfect felicity.
Indeed, the unsatisfied desire does not mutilate at all the nature
of the spirit, simply because the resources necessary to fulfill it do
not belong to the created spirit’s nature itself. Rather, by way of
its structure, the human spirit simply opens up to the divine
gratuity, to the good pleasure of God.

In short, Le Guillou concludes, “the natural mystery of the
created spirit consists in the fact that it structurally orients our
attention to the mystery of God: the image of God points back to
its model.”"" Furthermore, in the concretely obtaining order of
providence, to be satisfied with humanity’s connatural end
amounts to a sin!

J) “Natura pura”: The Integrity of the Relative Principle of Nature

After having secured these indispensable aspects of a correct
consideration of the natural desire for the vision of God according
to St. Thomas, Le Guillou once more returns to the relative
integrity of the principle of nature. It is the very ontological
structure of the created spirit that he understands to be referred
to by the notion of “pure nature” (natura pura):

It is for this very reason we deem it necessary to affirm the radical possibility of
a “pure nature,” which is not at all a nature closed in upon itself. For we see no
other way to safeguard the affirmation of the new creation, which the first
creation by itself does not require at all. Pure nature is not a nature which would
be completely foreign to us. . . . It rather designates in our world the very
structure proper to the created intellect. In our opinion, in a created world, in
which the human being were not called to the beatific vision, the created spirit
would still rise above itself."

Insisting upon the contested concept of the “natura pura”
(according to the above understanding) has a twofold value for Le

B! Le Guillou, “Surnaturel,” 242.
12 Thid.
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Guillou: first, it puts into the right light the created structure of
the spirit; second, it insists strongly on the absolute difference
between the “created” and “uncreated” and hence allows to
account for the gratuity of God’s actual plan with the world. Here
Le Guillou agrees explicitly with de Lubac that the theologian’s
task is to contemplate the gratuity of the actual plan of God and
not some hypothetical plan. It is for this very reason that Le
Guillou, on the one hand, reclaims Jacques Maritain’s rightly
famous statement that, in fact, God would not have created
human nature if he had not ordained it to the elevation by grace.
On the other hand, he refuses for the reasons given to speak with
de Lubac of a “natural desire for the supernatural.”’*

CONCLUSION
Sic

Le Guillou’s response to Henri de Lubac’s Surnaturel
represents a highly nuanced position that in an exemplary way
maintains the subtle synthesis of the doctor communis on this
intricate topic. Le Guillou agrees with de Lubac on one point of
surpassing importance: Human nature is capax Dei, is
ontologically oriented towards the beatific vision. There is in the
human being a positive fittingness, an opening inscribed into the
very core of the nature of the human intellectus, created ad
imaginem Trinitatis.

Et Non

However, the affirmation that the created intellect has only
one concrete ultimate end is fully compatible with the distinction
between two orders of finality. Indeed, positing one concrete
ultimate end makes the distinction between such two orders of

B3 1bid., 242f.: “[C]’est pourquoi nous reprendrions volontiers la formule de M. Maritain:
‘de fait il (Dieu) n’aurait pas créé la nature s’il ne ’avait pas ordonnée 2 la grace.” Mais nous
nous refusons 2 parler avec le P. de Lubac d’un désir naturel du surnaturel.”
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finality indispensable. For the genuinely surpassing gratuity of
attaining the ultimate end can only be safeguarded if there obtains
a finality that corresponds to the natural faculties of the created
intellect. Without a proportionate proximate finality of human
nature toward which humans are able to move on the basis of
their nature, there would exist no active potency for sanctifying
grace to presuppose and to perfect. In order for the human
being—qgua human—to be elevated to the ultimate end, and in this
supernatural actuation neither to be transmuted into some other
nature nor recreated ex nihilo, the gratuitous transcendence of the
ultimate end requires the relative but proper integrity of a nature,
including its proportionate finality, that is intrinsically open and
waiting for such an elevation.

In a highly compressed passage in the Compendium
Theologiae, Aquinas holds both aspects together: on the one hand,
qua structure of the intellectus, there obtains a desiderium
naturale for ever-more perfect knowledge up to and including the
knowledge of the essence of the first cause; on the other hand, the
intellectus is not effectively proportioned to see God and hence
lacks the natural disposition for such knowledge. And since the
intellect is by definition unable to present to the will the ultimate
good, which is the essence of the first cause, the will does not
actuate a fortified desiderium, a specific motion to this end as
presented by the intellect. Hence the desiderium naturale has to
remain a simple motion, conditional upon some future activation:

[W]e cannot attain our ultimate end by the actuation of our intellect through the
instrumentality of the agent intellect. For the function of the agent intellect
consists in rendering actually intelligible the phantasms that of themselves are
only potentially intelligible. . . . These phantasms are derived from the senses.
Hence the efficacy of the agent intellect in reducing our intellect to act is
restricted to intelligible objects of which we can gain knowledge by way of sense
perception. Man’s last end cannot consist in such cognition. The reason is that
once the ultimate end has been reached, natural desire ceases. But no matter how
much we may advance in this kind of understanding whereby we derive
knowledge from the senses, there still remains a natural desire to know other
objects. . . . Hence our natural desire for more perfect knowledge ever remains.
But a natural desire cannot be in vain.
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Accordingly, we reach our last end when our intellect is actualized by some
higher agent than an agent connatural to us, that is, by an agent capable of
gratifying our natural, inborn craving for knowledge. So great is the desire for
knowledge within us that, once we apprehend an effect, we wish to know its
cause. Moreover, after we have gained some knowledge of the circumstances
investing a thing, our desire is not satisfied until we penetrate to its essence.
Therefore our natural desire for knowledge cannot come to rest within us until
we know the first cause, and that not in any way, but in its very essence. This
first cause is God. Consequently the ultimate end of an intellectual creature is the
vision of God in His essence.

Previous discussion has brought out the fact that no creature is associated
with God in genus. Hence the essence of God cannot be known through any
created species whatever, whether sensible or intelligible. Accordingly, if God is
to be known as He is, in His essence, God Himself must become the form of the
intellect knowing Him and must be joined to that intellect, not indeed so as to
constitute a single nature with it but in the way an intelligible species is joined
to the intelligence. For God, who is His own being, is also His own truth, and
truth is the form of the intellect. . . . Our intellect is not equipped by its nature
with the ultimate disposition looking to that form which is truth; otherwise it
would be in possession of truth from the beginning. Consequently, when it does
finally attain to truth, it must be elevated by some disposition newly conferred
on it. And this we call the light of glory, whereby our intellect is perfected by
God, who alone by His very nature has this form properly as His own. In

134 St. Thomas Aquinas, Compendium of Theology, trans. Cyril Vollert, S.]. (St. Louis and
London: Herder, 1952), 109-11 {(c. 104). (Compendium theologiae, c. 104, in S. Thomae
Aquinatis Doctoric Angelici, Opuscula theologica, vol. 1: De re dogmatica et morali [Rome:
Marietti, 1954], 51£.: “208. Est autem impossibile nos ultimum finem consequi per hoc quod
intellectus noster sic reducatur in actum: nam virtus intellectus agentis est ut phantasmata,
quae sunt intelligibilia in potentia, faciat intelligibilia in actu, ut ex supertoribus patet [cap.
83]. Phantasmata autem sunt accepta per sensum. Per intellectum igitur agentem intellectus
noster in actum reducitur respectu horum intelligibilium tantum in quorum notitiam per
sensibilia possumus devenire. Impossibile est autem in tali cognitione ultimum hominis finem
consistere. Nam ultimo fine adepto, desiderium naturale quiescit. Quantumcumque autem
aliquis proficiat intelligendo secundum praedictum modum cognitionis quo a sensu scientiam
percipimus, adhuc remanet naturale desiderium ad alia cognoscenda. ... Unde semper remanet
naturale desiderium respectu perfectioris cognitionis. Impossibile est autem naturale
desiderium esse vanum. 209. Consequimur igitur ultimum finem in hoc quod intellectus noster
fiat in actu, aliquo sublimiori agente quam sit agens nobis connaturale, quod quiescere faciat
desiderium quod nobis inest naturaliter ad sciendum. Tale est autem in nobis sciendi
desiderium, ut cognoscentes effectum, desideremus cognoscere causam, et in quacumque re
cognitis quibuscumque eius circumstantiis, non quiescit nostrum desiderium, quousque eius
essentiam cognoscamus. Non igitur naturale desiderium sciendi potest quietari in nobis,
quousque primam causam cognoscamus, non quocumque modo, sed per eius essentiam. Prima
autem causa Deus est, ut ex superioribus patet [cap. 3; 68ss]. Est igitur finis ultimus
intellectualis creaturae, Deum per essentiam videre.”)
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somewhat the same way the disposition which heat has for the form of fire can
come from fire alone. This is the light that is spoken of in Psalm 35:10: “In Thy
light we shall see light.”"**

For Aquinas, there cannot exist an innate, unconditional
natural desire for the supernatural—the supernatural in the strict
sense of the word being nothing less than the specific overarching
good of God according to his proper quiddity, the Trinity of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, as presented by revelation and
inchoately embraced in the infused virtue of divine faith."** Henri
de Lubac, with the thesis of a “natural desire for the
supernatural,” overshot the goal. What has to occur—and indeed
what does occur in the economy of salvation via divine
convenientia—is a perfecting of the natural, conditional desire by
sanctifying grace into the unconditional desire of the infused
virtue of hope to see “the God whom I know (by faith) secundum
suam propriam quidditatem (and as the Trinity), the God whom
[ know as able to give Himself to me according as He is the object
of the divine knowledge itself.”"’

B Aquinas, Compendium of Theology, 111-12 (c. 105). (Compendium theologiae, c. 105,
[Marietti ed., 52f.]: “211. Manifestum est autem ex superioribus [cap. 12, 13] quod nullum
creatum communicat cum Deo in genere. Per quamcumque igitur speciem creatam non solum
sensibilem, sed intelligibilem, Deus cognosci per essentiam non potest. Ad hoc igitur quod ipse
Deus per essentiam cognoscatur, oportet quod ipse Deus fiat forma intellectus ipsum
cognoscentis, et coniungatur ei non ad unam naturam constituendam, sed sicut species
intelligibilis intelligenti. Ipse enim sicut est suum esse, ita est sua veritas, quae est forma
intellectus. 212. ... Intellectus autem noster non est ex ipsa sua natura in ultima dispositione
existens respectu formae illius quae est veritas, quia sic a principio ipsam assequeretur.
Oportet igitur quod cum eam consequitur, aliqua dispositione de novo addita elevetur, quam
dicimus gloriae lumen: quo quidem intellectus noster a Deo perficitur, qui solus secundum
suam naturam hanc propriam formam habet, sicut nec dispositio caloris ad formam ignis
potest esse nisi ab igne: et de hoc lumine in Psal. xxxv, 10 dicitur: In lumine tuo videbimus
lumen.”)

Y8 On theological faith, see Cessario, Christian Faith and the Theological Life.

17 Maritain, The Degrees of Knowledge, 284 n. 1.
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HE MOST INFLUENTIAL EVENT in Catholic theology of
the twentieth century was the appearance of Henri de
Lubac’s Surnaturel in 1946." This is not an especially novel
or controversial claim. In this article I want to say why I think it
true, and true precisely because of the centrality and
fundamentality of the theological theses de Lubac put forward,
and not merely in virtue of its historical location, its being “of this
time, of that place,” to steal a title from Lionel Trilling. But
before that, which is indeed the burden of this essay, something
should be said about some of the other ways in which a theologian
can be—and de Lubac was—influential. Moreover, it will help to
situate de Lubac if one considers him next to some other of the
great figures of the past century.
By “influential” here I mean “pivotal,” an event that makes a
watershed, that marks a before and an after. There are many great

! Surnaturel: Ftudes historiques, nouvelle edition, ed. Michel Sales, S. J. (Paris: Desclée de
Brouwer, 1991). De Lubac was born in 1886 and died in 1991. For a good introduction to
the context, content, and importance of Surnaturel, see the articles collected in Surnaturel: A
Controversy at the Heart of Twentieth-Century Thomistic Thought, ed. Serge-Thomas Bonino,
O.P., trans. Robert Williams and revised by Matthew Levering (Ave Maria, Fla.: Sapientia
Press, 2009). This is a translation of a volume published by the Revue Thomiste in 2001. Also
highly to be recommended is Bernard Sesbotié, S.J., “Le Surnaturel chez Henri de Lubac: Un
conflit autour d’une théologie,” Recherches de science religieuse 80 (1992): 373-408. For de
Lubac’s own account of the circumstances of the production of Surnaturel, see chapter 2 of
his At the Service of the Church: Henri de Lubac Reflects on the Circumstances That
Occasioned His Writings, trans. Anne Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993).
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works of theology from the first half and middle of the twentieth
century. But Charles Cardinal Journet’s Church of the Word
Incarnate (French 1941, 1951) or Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange’s
De revelatione (1945) do not mark a before and after. Something
like Yves Congar’s Chrétiens désunis (1937) marks a before and
after in Catholic ecumenical theology, but not in Catholic
theology as a whole.

The significance of Surnaturel does not belong to it in
isolation, of course. Part of its influence owes to the cumulative
impact of other works to which it is related both by historical
assumptions and by systematic links. But Swurnaturel is the
keystone of the arch. De Lubac and his work, crowned by
Surnaturel, turn out to be pivotal, I think, in three ways.? First,
there is his influence on both the form and the content of the
publicly taught and institutionally sponsored theology of the
Church. As to form, it is more historically minded. As to content,
it is less focused on already defined dogma, it is almost anything
except neo-Scholastic—and if not anti-philosophical, it is inclined
to be at least a-philosophical, a-metaphysical.” Combined with the
more historical cast of things, this can induce a mild case of
historicism, which de Lubac would by no means have
countenanced.

In a second way, there is de Lubac’s influence on how the
history of theology is read and understood, and what we
understand its possibilities to be. Not only neo-Scholasticism since
Leo XIII, but also the silver Scholasticism of the sixteenth and
ensuing centuries have been largely consigned to oblivion because
they are thought to be a distortion of St. Thomas and the larger
tradition. Furthermore, if as Serge-Thomas Bonino says, de Lubac
taught people better to appreciate St. Thomas’s relation to the
Fathers, he also flattened out the difference between St. Thomas

2 For a similar list, see Serge-Thomas Bonino, “Introduction,” in Surmaturel: A
Controversy, viil.

? For the destructive effect of de Lubac on the regnant neo-Scholasticism, see Fergus Kerr’s
Twentieth-Century Catholic Theologians (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 86. See also R. R. Reno’s
review of Kerr’s book in First Things (May 2007).
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and the Fathers.* Saint Thomas is no longer esteemed as doing
something different, as offering us theology in its “scientific”
form.” Although de Lubac himself, obviously, read St. Thomas, he
made it possible to link present concerns to patristic heritage
while skipping the reception of the latter by the high Scholas-
ticism of the thirteenth century. For some, this was a recovery of
legitimate theological pluralism; for others, it was an
impoverishment of the very idea of theology and, together with
the abandonment of its scientific form, a detaching of theology
from an adequate metaphysics of being.

De Lubac’s influence is pivotal in a third way, too, in that he
has installed in the common mind of countless contemporary
theologians certain key theses in theological anthropology. This
is what I shall be mostly concerned with.

Preliminarily, however, it is useful to underscore de Lubac’s
unique position by considering other figures of recent Catholic
theology. It is impossible to do this here in any depth or breadth
but one can at least glance at the table of contents of Fergus Kerr’s
Twentieth-Century Catholic Theologians. 1s Karl Rahner’s Spirit
in the World (German, 1939) pivotal?® One may have been
tempted to say that in America forty years ago. However,
transcendental Thomism is, I think, fairly moribund now.
Doctoral students still trawl through the vast ocean of Rahner’s
corpus for dissertations. But those who appreciated the
transcendental part of transcendental Thomism can now proceed
directly to the German Idealists without the detour through the
thirteenth century, in part because of de Lubac. Those who
appreciated the Thomist part have come to realize how little
interested Rahner really was in the thought of St. Thomas, and
have had further to deal with Heidegger’s historical claims about
onto-theology more directly. As for the later Rahner, the more he

* Bonino, “Introduction,” viii. See also Henry Donneaud, O.P., “Surnaturel through the
Fine-Tooth Comb of Traditional Thomism,” in Surnaturel: A Controversy, 56-57.

¥ See Aidan Nichols, O.P., “Thomism and the Nouvelle Théologie,” The Thomist 64
(2000): 1-20, especially 12-15, reporting the reactions of Marie-Michel Labourdette, O.P.,
and Marie-Joseph Nicolas, O.P.

¢ Rahner was born in 1904 and died in 1984.
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wrote, the more the white, incandescent light of the experience of
the God who has come close to us overwhelmed all the colors in
the palette of revelation, and made the contours of the creed itself
difficult of discernment.”

There is also Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905-88). The Theo-
drama especially has been something fresh and enlivening for
Catholic theology. But then, does not Balthasar rather return us
to de Lubac? Do they not together make one front? It is notable
that the same institutional resources, the journal Communio and
Ignatius Press, serve the memory and the continuation of their
work equally. They both sought the destruction of neo-
Scholasticism, Balthasar more openly, 1 think, in Razing the
Bastions (Schleifung der Bastionen [1952]), but de Lubac more
effectively. De Lubac’s work as a whole, but especially Surnaturel,
dismantled Scholasticism by purporting to demonstrate the
historical and theological ignorance of its custodians. Every
learned footnote was a shell landed on the parapets Balthasar
wanted thrown down. In this way, Surnaturel makes things like
the Theo-drama possible—I mean, possible as finding an audience.

Mentioning Balthasar reminds us that of course de Lubac was
not alone in the work of destruction. In some sense, Surnaturel
operates as the flagship of a potent squadron. There were
Balthasar and Rahner, and also men like Henri Bouillard
(Conversion et grace chez s. Thomas d’Aquin [1944]). This is to
return to the first sense in which de Lubac was influential.

Should Swurnaturel also be taken to stand with Marie-
Dominique Chenu’s Le Saulchoir: Une école de théologie (1937)?*
This, I think, is the only possible rival to Surnaturel, because it is
such an important step along the way to a revival of that part of

7 Bernard Lonergan, the other great transcendental Thomist, certainly aspired to a pivotal
role with Method in Theology (1973) and its cognitional theoretic prologue, Insight (1957).
The Lonergan Institutes and Workshops and Newsletters continue very much with us, as a
visit to the Internet will verify. His work has born most fruit, to my mind, in such people as
Ben Meyer in exegesis and history (The Aims of Jesus [London: SCM Press, 1979) and Hugo
Meynell in philosophical theology, and continues to shape many minds. But one does not have
to take a position on Lonergan in order to practice Catholic theology. With de Lubac,
arguably, one does.

# Chenu was born 1895 and died in 1990.
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Modernism that had to do with how theological statements and
dogma mean what they do, how they could be true, how they are
related to history. La nouvelle théologie, whose center is de
Lubac, was certainly in some measure the continuation of the
controversy over Une école. However, Chenu and de Lubac stand
for what I take to be two different wings of what Pius XII
addressed in Humani generis (1950).

Chenu renewed the historicist view of theology and dogma
condemned first by Pius X, then by Pius XII, a view developed
transcendentally by the later Rahner, and ending in what has
become the default position of many contemporary theologians,
who make of experience a font of theology as long as it is
understood to be something communally and culturally
mediated—a Catholic form (Alfred Loisy’s) of Liberal
Protestantism.” Humani generis addresses this in article 16. But de
Lubac was no relativist. His properly theological influence
consists in the re-Platonizing of theology, a re-Platonizing which
has been developed and continued in the postmodern drive to
avoid the strictures of Heidegger against onto-theology.'® Pius
touches on this—not in these terms of course—in articles 25 and
26 of the encyclical.

® For Chenu’s historicism, see Thomas Joseph White, OP., “The Precarity of Wisdom:
Modern Dominican Theology, Perspectivalism and the Tasks of Reconstruction’™ in
Ressourcement Thomism: Sacred Doctrine, the Sacraments and the Moral Life, ed. Matthew
Levering and Reinhard Hiitter (Washington D.C.: The Catholic Universitry of America Press,
forthcoming). For Rahner’s historicism, see Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Human Religion and
the Religion of Christ,” in idem, New Elucidations, trans. Sister Mary Theresilde Skerry (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), 74-87.

1 See Joseph Komonchak’s discussion of de Lubac’s different estimations of the
Aristotelian and patristic views of man, the difference between man as a nature and man as
the image of God, in “Theology and Culture at Mid-Century: The Example of Henri de
Lubac,” Theological Studies 91 (1990): 579-602. For the post-modern interest in neo-
Platonism, one can start with Wayne Hankey, “Le role du néoplatonisme dans les tentatives
postmodernes d’échapper a I’onto-théologie,” pour le XX VIIe Congrés de I’ Association des
Sociétés de Philosophie de Langue Frangaise. Université Laval, Quebec, 18 aoiit - 22 aofit,
1998, published in La métaphysique: som histoire, sa critique, ses jeux, Actes du XXVIle
Congrés de I” Association des Sociétés de Philosophie de Langue Frangaise, 2 vols. (Québec:
Les Presses de I'Université Laval, 2000); and “Neoplatonism and Contemporary French
Philosophy,” Dionysius 23 (2005): 161-89. Both articles can be found posted on Hankey’s
website.
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In this light, we can divide the theological territory after the
Second Vatican Council as follows: (1) those who agree with
Chenu, and the later Rahner, on dogma, and also with de Lubac
on the correctness of his theological anthropology and reading of
St. Thomas; (2) those who do not agree with Chenu on dogma,
but agree with de Lubac, and appreciate him together with
Balthasar—the “Communio” theologians; (3) those who agree
with neither.!!

It is an immense task to come to terms with de Lubac and his
work. To understand almost any figure in Catholic theology of
the past seventy-five years, it is important to ask what his relation
was to de Lubac. This makes it both necessary and difficult to
come to terms with him. There are also other difficulties of which
it is necessary to be aware. They involve the complicated ecclesial
and political context in which pro- and anti-de Lubac camps
formed in post-war France. De Lubac was deeply committed to
“spiritual resistance” to the Nazi power throughout the war. For
this he suffered, and narrowly escaped arrest. Some of de Lubac’s
theological opponents, on the other hand, were supporters of
Vichy.*

In this essay, however, I want to consider the teaching of de
Lubac, not as a counter in the relative fortunes of conservative
and progressive agendas, but as an influence within the mind of
Church. In the end, this is what must drive the “political” for
Catholics. It is a matter not of article 16 Humani generis—that is
for Chenu—but of article 26."”” De Lubac makes an historical
claim in Surnaturel, a claim about the history of theology, but he
also makes a properly theological claim, about the res, about how
things are between man and God. Both claims are contested;

"' In this light, we can appreciate the tragedy of Lonergan: he sought to provide an
inoculation against the historicism and doctrinal relativism to which the first group fell prey;
he sought to maintain the scientific character of theology, which the second group has
abandoned.

"2 For the circumstances of the publication of Surnaturel, see Etienne Fouilloux, “Henri
de Lubac at the Moment of the Publication of Surnaturel,” in Surnaturel: A Controversy, 3-20.

Y In Humani generis 26, Pius reproves those who “destroy the gratuity of the supernatural
order, since God, they say, cannot create intellectual beings without ordering and calling them
to the beatific vision.”
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neither can be separated from the other. Still, the second is the
more important.

How strange the claim for the importance of Surnaturel sounds
upon opening de Lubac’s volume and looking at the list of what
must strike the novice, anyway, as very prolix, if very learned,
historical studies of some of the obscurities in the controversial
theology of the sixteenth and seventeeth centuries and in the
Scholasticism of the last 500 years. How could studies on such
things as the emergence of the idea of the natural impeccability of
angels and of the language of Christian anthropology,
“supernatural” and “superadded,” have moved the theological
world off its axis?

On the other hand, the first and fourth parts of the book may
seem even on their face to have some greater importance. And it
is indeed in these parts, the essays on “pure nature” and the
“natural desire for God,” that de Lubac accomplishes most of his
work.

De Lubac’s theological claim is, negatively, that we do not
need the idea of “pure nature” in order to safeguard the gratuity
of the supernatural order, and, positively, that there is in man an
innate desire for the vision of God. His historical claim is that the
first notion is a sort of bastard child of late Scholasticism, and that
the second, a notion alive and well in St. Thomas, has been
obscured by that same late Scholasticism. It was the intertwining
of the historical, Thomist, thesis with the theological one that
made Surnaturel so impossible to ignore. Could de Lubac be right
on both counts? Then Thomists have misunderstood St. Thomas,
and the Church her own truth, for half a millennium. At the time,
both seemed equally devastating, and so both equally impossible.

In what follows, I look first at “pure nature,” and second at the
natural desire for the vision of God. I then turn to some criticism
of de Lubac’s theses, dogmatic and historical. Last, I explore why
he remains at the center, whether acknowledged or not, of so
much Catholic theology.
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I. PURE NATURE

What is “pure nature”? It is human nature considered simply
in its created reality, in its mere distinction as a reality from God.
This is to consider it apart from any gift of grace or glory."* That
is to say, it is to consider it apart from any help of God that
enables man to live with God’s own life: knowing what only he
could know (i.e., things beyond our own powers of investigation
and reasoning), and loving in the manner only he can love (i.e., so
acting from charity as to merit divine happiness), which is to
know God as God knows himself. More concretely, pure nature
is human nature considered as created, but not created in Christ
and not destined to be conformed to Christ, not called to adoptive
sonship, not called to a life animated by the Holy Spirit, not
called to behold God face to face.” The idea of pure nature
becomes theologically prominent, by de Lubac’s account, in the
sixteenth century response to Baianism. Michel de Bay—
“Baius”—held in the sixteenth century that the gifts given to
Adam before the Fall were all owed to him. They were all
required in order that he be able to do what by his nature he
should do, act in a morally upright way. Without the things given
to Adam, Adam could not really be human. And acting in a
morally upright way, with the aid of these helps that were owed
to him, Adam would have merited heaven. To this collapse of the
order of grace into nature, St. Robert Bellarmine responded with

1* “Pure nature” is also unsullied by the effects of sin, the ignorance, malice, languor, and
concupiscence spoken of in Summa Theologiae I-11, q. 85, a. 3. See Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P.,
“Nature and Grace in Thomas Aquinas,” in Surnaturel: A Controversy, 155-88.

Y Here indeed we touch upon some of the scriptural grounds for the assertion of “pure
nature.” We are not natural but adopted sons of God. As the adopted son of a human father
has no claim in justice to be so adopted, so we are freely and as a gift adopted, and this implies
that things could have been otherwise. Again, God’s native dwelling is in heaven, not in man,
and the Holy Spirit is a guest in our hearts, not a servant. Again, according to Exodus 33:20
we cannot see God and live. Saint Thomas takes this to mean that we cannot see God in this
life (STh 1, q. 12, a. 11). He also teaches that in the next life, we cannot see God without the
lumen gloriae (STh 1, q. 12, a. 5). Exodus seems also to imply, however, that were we
somehow admitted to cognitive immediacy vis-a-vis a divine “object” and in an ungraced
nature, our life should be destroyed. It worth recalling that, for St. Thomas, rapture is a
species of violence (STh II-11, q. 175, a. 1).
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the hypothesis of “pure nature.” To Adam is owed by nature the
air we breathe and the water we drink. To Adam is owed by
nature the capacity to come to the knowledge of the moral law
and the chance to acquire the moral virtues. But it is not owed us
that we be called to heaven or furnished with the means—grace
and the theological virtues and the gifts of the Holy Spirit—by
which to get there. To Adam is owed friendship with Eve, but not
with God. We could have been established in a purely natural
condition, and we could have been left to attain but a purely
natural end, with no insult taken or injustice done. This natural
end would include some sort of knowledge of God, to be sure, but
something far short of the vision of God face to face, knowing
even as we are known.

Why does de Lubac think “pure nature” such a dangerous
notion? It severs or at least ignores the link between the orders of
nature and grace without which we fall into “extrinsicism.” There
are two issues here, at least, an apologetic one and a systematic
one.

The notion of pure nature can, and sometimes has been,
developed in such a way as to imply that man need not be
interested in the offer of grace and the invitation to glory. Having
a natural end perfective of his natural powers, a natural happiness
satisfying all his natural appetites, the gospel can sound for him as
news, perhaps curious news, but not good news, not as news
necessary if we are at all to find happiness.

The systematic issue is that of the unity and integrity of the
divine plan. The completeness of the natural order in the
developed system of pure nature, and the parallelism of the
natural and supernatural orders, can lead us to think of the
supernatural order as a second thought, an after thought. First
God thinks out human nature. Then he considers whether and
what extra gifts to give it. The unity of the world order becomes
questionable, and therefore also the unity, as it were, of the divine
mind. This is incompatible with such texts as the prologue to the
Fourth Gospel or the first chapter of Colossians, where all things
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are created in Christ, and the divine destiny of man is declared
already in his origins.

II. THE NATURAL DESIRE TO SEE GOD

Contrary to the hypothesis of pure nature, de Lubac would
have us reassert the natural desire for the vision of God, which is
the positive link between nature and grace, the natural and the
supernatural. This natural desire is something structural in man.
It is a built-in appetite, as much as is our desire for food or for
society. It is not a conditional desire, but an absolute desire. The
supernatural finality of man is something “inscribed” on our
being.'® The desire to see God is therefore in the first place a
structural desire, and not a conscious desire. It comes to explicit
consciousness and we know its existence only when it is woken by
the word of the gospel."”

The influence of Maurice Blondel (1861-1949) and the
support of Etienne Gilson (1884-1978) can be recalled here. On
the issue of what St. Thomas means by the natural desire to see
God, de Lubac enjoys the agreement of the great historian of
medieval Christian thought, especially of St. Thomas’s thought, as
to the accuracy of his exegesis. Gilson gave, and for some still
does give, historical cover to de Lubac."

More original was the influence of Blondel. We might urge the
candidacy of Blondel’s L ’Action to be counted the most significant
event within Catholic theology of the twentieth century, except
that it was sustained as a philosophical thesis, and occurred in
1893. Its bearing on de Lubac’s project, however, is enormous. In
L’Action, Blondel undertakes to show that human life and moral
action cannot make ultimate sense without the postulation of
something more than natural, more than worldly, entering into

' This is the way de Lubac puts it in The Mystery of the Supernatural, trans. Rosemary
Sheed (New York: Crossroad, 1998), 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.” Or the finality is
said to be “imprinted” on our being (ibid., 76, 80).

7 Ibid., chap. 11, “The Unknown Desire.”

¥ As does also M.-D. Chenu to de Lubac’s reading of subsequent Thomist tradition.
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the scope of our hope and expectation. He does not demonstrate
the Christian supernatural order, of course. But he demonstrates
that there is in man an anticipation of something beyond our
limits, something that can be shaped and determined in the
Christian form, though we can know that precise form only with
revelation. L’Action is very much a philosophy pointing beyond
the limits of philosophy, and for that reason it made Blondel’s
philosophical career difficult in secularist France. What is
important for the purposes of this essay is to see that, in the terms
of Surnaturel, Blondel offers as close a philosophical demon-
stration as is possible that in fact, nature is not “pure,” and that
there is a natural desire for the supernatural.

For de Lubac, Sacred Scripture (e.g., the Colossians hymn), the
Fathers (recall St. Augustine’s restless heart), the medievals rightly
read (including St. Thomas), and philosophy all converge on the
truth of his theses: he feels the position is strong, unshakable.

If the desire for the vision of God is natural, in the sense of
innate, and absolute, how is grace not compromised in its
character precisely as what is not owed to us? If the desire is
natural in the sense de Lubac gives to it, how has he not repeated
the mistakes of Baius and Cornelius Jansen, the criticism of which
begins his account of the modern theology of grace and nature?
De Lubac never denies the gratuity of grace, never says that grace
is something owed, never says our deification is something due to
us in justice. The question is whether he implies it. If the desire
for the vision of God is natural, how can the object not be owed
in the same way as air is owed to those whose nature includes
lungs, or water is owed to those whose nature is 97 percent
watery? It was this question that aroused, and still arouses, the
greatest resistance to de Lubac’s views.

De Lubac has three strategies here. The first is to say that the
desire is a desire not for vision as owed, but for vision precisely as
freely given gift.”” The desire is not to possess God as something

¥ De Lubac, Surnaturel, 484: “maintenons que le désir de Dieu est absolu. Le plus absolu
de tous les désirs. Désirer la communication divine comme un libre don, comme une initiative
gratuite, ¢’est bien la désirer d’un désir par lui-méme inefficace, mais ce n’est pas pour autant,
ainsi qu’on dit parfois, n’en avoir qu’un désir platonique, conditionnel our conditionné” (“we
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due to us, as something our own and as falling within the scope of
our power. In that way, we do not escape our own confines, and
we are not beyond ourselves. The natural desire for God is a
desire to be beyond our nature, to exist ecstatically in the freedom
and freely given friendship of God.

A second strategy characterizes the natural desire as something
given us just because God wills to give himself to us in
friendship.”® As de Lubac is fond of saying, our desire for the
vision of God is his call to us, and the call is prior to the desire.
The desire to go up higher is installed only in view of the
ontologically prior divine invitation to come up higher.

A third strategy, one developed subsequently to Surnaturel
itself, is to understand the gift of the natural desire by analogy
with the gift of creation itself.?' Just as there is no creature prior
to creation to receive the gift of created being, so there is no
human creature prior to creation to receive the ordination to the
vision of God. This is because a nature’s finality defines the
nature. There is no daylight between nature and finality. If then
our true finality is unto the vision of God, then this defines our
nature, and cannot be something superadded to an already created
human nature. And yet, just as created being is a gift, utterly
gratuitous, so the ordination to God as to one’s end, enjoyed in
vision, is likewise a gift, utterly gratuitous.

maintain that the desire is absolute, the most absolute of all desires. To desire the divine
sharing as a free gift, as a gratuitous initiative, is indeed to desire it with a desire that is of itself
inefficacious, but it is not for that reason, as is sometimes said, to have but a platonic desire
for it, conditionally or conditioned”).

 De Lubac, Surnaturel, 486-87: “S’il y a dans notre nature un désir de voir Dieu, ce ne
peut étre que parce que Dieu veut pour nous cette fin surnaturelle qui consiste a le voir. Clest
parce que, la voulant et ne cessant de la vouloir, il en dépose et ne cesse d’en déposer le désir
dans notre nature. En sorte que ce désir n’est autre que son appel” (“If there is in our nature
a desire to see God, this can only be because God wants this supernatural end for us, an end
that consists in seeing Him. It is because, willing it and not ceasing to will it, He puts the
desire for it and does not stop putting the desire for in our nature, in such away that the desire
is not anything else but his call”).

2! For this argument, see Henri de Lubac, “The Mystery of the Supernatural,” in idem,
Theology in History, trans. Anne Englund Nash (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996), 293-94,
300-301. This article first appeared in 1949. See also Mystery of the Supernatural, 71, 79-80.



















































































































































































































































