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Happiness and the Restless Heart

Recent popes have called us to a New Evangelization 
of our modern world. The whole Church, with all her 
members, is called to join in this mission. The premise of 
this lecture series is that eschatology, which is concerned 
with heavenly beatitude and our hope for the definitive 
coming of the Kingdom of God, is crucial for the New 
Evangelization. It is crucial because the very heart of 
the Gospel is the good news of the heavenly beatitude to 
which we are called, and which is the object of our hope. 
But as we know, this Gospel is in diametrical opposition 
to a culture of despair and presumption.

Pope Emeritus Benedict gave us a magnificent document 
to aid the Church in the task of reigniting Christian hope in 
his encyclical Spe salvi, from 2007. He speaks first about 
the crucial importance of hope in eternal life in order to 
live this life:

Hope, by virtue of which we can face our present: the 
present, even if it is arduous, can be lived and accepted if it 
leads towards a goal, if we can be sure of this goal, and if 
this goal is great enough to justify the effort of the journey. 
. . . Here too we see that a distinguishing mark of Christians 
is the fact that they have a future. It is not that they know 
the details of what awaits them, but they know in general 
terms that their life will not end in emptiness. Only when the 
future is certain as a positive reality does it become possible 
to live the present as well. . . . The dark door of time, of the 
future, has been thrown open. The one who has hope lives 
differently; the one who hopes has been granted the gift of 
a new life.1

Pope Benedict contrasted Christian hope with the state 
of pagan humanity at the time when the Gospel was first 
announced. Christians are contrasted with non-believers 
who are “without hope in the world”:

“Paul reminds the Ephesians that before their encounter 
with Christ they were “without hope and without God in 
the world” (Eph 2:12). Of course he knew they had had gods, 
he knew they had had a religion, but their gods had proved 
questionable, and no hope emerged from their contradictory 
myths. Notwithstanding their gods, they were “without God” 
and consequently found themselves in a dark world, facing 
a dark future. In nihil ab nihilo quam cito recidimus (How 
quickly we fall back from nothing to nothing): so says an 
epitaph of that period. In this phrase we see in no uncertain 
terms the point Paul was making. In the same vein he says 
to the Thessalonians: you must not “grieve as others do who 
have no hope” (1 Th 4:13).”2

The Gospel is not just a stupendous doctrine about God. 
It is a doctrine containing the promise or offer of perfect 

1 Spe Salvi 1–2.
2 Spe Salvi 2.

beatitude that alone gives sufficient hope to be the founda-
tion of a life of charity. 

But, after contrasting Christian hope with pagan despair, 
Pope Benedict goes on to look at the crisis of hope in 
eternal life in contemporary culture, which is becoming 
increasingly post-Christian:

But then the question arises: do we really want this—to 
live eternally? Perhaps many people reject the faith today 
simply because they do not find the prospect of eternal life 
attractive. What they desire is not eternal life at all, but this 
present life, for which faith in eternal life seems something 
of an impediment. To continue living for ever —endlessly—
appears more like a curse than a gift. Death, admittedly, one 
would wish to postpone for as long as possible. But to live 
always, without end—this, all things considered, can only 
be monotonous and ultimately unbearable .3

One of the great challenges of the New Evangelization 
is how to ignite in our contemporaries the great hope of 
eternal life, and a just appreciation of what is at stake in 
how we live our lives.

Aquinas on Beatitude
In this series I will be following above all the theology 

of St. Thomas Aquinas on beatitude. Anyone who is at 
all familiar with the thought of Thomas Aquinas will be 
aware of the importance of this topic in shaping the en-
tire theological vision of the Angelic Doctor. The vision 
of God is in many ways the key to the theological vision 
of Aquinas.4 The entire Summa Theologica is structured 
on the pattern of exitus, reditus—creation proceeding out 
from God and returning to Him. Man, as a part of creation, 
comes forth from God, and returns to Him through the 
moral life, grace, the Incarnation, and the sacraments, so 
as to be united with God in vision and love. The Summa 
was to culminate in a final treatise on the Last Things 
and the beatitude of heaven. As you know, Thomas was 
unable to finish the project because he was granted an 
extraordinarily profound glimpse of that heavenly beati-
tude while celebrating Mass on the feast of St. Nicolas in 
1273, after which his theological labors appeared to him 
as so much straw.

His understanding of theology is that it is a science 
subalternated to the science of God and the blessed in the 
vision of God God makes the principles of this science 
known to man through Revelation, by which we gain 

3  Spe Salvi 10.
4  See H. F. Dondaine, “L’objet et le ‘medium’ de la vision béatifique 

chez les théologiens du XIIIe siècle,” Recherches de théologie ancienne 
et médiévale 19 (1952): 60.
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an imperfect participation in His science of vision.5 In 
the very first article of the Summa, St. Thomas explains 
that Revelation is necessary principally because God has 
graciously elevated man to a supernatural end consisting 
in the beatific vision.6

At various moments throughout the itinerary from the 
necessity of Revelation to the projected treatment of the 
beatific vision at the end, the theme is explored from 
various perspectives. In ST I, q. 12, there is a magnificent 
treatment of the beatific vision, and of man’s natural desire 
for it, in the context of God’s knowability. The treatise on 
beatitude at the beginning of the prima secundae builds 
up to the theme of the beatific vision as man’s perfect be-
atitude. This notion of perfect beatitude becomes the goal 
of the entire treatment of moral theology (especially the 
theological virtues, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, the New 
Law, and the treatise on grace), which is seen as the path 
to man’s final end of face-to-face contemplation of the 
Blessed Trinity. The vision of God plays a key role also in 
Aquinas’s Christology, for Christ’s humanity was enriched 
with the vision that He came to merit for all men. Thomas 
did not put the last piece in place.  The final treatise on 
heavenly beatitudeis supplied in the Supplement by articles 
from his youthful Commentary on the Sentences.

The Starting Point of Ethics and Moral  
Theology: the Final End

How should a reflection on moral theology or conversion 
begin, and what ethical categories are the most fundamen-
tal?  Should a system of ethics begin with the notion of 
moral duty, the moral law (the law of God), virtue and vice, 
pleasure and pain, utility, or the final end? At first sight 
this may seem to be a purely academic question, but it is 
of tremendous importance. Different starting points for 
ethics lead to entirely different worldviews and cultures. 

Kantian ethics begins with the notion of moral duty. 
Epicurean ethics begins with pleasure and pain, seeking 
to maximize the best pleasures and minimize the pains. 
Utilitarian ethics begins with practical value, and seeks 
to bring about the greatest good (conceived in utilitarian 
terms) for the greatest number. Very often Catholic moral 

5 See ST I, q. 1, a. 2: “Sacred theology is based on principles known 
by the light of a higher science, which is the science of God and the 
blessed. Therefore as music believes principles transmitted to it by 
mathematicians, so sacred theology believes principles revealed to it 
by God.”

6 See ST I, q. 1, a. 1: “It was necessary for human salvation that 
there be some doctrine based on divine revelation distinct from the 
philosophical sciences that are studied by human reason. First, because 
man is ordered to God as to an end that transcends reason’s grasp, ac-
cording to Isaiah [64:4]: ‘Eye has not seen, O God, besides you, what 
you have prepared for those who love you.’ But men must know their 
end in advance, so as to order their intentions and actions to this end. 
Therefore it was necessary for the salvation of men that some things 
that exceed the power of human reason be made known to them by 
divine revelation.”

theology manuals begin with the Law of God and the Ten 
Commandments.

St. Thomas Aquinas, contrary to all the above, begins 
his great moral treatise in the Summa of Theology with 
a consideration of the final end of human life, which is 
beatitude or complete happiness. In doing this, he is fol-
lowing Aristotle’s procedure in the Nichomachean Ethics, 
as well as the weightier precedent of Jesus Christ in the 
Sermon on the Mount, where He begins His explanation 
of the new Torah of the Gospel with the eight beatitudes, 
promising the Kingdom of God to the poor in spirit, and 
the vision of God to the pure in heart. 

Why do Aristotle, Aquinas, and Jesus begin their con-
sideration of morality with happiness and the final end? It 
may seem that Kantian ethics is more noble and altruistic 
by starting with moral duty rather than happiness. Is not 
ethics more about duty than about happiness? 

However, there is a profound reason for starting with 
the final end. If you start with duty or the moral law, the 
question then arises: Why is there such a thing as moral 
duty in the first place? Why is there a moral law? One could 
answer: God created the moral law and establishes moral 
duties. However, this merely leads to another question: 
Why did God create the moral law? Moral duty and the 
moral law ultimately require a further explanation, for they 
are not self-explanatory. Indeed, they are for the sake of 
something else, which is the attainment of man’s  final end.

The moral law and moral duty cannot be understood 
except in relation to the final end of human life. The law, 
in fact, determines the path that must be traveled to arrive 
at the final end. The end of human life is what determines 
everything else in human life. Therefore, both the study 
of ethics and the New Evangelization must begin with a 
consideration of the final end, even before treating the 
moral law.

Pope Francis has drawn attention to this in his Apostolic 
Exhortation, The Joy of the Gospel 15:

Instead of seeming to impose new obligations, they 
should appear as people who wish to share their joy, who 
point to a horizon of beauty and who invite others to a deli-
cious banquet. It is not by proselytizing that the Church 
grows, but “by attraction.”

The Gospel is the proclamation of a horizon of beauty 
that “no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man 
conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him” 
(1 Cor 2:9). We evangelize by attraction when we begin 
not with moral duties, important as they are, but rather 
with man’s supernatural end.

The Final End and Happiness
Posing the question of the final end of human life is the 

same as the question about happiness. What is the defini-



4

AHC Lecture Series  14: Beatitude and the Last Things, Part 1  –– Lecture 1: Happiness and the Restless Heart

tive happiness that we can aspire to? Is such a happiness 
possible and concretely attainable? 

The classical mind thought that this was the most im-
portant question that a person can ask, and therefore the 
most important philosophical question. St. Augustine, in 
his City of God, cites the Roman philosopher Varro who 
divided all the different schools of philosophy according 
to the different answers that they gave to this most fun-
damental question: what is human happiness and where 
does it lie? He mentions that Varro classified 288 schools 
of philosophy on the basis of their different view of man’s 
final end. Some sought it in the goods of the body and oth-
ers in the goods of the soul. Some in pleasure, whether of 
body or soul, others in the satisfaction of our needs, others 
in serenity, others in virtue.7

One of the first self-evident principles of reason is that 
every agent acts for an end. Irrational beings act for ends 
they do not understand. Man, as a rational being, acts for 
ends that he understands, and freely orders himself to ends 
by his own deliberated choices of means. Furthermore, a 
rational creature orders intermediate ends to his final end. 
Therefore, every rational agent ultimately acts for a final 
end that is the supreme reason and motivation for all his 
intermediate choices and actions. It is clear therefore that 
human acts are all motivated and governed by the pursuit 
of the final end.8

Another self-evident first principle is that good is to be 
sought and evil avoided. Therefore, the final end for the 
sake of which man acts is the attainment of the complete 
good, in which there is no admixture of evil. The Christian 
philosopher Boethius, in De consolatione philosophiae, 
defines happiness as “the state made perfect by the union 
of all goods.”9 We call the attainment of the complete good, 
happiness or beatitude. Our final end will therefore have 
these two properties: it will be desired for its own sake, and 
not be a means to something else; and it will encompass 
all good, with no admixture of evil. 

The key question in life is the question of where this 
happiness or complete fulfillment lies. Evangelization 
begins with the posing of this question about happiness, 
and the proclamation that its definitive and superabundant 
answer lies in Jesus Christ.

The Restless Heart
The Catechism of the Catholic Church begins its treat-

ment of the Creed by speaking of man’s desire for God. 
This desire is encountered by every man in his own in-
eradicable desire for happiness. This desire has been most 
magnificently expressed by St. Augustine at the beginning 
of his Confessions:

7 See St. Augustine, City of God, bk. 19, chs. 1–4.
8 See St. Thomas, ST I-II, q. 1, aa. 4–6.
9 Boethius, De consolatione philosophiae, bk. 3: “status bonorum 

omnium congregatione perfectus.”

You are great, O Lord, and greatly to be praised: great is 
your power and your wisdom is without measure. And man, 
so small a part of your creation, wants to praise you: this 
man, though clothed with mortality and bearing the evidence 
of sin and the proof that you withstand the proud. Despite 
everything, man, though but a small part of your creation, 
wants to praise you. You yourself encourage him to delight 
in your praise, for you have made us for yourself, and our 
heart is restless until it rests in you.10

St. Thomas profoundly develops the Augustinian theme 
of the heart that is restless until it rests in God.11 He shows 
why the heart is restless, and why it can only come to rest 
in God. He does this by analyzing man’s natural desires.

St. Augustine and St. Thomas view natural desire as 
something written analogically into all of creation, moving 
creatures to their respective ends, each of which is a certain 
participation of the divine goodness. St. Thomas writes: 
“All things desire God as their end, when they desire some 
good thing, whether this desire be intellectual or sensible, 
or natural, i.e., without knowledge; because nothing is 
good and desirable except forasmuch as it participates in 
the likeness to God.”12 The towering of the giant redwood, 
the soaring of the eagle, the fluttering of the humming-
bird, are participations in likeness to God. The marvelous 
instincts of the animals are natural desires that lead them 
to achieve that likeness to God which is allotted to them 
through their unique activity. In this sense every creature 
has the manifestation of the glory of God as its final end. 

The irrational beast rests in its own natural imitation of 
God’s goodness: eating, growing, reproducing, running, 
flying, swimming, etc. This particular goodness that it 
achieves is the only goodness it knows, and thus it can 
seek for nothing more, and is not restless for more. The 
rational creature alone, however, is capable of asking the 
question about fulfillment and happiness. He alone can 
ask whether he has “the state made perfect by the union 
of all goods.” He alone is restless when he recognizes 
that he does not have it. Likewise, he alone is capable of 
explicitly knowing and loving God, and desiring union 
with God and resting in Him.13 Herein lies the nobility 

10  St. Augustine, Conf. 1, 1, 1: PL 32, 659–661, cited in CCC 30.
11  For a provocative challenge to the soundness of Augustinian/

Thomistic “restless heart” thesis, see Germain Grisez, “The Restless-
Heart Blunder,” 2005 Aquinas Lecture, Center for Thomistic Studies, 
University of St. Thomas, Houston, Texas, online at http://twotlj.
org/OW-RestlessHeartBlunder.pdf; The Way of the Lord Jesus, 
vol. 1, Christian Moral Principles (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 
1983), 127–128.

12  ST I, q. 44, a. 4, ad 3. For Aquinas’s understanding of natural 
desire, See Lawrence Feingold, The Natural Desire to See God Accord-
ing to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Interpreters (Naples, FL: Sapientia 
Press of Ave Maria University, 2010), 11–26.

13  See ST I-II, q. 1, a. 8: “If, however, we speak of man’s last end, 
as of the acquisition of the end, then irrational creatures do not concur 
with man in this end. For man and other rational creatures attain to 
their last end by knowing and loving God: this is not possible to other 
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of man, made in God’s image. Here too lies the origin of 
man’s unique restlessness.

For St. Thomas, the desire of a rational creature to see 
God—and the restlessness of the heart of one who does 
not yet see God—is not something contingent. Nor is that 
restlessness the product of the Fall, or, on the contrary, a 
fruit of grace. It comes rather from the very nobility of 
man made in God’s image. The human will by nature is 
attracted by the good conceived by the intellect.14 The fact 
that the intellect conceives good as a universal means that 
the will is attracted infallibly by the notion of universal 
goodness.15 For this reason it cannot find full rest in any 
creature, for no creature contains within itself universal 
goodness. God alone suffices to fill the innate restless-
ness of the human heart. Thus when man seeks to satiate 
the restlessness of the heart with created goods alone, he 
naturally seeks to multiply, unlike the beasts, those goods 
to infinity.16 St. Thomas explains:

It is impossible for any created good to constitute man’s 
happiness. For happiness is the perfect good, which lulls 
the appetite altogether; else it would not be the last end, if 
something yet remained to be desired. Now the object of 
the will, i.e., of man’s appetite, is the universal good; just 

creatures, which acquire their last end, in so far as they share in the 
Divine likeness, inasmuch as they are, or live, or even know.” See 
Matthew Lamb, “The Eschatology of St Thomas Aquinas,” in Aquinas 
on Doctrine: A Critical Introduction, ed. Thomas Weinandy, Daniel 
Keating, and John Yocum, (London: T & T Clark International, 2004), 
225: “The greatest contribution of Aquinas to eschatology is his pro-
found analysis of beatitude as the fulfillment of the deepest desires of 
intelligent creatures and the whole of creation. He spelt out in careful 
cognitive and metaphysical terms the full implications of St Augustine’s 
‘our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.’”

14  Many texts of St. Thomas make this point. See, for example, ST 
I-II, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3: “The object of the will is the end and the good in 
universal.”

15  See ST I-II, q. 10, a. 2: “Wherefore if the will be offered an object 
which is good universally and from every point of view, the will tends to 
it of necessity, if it wills anything at all; since it cannot will the opposite. 
If, on the other hand, the will is offered an object that is not good from 
every point of view, it will not tend to it of necessity.—And since lack 
of any good whatever, is a non-good, consequently, that good alone 
which is perfect and lacking in nothing, is such a good that the will 
cannot not-will it: and this is Happiness.” See also ST I-II, q. 10, a. 2, 
ad 3; De malo, q. 6, a. un., which cites Boethius, On the Consolation 
of Philosophy, III, prosa 2. See also In IV Sent., d. 49 q. 1, a. 3, subqu. 
2: “Since from the impression of the first cause, namely of God, it is 
inserted into the soul that it should will the good, and it has appetite for 
the perfect good as ultimate end, it is impossible that the contrary thereof 
should enter into its appetite.” In On Love and Charity: Readings from 
the Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, translated by P. 
A. Kwasniewski, T. Bolin, & J. Bolin, (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press), 370.

16  See Regis Martin, The Last Things: Death, Judgment, Heaven, 
Hell (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 144: “Surely it is this long-
ing and desire for God, for that Heaven he alone confers, that most 
profoundly defines the whole human project. A seething, unappeasable 
eros amid the many ridiculous idolatries that man in his flagrant for-
getfulness of God cannot completely uproot from his mind and heart.”

as the object of the intellect is the universal true. Hence it is 
evident that nothing can lull man’s will, save the universal 
good. This is to be found, not in any creature, but in God 
alone; because every creature has goodness by participation. 
Wherefore God alone can satisfy the will of man, according to 
the words of Ps. 102:5: ‘Who satisfieth thy desire with good 
things.’ Therefore God alone constitutes man’s happiness.”17

There are enormous implications of this for evangeli-
zation. Since the desire for God is written on the human 
heart, the preaching of the Church never contains a mes-
sage extraneous to or extrinsic to the secret yearnings of 
the heart of every man, no matter how estranged from 
Christ and the Church. This is the foundation for the 
unlimited confidence that the Church has in the Gospel 
message. For this reason, The Catechism of the Catholic 
Church begins its exposition of the Creed with the theme 
of man’s restless desire for God, citing Gaudium et spes 
19 and St. Augustine’s Confessions. The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church 27 states: “The desire for God is written 
in the human heart, because man is created by God and 
for God; and God never ceases to draw man to himself. 
Only in God will he find the truth and happiness he never 
stops searching for.”

St. John Paul II’s Letter to the Youth of the 
World, Dilecti Amici

John Paul makes a magnificent reflection on happiness, 
the restless heart, and the desire for God in his Letter to 
the Youth of the World, Dilecti Amici. He takes the theme 
of his reflection from Christ’s dialogue with the rich young 
man, and asks them, the youth of the world, to put them-
selves in the position of the rich young man and pose the 
question that he asks to Jesus Christ:

Before the inner gaze of the developing personality of 
the-young man or woman, there is gradually and successively 
revealed that specific and in a sense unique and unrepeatable 
potentiality of a concrete humanity, in which there is as it 
were inscribed the whole plan of future life. Life presents 
itself as the carrying-out of that plan: as “self-fulfillment.” . 
. . The young man in the Gospel was precisely in this exis-
tential phase, as we can deduce from the questions he asks in 
his conversation with Jesus. . . . What he was, as precisely a 
young man-the interior treasure hidden in youth-had led him 
to Jesus. And it had also impelled him to ask those questions 
which in the clearest way concern the plan for the whole 
of life. What must I do? “What must I do to inherit eternal 
life?”. What must I do so that my life may have full value 
and full meaning?

The youth of each one of you, dear friends, is a treasure 
that is manifested precisely in these questions. Man asks 
himself these questions throughout his life. But in the time 

17  ST I-II, q. 2, a. 8. See also ad 1 of this article: “The summit of 
man does indeed touch the base of the angelic nature, by a kind of 
likeness; but man does not rest there as in his last end, but reaches 
out to the universal fount itself of good, which is the common object 
of happiness of all the blessed, as being the infinite and perfect good.
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of youth they are particularly urgent, indeed insistent. And 
it is good that this is so. These questions precisely show the 
dynamism of the development of the human personality, the 
dynamism which is proper to your age. You ask yourselves 
these questions sometimes with impatience, and at the same 
time you yourselves understand that the reply to them can-
not be hurried or superficial the reply must have a specific 
and definitive weight. It is a question here of a reply that 
concerns the whole of life, that embraces the whole of hu-
man existence.18

The Final End, Beatitude, and Satisfaction of  
Natural Desire

By the final end, St. Thomas, following Aristotle19 and 
St. Augustine,20 understands it as that for the sake of which 
everything else is willed, and which is not willed for the 
sake of anything else.21 Just as the entire cosmos must have 
a first source of all its movement and unfolding, so too 
the human will must have a first source of all its restless 
movement and striving. This first source of its movement 
is precisely the final end, from which the will draws its 
ultimate motivation for all the other things it seeks. The 
very nature of the will is to move towards an end. It is 
the faculty of whose nature is to love, pursue and rest in 
the good. 

But we see that many of the goods that we seek are or-
dered to other goods for whose sake we seek them. In other 
words, the will seeks particular goods which are ordered 
in different ways to other higher or more encompassing 
goods, which in turn are ordered to other still more uni-
versal goods. But clearly this cannot go on forever. There 
must be an end to the will’s desires, in which it rests and 
seeks nothing more that is still more encompassing. 

18  St. John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Dilecti Amici of Pope John Paul 
II to the Youth of the World, March 31, 1985, n. 3.

19  See Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1.7 1097a30 –35, trans. W. D. 
Ross, The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York: Random House, 1941), 
941: Now we call that which is in itself worthy of pursuit more final than 
that which is worthy of pursuit for the sake of something else, and that 
which is never desirable for the sake of something else more final than 
the things that are desirable both in themselves and for the sake of that 
other thing, and therefore we call final without qualification that which 
is always desirable in itself and never for the sake of something else.”

20  See St. Augustine, City of God 19.1, trans. G. G. Walsh & D. 
J. Honan, The City of God, Books XVII–XXII (Washington, DC: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1954) pp. 183–184: “By defini-
tion, our supreme end is that good which is sought for its own sake, 
and on account of which all other goods are sought.” See also On the 
Trinity 13.5.8, trans. Stephen Mckenna, The Trinity (Washington, DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1963), p. 380: “All men will to 
be blessed, and all will this one thing with the most ardent love, and on 
account of it will other things whatsoever they may be.”

21  See St. Thomas, In IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 3, qa. 4, sed contra: “In 
that which is desired for its own sake, and never for the sake of another, 
the motion of desire comes to a halt. But that in which the motion of 
desire comes to a halt is the ultimate end.”

Beatitude or the final end, as St. Thomas understands 
it, is the coming to rest of natural desire. It is not charac-
terized as the satiation of all desire, because we can have 
irrational and capricious desires, but of natural desire.22 
Here he slightly modifies a famous text of St. Augustine, 
who said in effect that beatitude is the satisfaction of all that 
one rightly desires.23 St. Thomas agrees but finds its more 
illuminating to say that beatitude is the satisfaction of all 
that one naturally desires.24 This permits one to investigate 
the scope of natural desire so as to identify the object of 
beatitude (that whose attainment makes man blessed).

St. Thomas identifies several natural desires, the sat-
isfaction of which are considered to be integral parts of 
beatitude. By natural desire, St. Thomas understands not 
only innate inclinations, but also elicited desires of the 
will, which spontaneously follow upon knowledge of some 
good.25 The most overarching is the natural desire for hap-
piness itself.26 Then the will also naturally desires what 

22  See ST I-II, q. 5, a. 8, ad 3: “This definition of Happiness given 
by some,—‘Happy is the man that has all he desires, or, whose every 
wish is fulfilled,’ is a good and adequate definition, if it be understood 
in a certain way; but an inadequate definition if understood in another. 
For if we understand it simply of all that man desires by his natural ap-
petite, thus it is true that he who has all that he desires, is happy: since 
nothing satisfies man’s natural desire, except the perfect good which 
is Happiness. But if we understand it of those things that man desires 
according to the apprehension of the reason, thus it does not belong to 
Happiness, to have certain things that man desires; rather does it belong 
to unhappiness, in so far as the possession of such things hinders man 
from having all that he desires naturally; thus it is that reason sometimes 
accepts as true things that are a hindrance to the knowledge of truth. 
And it was through taking this into consideration that Augustine added 
so as to include perfect Happiness,—‘that he desires nothing amiss’: 
although the first part suffices if rightly understood.”

23  On the Trinity 13.5.8, trans. Mckenna, p. 380: “But all who are 
blessed have what they will, although not all who have what they will are 
at once blessed; but they are at once miserable, who either do not have 
what they will or who have what they do not rightly will. Therefore, he 
alone is blessed who has all that he wills, and wills nothing wrongly.”

24  When presenting and arguing against St. Thomas’s understanding 
of beatitude, Grisez frequently misstates his position, by leaving out 
the qualifier, “naturally.” See 

25  Cajetan drew attention to this key distinction in his commentary 
on the Summa theologiae, I, q. 78, a. 1, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 5:252): “Note 
that natural appetite is generally used in two senses. First, with regard to 
an inclination implanted by nature. And this is not an elicited act, but is 
like first act, having a natural relation to such a thing. And this appetite 
is found in all potencies, active and passive. . . . Secondly, it is taken 
for a second act, by which one tends to something previously known, 
such that one cannot tend to its opposite.” See also his commentary on 
ST I, q. 80, a. 1, n. 5 (Leonine ed., 5:283). See Feingold, The Natural 
Desire to See God According to St. Thomas, 17–23.

26  See St. Augustine, On the Trinity, 13.3.6–13.4.7, p. 378: “But if 
that actor had said: ‘All of you wish to be blessed; you do not wish to 
be miserable,’ he would have said something that no one would have 
failed to acknowledge in his own will. . . . But this is indeed wonderful, 
since the will to grasp and to retain blessedness is one in all: whence 
it comes about that there is, on the other hand, such a great variety and 
diversity of wills about blessedness itself, not that anyone does not will 
it, but that all do not know it.”
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is naturally grasped as the good for its various faculties:27 
knowledge of fundamental causes and essences28 (and 
especially with regard to God29), friendship and social 
communion, a spousal relationship and the formation of 
a family,30 beauty, living according to reason,31 virtue, 
health,32 life, and being.

So is there some end in which all natural desire comes 
to rest? As we have said, no creature, being finite, can 
satisfy all man’s natural desires. God alone as the infinite 
truth and good can give rest to the natural dynamism of 
our intellect and will.

St. John Paul II speaks eloquently of this in Dilecti amici 
4. After reflecting on the question of the rich young man, 
he reflects on the first part of Christ’s answer, which in fact 
is another question: “Why do you call me good? No one 
is good but God alone” (Lk 18:19). John Paul II writes:

We have already heard what the young man had asked: 
“Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”. How 
must I act so that my life will have meaning and value? We 
could translate his question into the language of our own 
times. In this context Christ’s answer means this: only God 
is the ultimate basis of all values; only he gives the definitive 
meaning to our human existence.

Only God is good, which means this: in him and him 
alone all values have their first source and final comple-
tion; he is “the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the 
end”. Only in him do values and their authenticity and 
definitive confirmation. Without him—without the refer-
ence to God—the whole world of created values remains 
as it were suspended in an absolute vacuum. It also loses 
its transparency, its expressiveness. Evil is put forward 
as a good and good itself is rejected. Are we not shown 
this by the very experience of our own time, wherever 
God has been removed beyond the limits of evaluations, 
estimations and actions?

27  See ST I-II, q. 10, a. 1.
28  ST I, q. 12, a. 8, ad 4.
29  See ST I-II, q. 94, a. 2: “Man has a natural inclination to know 

the truth about God and to live in society.”
30  See ST I-II, q. 94, a. 2.
31  See ST I-II, q. 94, a. 3: “Each thing is naturally inclined to the 

operation that is fitting to it according to its form. . . . And since the 
rational soul is the form of man, every man has a natural inclination 
to live according to reason”; De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10; De veritate, 
q. 22, a. 8; q. 27, a. 2; q. 14, a. 2; III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 4, subqu. 3, 
sol. and ad 2; ibid., ad 3: “From the very nature of the faculty [of the 
will] there is an inclination for the final end proportionate to nature”; 
III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.

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

Why is God alone good? Because he is love. Christ 
gives this answer in the words of the Gospel, and above 
all by the witness of his own life and death: “For God so 
loved the world that he gave his only Son”. God is good 
precisely because he “is love”.

Beatitude is an Activity Attaining to God
In his discussion of the final end, St. Thomas points out 

that it can be understood in two ways: an end external 
to ourselves to which we seek to unite ourselves, and 
the action of uniting with that external good. The order 
of investigation begins with the external good, and then 
proceeds to the mode of union. As we have seen, the end, 
understood in the first sense, is God as the infinite Good 
and source and exemplar of all good. In the second sense 
the end is an activity by which we attain to God.33

St. Thomas, following Aristotle’s Nichomachean Eth-
ics, holds that beatitude, or the final end in this second 
sense, essentially consists in activity—the most perfect 
act of one’s highest power(s), attaining the highest pos-
sible object—God. Creatures below man attain their end 
by realizing some limited likeness with God in their most 
perfect and proper activity. 

In addition to this, man can attain happiness not only 
by achieving similitude to God, but by having Him as 
the object of our rational operations of knowing and lov-
ing, which alone attain to God as object.34 Hence man’s 
beatitude will be knowing and loving God as perfectly as 
possible.35 In other words, man’s beatitude can only lie in 
the loving contemplation of God, which is true wisdom. 

Moses Maimonides ends his great work, The Guide for 
the Perplexed, with a consideration of man’s final end 
and perfection.36 Following Revelation, he holds it to be 

33  See ST I-II, q. 1, a. 8. Although he is aware of this distinction, 
it seems that Germain Grisez has not seen its implications when he 
writes: “Neither would reason identify divine goodness as the ultimate 
end. For like any end, the ultimate end must be something human ac-
tion might affect or people might possess or both” (“Human Persons’ 
True Ultimate End: The Continuity Between the Natural End and the 
Supernatural End,” p. 2). Human action, elevated by grace and glory, 
can attain to supernatural union with God. Thus maximum union with 
the divine goodness can be an end for human beings (elevated by grace 
and glory). Even on the natural level, the divine goodness as reflected 
in creation is the term of the human action of the contemplation of the 
person who possesses the habit of wisdom.

34  See St. Thomas, in IV Sent., q. 49, q. 1, a. 2, qa. 2.
35  As will be seen below, there are essentially two ways of knowing 

and loving God: as reflected through creatures or directly in Himself. 
Here lies the distinction between natural and supernatural beatitude. 
See De veritate, q. 27, a. 2; ST I, q. 62, a. 1, and I Sent., d. 1, q. 1.

36  Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, trans. M. Friedländer 
(New York, Dover, 1956), 396: “The perfection, which man can truly 
glory, is attained by him when he has acquired—as far as this is possible 
for man—the knowledge of God, the knowledge of His Providence. . . 
. Having acquired this knowledge he will then be determined always to 
seek loving-kindness, judgment, and righteousness, and thus to imitate 
the ways of God.”
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the most perfection contemplation of God, and he cites 
Jeremiah 9:23 –24:

Thus says the Lord: “Let not the wise man glory in 
his wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in his might, let 
not the rich man glory in his riches; but let him who glories 
glory in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am 
the Lord who practice steadfast love, justice, and righteous-
ness in the earth.”

Other goods also belong to beatitude, but as ordered to, 
participating in, and supporting perfect contemplation of 
God, as well as sharing it with others. Life and health are 
clearly necessary as the foundation of the perfect opera-
tion of beatitude, and friendship is necessary for coming to 
attain it, and sharing it once attained (and thus extending 
it), and it itself is a prime participation in the interpersonal 
communion that is the life of the Trinity. Finally, virtue in 
general, and charity in particular, is the means by which 
we come to merit beatitude and rejoice in it.37

Natural and Supernatural Beatitude
But how is union with God to be achieved? A capital 

thesis of St. Thomas is that beatitude can exist in two 
analogical forms: natural and supernatural.38 Only super-
natural beatitude perfectly fulfills the notion of beatitude, 

37  See St. Thomas, in IV Sent., q. 49, q. 1, a. 2, qa. 2, ad 1: “To the 
first, therefore, it should be said that in any order whatsoever, all things 
that are toward an end work together for the ultimate end; hence, since 
the perfect activity of man is his ultimate end (as is the case with every 
single thing), all human goods work together for his perfect activity, as 
the habits by which his acts are informed work together for the perfect 
activity of man in this life; and other natural goods [work together for 
the end] as principles of acts, and external goods as instrumentally 
necessary for perfect activity. Thus, therefore, the gathering together 
of all goods is set down as beatitude insofar as all goods gathered 
together offer their support to the most perfect activity of man, which 
is essentially beatitude itself. All the aforesaid goods, too, are ordered 
to the beatitude of the fatherland, inasmuch as we merit through their 
[charitable] use” (in On Love and Charity: Readings from the Com-
mentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, trans. P. A. Kwasniewski, 
T. Bolin, and J. Bolin [Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2008], 357).

38  See De veritate, q. 27, a. 2: “Man by his nature is proportioned to a 
certain end for which he has a natural appetite, and which he can work 
to achieve by his natural powers. This end is a certain contemplation of 
the divine attributes, in the measure in which this is possible for man 
through his natural powers; and in this end even the philosophers placed 
the final happiness of man. But God has prepared man for another end 
that exceeds the proportionality of human nature. This end is eternal 
life which consists in the vision of God in His essence, an end which 
exceeds the proportionality of any created nature, being connatural to 
God alone.” See also ST I, q. 62, a. 1, and I Sent., d. 1, q. 1: “All who 
have thought rightly have held that the end of human life lies in the 
contemplation of God. However, the contemplation of God is twofold. 
One type is through creatures, and this is imperfect. . . . There is another 
contemplation of God, by which He is seen immediately in His essence, 
and this is perfect. It will be realized in heaven and is possible for man 
according to faith.” See also De virtutibus, q. un., a. 10: “It should be 
considered that human good is twofold: one which is proportionate 
to nature, and another which transcends the capacity of his nature.”

conceived as the state in which all natural desire comes 
to rest. 

Natural beatitude essentially consists in a contemplation 
of God through created realities that reflect His Beauty, 
Goodness, Truth, and Unity. All created goodness, beauty, 
truth, and communion has the vocation of supplying the 
foundation for the marvel, awe, and praise of God that 
essentially constitutes natural beatitude. No noble earthly 
reality is extraneous to this return of creation to the glory 
of God.39 In every innocent joy, whether in family life, aes-
thetic experience, creative work, romantic love, friendship, 
generosity, the beauty of nature, etc., we rejoice in what 
in fact is a certain participation in the divine goodness. 

Supernatural beatitude, on the other hand, consists in 
contemplating God face to face, according to Jesus’ prom-
ise: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”

39  See Pope Francis, Evangelii gaudium 167: “Every expression of 
true beauty can thus be acknowledged as a path leading to an encounter 
with the Lord Jesus.”


