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What Beatitude is Not – Vantity of Vanities

What Is Happiness? (ST I-II, q. 2)
Every human being seeks happiness, which is the pos-

session of the complete good, and the fulfillment of all 
our upright aspirations. It has been defined as “the state 
made perfect by the union of all goods.”1 This definition 
implies that happiness is not a feeling, but a state of life. 
Although we naturally desire happiness, or the possession 
of the complete good, we do not naturally know in what 
it consists. Everyone we encounter is seeking happiness, 
but they have very different ideas with regard to what it 
is. Many seek happiness in pleasure and the avoidance 
of pain; many others in wealth; others in fame, honor, or 
power; others in work; others in love; and others in virtue 
and friendship.

The question about the true nature of happiness is the 
most crucial question of human life, for the entire course 
of our lives depends on the answer we give to it, and we 
will never attain happiness if we do not rightly recognize 
in what it consists. Hence the question about happiness is 
also the principal question of philosophy and catechesis.2

If we rightly recognize the nature of happiness, we can 
order our actions to it and devote our lives to realizing it. 
If we fail to identify it, we shall waste our lives in chas-
ing a mirage, ordering our actions to what actually causes 
misery, although we thought it to be happiness. 

1  Boethius, De consolatione philosophiae, bk. 3: “status bonorum 
omnium congregatione perfectus.”

2  See St. Augustine, City of God 19.1, trans. Marcus Dods, in 
NPNF1, 1:397: “Philosophers have expressed a great variety of diverse 
opinions regarding the ends of goods and of evils, and this question 
they have eagerly canvassed, that they might, if possible, discover what 
makes a man happy. For the end of our good is that for the sake of which 
other things are to be desired, while it is to be desired for its own sake; 
and the end of evil is that on account of which other things are to be 
shunned, while it is avoided on its own account. Thus, by the end of 
good, we at present mean, not that by which good is destroyed, so that 
it no longer exists, but that by which it is finished, so that it becomes 
complete; and by the end of evil we mean, not that which abolishes it, 
but that which completes its development. These two ends, therefore, 
are the supreme good and the supreme evil; and, as I have said, those 
who have in this vain life professed the study of wisdom have been 
at great pains to discover these ends, and to obtain the supreme good 
and avoid the supreme evil in this life. And although they erred in a 
variety of ways, yet natural insight has prevented them from wandering 
from the truth so far that they have not placed the supreme good and 
evil, some in the soul, some in the body, and some in both. From this 
tripartite distribution of the sects of philosophy, Marcus Varro, in his 
book De Philosophia, has drawn so large a variety of opinions, that, 
by a subtle and minute analysis of distinctions, he numbers without 
difficulty as many as 288 sects,—not that these have actually existed, 
but sects which are possible.”

The truth about the object of happiness is the most 
fundamental truth of moral theology and ethics. Although 
faith gives us this answer, it is very important also to be 
able to demonstrate this truth by reason, so as to engage 
in dialogue with those who lack faith.

In the second question of the treatise on morality in the 
Summa of Theology, St. Thomas poses a series of ques-
tions about man’s final end to eliminate the typical wrong 
answers that people give to the question about happiness. 
Interestingly, he is largely able to follow Aristotle in the 
first book of his Nichomachean Ethics, where Aristotle 
seeks to determine where happiness is (and is not) found, 
by the light of reason alone.

Does Beatitude Consist in Money?
Many people seek the accumulation of money or material 

goods as the goal of life. Cardinal Newman gives a good 
description of this idolization of wealth: “All bow down 
before wealth. Wealth is that to which the multitude of 
men pay an instinctive homage. They measure happiness 
by wealth; and by wealth they measure respectability. . . 
. It is a homage resulting from a profound faith . . . that 
with wealth he may do all things.”3

It is easy to see that it is impossible for happiness to be 
found in wealth or material goods, because such things 
are far below man. How could man’s happiness consist 
in attaining things that are lower than him? Furthermore, 
such goods are finite, temporary, and easily lost. If wealth 
were the last end, then man’s life would be ordered to it. 
But analyzing the attraction of wealth, it is clear that it 
is sought to get things that are useful for sustaining and 
beautifying man’s life. Hence wealth is ordered to man’s 
life, and not the other way around. In his answer to the 
question, St. Thomas distinguishes between two kinds of 
wealth: natural and artificial, which we call money. Here 
there is a double ordering. Money is ordered to procur-
ing exterior goods (natural wealth), and these things are 
ordered to sustaining and adorning human life. But what 
we are looking for is the final end to which human life 
is ordered, and not something ordered to human life. St. 
Thomas writes:

It is impossible for man’s happiness to consist in wealth. 
For wealth is twofold, as the Philosopher says (Politics 1.3): 
natural and artificial. Natural wealth is that which serves man 
as a remedy for his natural wants: such as food, drink, cloth-
ing, vehicles, dwellings, and the like, while artificial wealth 

3  John Henry Cardinal Newman, “Saintliness the Standard of 
Christian Principle,” in Discourses to Mixed Congregations (London: 
Longmans, Green and Co., 1906) 5:89-90; quoted in CCC 1723.
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is that which is not a direct help to nature, as money, but is 
invented by the art of man for the convenience of exchange 
and as a measure of things that can be sold.

Now it is evident that man’s happiness cannot consist in 
natural wealth. For wealth of this kind is sought for the sake 
of something else, which is to serve as a support of human 
nature. Consequently it cannot be man’s last end; rather it is 
ordered to man as to its end. Therefore in the order of nature, 
all such things are below man and made for him, according 
to Ps. 8:8: ‘Thou hast subjected all things under his feet.’

As to artificial wealth, it is not sought except for the 
sake of natural wealth; since man would not seek it except 
because, by its means, he procures for himself the necessities 
of life. Consequently still less does it fit the notion of the last 
end. Therefore it is impossible for happiness, which is the 
last end of man, to consist in wealth.4

St. Thomas poses a couple of interesting objections in 
favor of money as man’s last end. One objection points 
out that the last end “must consist in that which has the 
greatest hold on man’s affections. Now this is wealth: for 
it is written (Qoh 10:19): ‘All things obey money.’”5 He 
answers that the question of the object of happiness is not 
something that can be decided by the affection of the ma-
jority of men, but rather by that of the wise and saintly. It 
is similar to winetasting, where we do not trust the opinion 
of the majority, but seek the verdict of the trained palette 
of the wine taster:

All material things obey money, so far as the multitude of 
fools is concerned, who know no other than material goods, 
which can be obtained for money. But we should take our 
estimation of human goods not from the foolish but from the 
wise: just as it is for a person, whose sense of taste is in good 
order, to judge whether a thing is palatable.6

A second interesting objection comes from the fact that 
money is often sought in such quantities that it seems to 
approach infinity, and it seems that man’s final end should 
have a certain infinity. He answers:

The desire for natural riches is not infinite: because they 
suffice for nature in a certain measure. But the desire for 
artificial wealth is infinite, for it is the servant of disordered 
concupiscence, which is not curbed, as the Philosopher 
makes clear (Politics 1.3). Yet this desire for wealth is infinite 
otherwise than the desire for the sovereign good. For the 
more perfectly the sovereign good is possessed, the more 
it is loved, and other things despised: because the more we 
possess it, the more we know it. Hence it is written (Sirach 
24:21): “Those who eat me will hunger for more.” Whereas 
in the desire for wealth and for whatsoever temporal goods, 
the contrary is the case: for when we already possess them, 
we despise them, and seek others: which is the sense of Our 
Lord’s words (John 4:13): “Everyone who drinks of this 
water,” by which temporal goods are signified, “will thirst 
again.” The reason of this is that we realize more their in-

4  ST I-II, q. 2, a. 1.
5  ST I-II, q. 2, a. 1, obj. 1.
6  ST I-II, q. 2, a. 1, ad 1.

sufficiency when we possess them: and this very fact shows 
that they are imperfect, and that the sovereign good does 
not consist therein.7

When people put their final end in riches or the things 
that riches buy, it makes sense that they would seek to 
multiply those riches to infinity. For if they are sought as 
a final end, one is never content with what one has, but 
immediately seeks to make up for the insufficiency of 
very finite and perishable things by a vain effort at endless 
multiplication. This very attempt at infinite multiplication 
is a sign that these goods never progressively satisfy as the 
approach to a final end should. The result is an intensifica-
tion of unfulfilled desire and serial disappointment rather 
than a satisfaction of desire. 

The vanity of seeking one’s happiness or final end in 
wealth or other goods other than God alone is one of the 
principal themes of the book of Qohelet. Qoh 1:8 states: 
“All things are full of weariness; a man cannot utter it; 
the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with 
hearing.”8 No matter how much wealth or beauty one 
amasses to fulfill the thirst of the eye or eye, they are 
never satisfied. The heart not only remains restless, but 
grows more and more restless. As we saw in the previous 
talk, the very attempt to multiply such goods to infinity is 
a marvelous testimony to the spiritual nature of the soul 
that cannot be satisfied with finite things, no matter how 
beautiful or how they are multiplied. Qohelet 2:4–12 gives 
the example of King Solomon in all his glory, saying:

I made great works; I built houses and planted vineyards 
for myself; I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in 
them all kinds of fruit trees. I made myself pools from which 
to water the forest of growing trees. I bought male and female 
slaves, and had slaves who were born in my house; I had also 
great possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who 
had been before me in Jerusalem. I also gathered for myself 
silver and gold and the treasure of kings and provinces; I got 
singers, both men and women, and many concubines, man’s 
delight. So I became great and surpassed all who were before 
me in Jerusalem; also my wisdom remained with me. And 
whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them; . . . Then 
I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had 
spent in doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a striving 
after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun. 

Does Beatitude Consist in Honor?
Many men pursue honor or fame as the principal goal 

of their lives. This can be done in politics, in any career, 
in sports and entertainment, etc. Even those who do not 
excel in anything still often seek honor as an end, as can 
be seen in the importance they place on being well thought 
of by others, and their fear of losing popularity or respect. 
Cardinal Newman puts it well: “Wealth is one idol of the 

7  ST I-II, q. 2, a. 1, ad 3.
8  See also Qoh 5:10: “He who loves money will not be satisfied 

with money; nor he who loves wealth, with gain: this also is vanity.”
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day and notoriety is a second. . . . Notoriety, or the mak-
ing of a noise in the world—it may be called ‘newspaper 
fame’—has come to be considered a great good in itself, 
and a ground of veneration.”9

However, it is impossible that happiness consist in be-
ing respected, for the esteem of others is not in the person 
esteemed, but is a temporary opinion in the minds of other 
people. Happiness, however, cannot be outside of us, but 
must be in us through an intimate union with the true 
good.10 And the true good cannot be the pleasing opinions 
of other people, because these opinions are notoriously 
fickle, very temporary, and may be greatly mistaken. Qo-
helet 2:16 says: “For of the wise man as of the fool there 
is no enduring remembrance, seeing that in the days to 
come all will have been long forgotten.”

Even when not mistaken or temporary, honor is but 
the consequence of some goodness in us, rather than that 
goodness itself. Honor or glory follows beatitude, as in the 
glory of the saints in heaven, but is not beatitude itself. 
The saints are rightly glorious because they have attained 
the true end of human life and reached perfection. Their 
glory is a consequence of their having lived a godly and 
thus glorious life. St. Thomas writes:

It is impossible for happiness to consist in honor. For 
honor is given to a man on account of some excellence in 
him; and consequently it is a sign and testimony of the excel-
lence that is in the person honored. Now a man’s excellence 
is in proportion, especially, to his happiness, which is man’s 
perfect good; and to its parts, i.e., those goods by which he 
has a certain share of happiness. And therefore honor can 
result from happiness, but happiness cannot principally 
consist therein.11

Does Beatitude Consist in Power?
Other men seek human happiness in the possession of 

worldly power. Power in its most radical form consists 
in control of the state. In lesser forms, it may consist in 
power in the workplace or in a business, in the family, in 
local politics, etc.

However, it is impossible for happiness to consist in 
power, for power is a means to an end, as is money, and 
we are seeking the final end of human life. Power enables 
one to do things, and thus it is ordered to something other 
than itself. Furthermore, it is obvious that power can be 
very badly used and produce great misery. Indeed, the 
more power possessed by evil men, the worse they become 
through the multiplication of crimes, as witnessed by 
tyrants. Hence power cannot be the final end. St. Thomas 
explains:

I answer that it is impossible for happiness to consist in 

9  John Henry Cardinal Newman, “Saintliness the Standard of 
Christian Principle,” 5:89-90.

10  See St. Thomas, ST I-II, q. 2, a. 2, sed contra.
11  St. Thomas, ST I-II, q. 2, a. 2.

power; and this for two reasons. First because power has the 
nature of a principle, as is stated in Metaphysics bk. 5 [ch. 
12], whereas happiness has the nature of last end. Secondly, 
because power has relation to good and evil, whereas hap-
piness is man’s proper and perfect good. Therefore some 
happiness might consist in the good use of power, which is 
by virtue, rather than in power itself.

These last four goods – wealth, honor, glory, and power 
– can be classified as external goods. St. Thomas goes on to 
summarize why none of these can constitute our happiness:

Now four general reasons may be given to prove that 
happiness consists in none of the foregoing external goods 
[wealth, honor, glory, or power]. First, because, since happi-
ness is man’s supreme good, it is incompatible with any evil. 
Now all the foregoing can be found both in good and in evil 
men. Secondly, because, since it is the nature of happiness 
to “satisfy of itself,” as stated in the Nichomachean Ethics, 
bk. 1 [ch. 7], having gained happiness, man cannot lack any 
necessary good. But after acquiring any one of these, man 
may still lack many goods that are necessary to him; for 
instance, wisdom, bodily health, and the like. Thirdly, be-
cause, since happiness is the perfect good, no evil can come 
to anyone from it. This cannot be said of these goods: for it 
is written [Ecclesiastes 5:13] that sometimes “riches were 
kept by their owner to his hurt”; and the same may be said 
of the other three. Fourthly, because man is ordered to happi-
ness through principles that are in him; since he is ordained 
thereto naturally. Now the four goods mentioned above are 
due rather to external causes, and in most cases to fortune; 
for which reason they are called goods of fortune. Therefore 
it is evident that happiness in no way consists in them.12

Does Beatitude Consist in Pleasure?
The pagan philosopher Epicurus held that pleasure was 

the goal of life, and Epicurean ethics is based on this prin-
ciple. Many other ethical systems, such as those of Hume 
and John Stuart Mill, share the Epicurean understanding 
of happiness as maximized pleasure and minimized pain. 
Mill, for example, bases his utilitarian theory of ethics 
on an Epicurean understanding of happiness. He writes:

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, 
Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions 
are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, 
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By 
happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by 
unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure. . . . Pleasure, 
and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends; 
and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the 
utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for the 
pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion 
of pleasure and the prevention of pain.13

Epicurus and most of those who follow his view on hap-
piness distinguish between different kinds of pleasures, 

12  ST I-II, q. 2, a. 4.
13  John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, 2nd edition, ed. George Sher 

(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2001), 10.
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and hold that happiness consists in maximizing the higher 
pleasures. John Stuart Mill writes: 

It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to rec-
ognize the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable 
and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that while, 
in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well 
as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed 
to depend on quantity alone.14

How can we respond to Epicurus and his followers? First 
of all, we must distinguish between two kinds of pleasure. 
There are sensible pleasures, which satisfy bodily needs; 
and there are rational or spiritual pleasures, which are 
higher than bodily pleasures, and therefore more aptly 
referred to as delight or joy.

It is obvious that complete happiness cannot consist in 
bodily pleasures for many reasons. Such pleasures are not 
proper to man, but common to all the animals. Human 
beatitude cannot be a bestial thing, but must consist in 
something properly human. Boethius, in his classic work, 
The Consolation of Philosophy, writes:

Any one that chooses to look back on his past excesses, 
will perceive that pleasures had a sad ending: and if they can 
render a man happy, there is no reason why we should not 
say that the very beasts are happy too.

Secondly, sensible pleasures are intrinsically limited in 
time, providing only a momentary satiation of a desire. 
No lasting fulfillment can come about in this way, and all 
men yearn for an eternal fulfillment. Sensible pleasures are 
also limited not only in time but also by their very nature, 
for they result from the attainment of some very limited 
good, whereas man yearns for an unlimited, infinite good.  

As with riches, when people put their final end in sen-
sible pleasures, we observe that they instinctively seek to 
multiply those pleasures to infinity, demonstrating thereby 
that the previous pleasures were utterly insufficient. This 
happens most notoriously in addictions, whether of al-
cohol, drugs, or pornography, but is common to all who 
suffer from the vices of intemperance.

Fourth, we recognize that not all pleasures are good for 
us, and that some pleasures lead us away from happiness. 
Indeed, some pleasures can even be abominable, as in a 
person who takes pleasure in sadism. Therefore, pleasure, 
as such, cannot be the final end and complete good, for all 
recognize that not all pleasures are good.

In the dialogue, Gorgias, Plato made some of these 
arguments against hedonistic ethics, which identifies hap-
piness with the maximization of pleasure. Plato puts the 
hedonistic position in the mouth of Callicles, who says:

The man who’ll live correctly ought to allow his own 
appetites to get as large as possible and not restrain them. 
And when they are as large as possible, he ought to be com-
petent to devote himself to them by virtue of his bravery and 

14  Ibid., 12.

intelligence, and to fill them with whatever he may have an 
appetite for at the time.15

Socrates refutes this notion of Callicles by making a 
brilliant analogy of the hedonist with a man who is seeking 
to fill jars full of holes:

Socrates: [493d] Consider whether what you’re saying 
about each life, the life of the self-controlled man and that 
of the undisciplined one, is like this: Suppose there are two 
men, each of whom has many jars. [493e] The jars belonging 
to one of them are sound and full, one with wine, another 
with honey, a third with milk, and many others with lots of 
other things. And suppose that the sources of each of these 
things are scarce and difficult to come by, procurable only 
with much toil and trouble. Now the one man, having filled 
up his jars, doesn’t pour anything more into them and gives 
them no further thought. He can relax over them. As for the 
other one, he too has resources that can be procured, though 
with difficulty, but his containers are leaky and rotten. [494a] 
He’s forced to keep on filling them, day and night, or else 
he suffers extreme pain. Now since each life is the way I 
describe it, are you saying that the life of the undisciplined 
man is happier than that of the orderly man?

Callicles: The man who has filled himself up has no 
pleasure any more, and when he’s been filled up and experi-
ences neither joy nor pain, that’s living like a stone, as I was 
saying just now. [494b] Living pleasantly consists in this: 
having as much as possible flow in.

Socrates: Isn’t it necessary, then, that if there’s a lot 
flowing in, there should also be a lot going out and that there 
should be big holes for what’s passed out?

Callicles: Certainly.
Socrates: Now you’re talking about the life of a stone-

curlew16 instead of that of a corpse or a stone. . . . [494c] Tell 
me now first whether a man who has an itch and scratches it 
and can scratch to his heart’s content, scratch his whole life 
long, can also live happily.17

Plato’s analogy here is similar to the analogy with which 
the Lord reproached Israel in Jeremiah 2:11–13:

But my people have changed their glory
for that which does not profit. 12 Be appalled, O 

heavens, at this,
be shocked, be utterly desolate, says the Lord, 13 

for my people have committed two evils:
they have forsaken me,

the fountain of living waters,
and hewed out cisterns for themselves,

broken cisterns,
that can hold no water.

15  Plato, Gorgias, 491d–492a, trans. Donald J. Zeyl; in Plato, 
Complete Works, edited by John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson 
(Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Publishing Co., 1997), 791–869.

16  Dodds: “A bird of messy habits and uncertain identity.”
17  Plato, Gorgias, 493d–494c.
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Plato then makes the argument that everyone must agree 
that some pleasures are harmful and should not be chosen.18 
If this is so, then it is clear that pleasure alone cannot be 
the formal criterion for happiness. Instead we must distin-
guish good pleasures from evil ones. If this is the case, it 
is clear that happiness does not consist in pleasure, simply 
speaking, but, at the most, only in “good” pleasures, which 
must be further defined by another criterion. It will then 
be this other criterion (distinguishing good pleasures from 
bad ones) which determines man’s end. 

Furthermore, it is crucial to distinguish the way the 
senses and the intellect know the good. The internal senses 
know particular objects to be good through the pleasure 
associated with them. The sense appetites therefore can-
not help but be motivated by the seeking of pleasure and 
the avoidance of pain. This is because the senses do not 
perceive the good as such, but only the pleasurable good. 
However, the intellect grasps the good as such, and there-
fore the end of the rational appetite must be the good as 
such, and not merely the pleasurable good, or the pleasure 
that results from possession of the good.

Even on the spiritual level, pleasure or delight cannot 
be man’s last end. Spiritual Epicureanism is certainly bet-
ter than a purely sensual Epicureanism, but it still turns 
the right order of things upside down. Every pleasure is 
naturally a consequence of attaining some natural good, 
for God has associated pleasures with goods. God directs 
irrational animals to their ends by making those ends plea-
surable, and thus attractive to them and naturally desired. 
The same thing happens in human life on the sensible level. 
We are attracted to the sensible goods necessary for human 
life by the pleasures that God has tied to the attainment of 
such goods, as in eating, sexual intercourse, recreation, and 
the like. The same is true in the higher rational pleasures, 
such as we find in family life, social communion, friend-
ship, learning, contemplation, the exercise of virtue, etc.

Since the pleasure is for the sake of attracting us to the 
good, it is clear that perfect happiness must consist essen-
tially in the possession of the good, rather than in the plea-
sure that follows from possessing the good. For example, 
no right-minded person should say that happiness consists 
just in the pleasure one gets from friendship, rather than 
in the friendship itself. That would be demeaning to one’s 
friend and instrumentalize friendship! Because friendship 
is a great good in itself, we enjoy it. This is an important 
point. Happiness is not a feeling. It is the possession of 
the perfect good, the attainment of one’s final end, which 
then naturally causes a feeling of pleasure that is a kind 
of resting in the final end. But the pleasure is not itself 
the happiness, any more than rest is the end of a journey. 
One rests in the end because one has arrived at the object 
of one’s desire.

18  See Plato, Gorgias, 498a–499e.

St. Thomas explains why happiness cannot be equated 
with pleasure in ST I-II, q. 2, a. 6:

I answer that because bodily delights are more generally 
known, “the name of pleasure has been appropriated to them” 
(Nichomachean Ethics 7.13), although other delights excel 
them: and yet happiness does not consist in them. Because 
in every thing, that which pertains to its essence is distinct 
from its proper accident: thus in man it is one thing that he 
is a mortal rational animal, and another that he is a risible 
animal. We must therefore consider that every delight is a 
proper accident resulting from happiness, or from some part 
of happiness; since the reason that a man is delighted is that 
he has some fitting good, either in reality, or in hope, or at 
least in memory. Now a fitting good, if indeed it be the perfect 
good, is precisely man’s happiness: and if it is imperfect, it is 
a share of happiness, either proximate, or remote, or at least 
apparent. Therefore it is evident that neither is delight, which 
results from the perfect good, the very essence of happiness, 
but something resulting therefrom as its proper accident. 

But bodily pleasure cannot result from the perfect good 
even in that way. For it results from a good apprehended by 
sense, which is a power of the soul, which power makes use 
of the body. Now good pertaining to the body, and appre-
hended by sense, cannot be man’s perfect good. For since 
the rational soul excels the capacity of corporeal matter, that 
part of the soul which is independent of a corporeal organ, 
has a certain infinity in regard to the body and those parts of 
the soul which are tied down to the body: just as immaterial 
things are in a way infinite as compared to material things, 
since a form is, after a fashion, contracted and bounded by 
matter, so that a form which is independent of matter is, in a 
way, infinite. Therefore sense, which is a power of the body, 
knows the singular, which is determinate through matter: 
whereas the intellect, which is a power independent of mat-
ter, knows the universal, which is abstracted from matter, 
and contains an infinite number of singulars. Consequently 
it is evident that good which is fitting to the body, and which 
causes bodily delight through being apprehended by sense, 
is not man’s perfect good, but is quite a trifle as compared 
with the good of the soul. Hence it is written (Wisdom 7:9) 
that “all gold in comparison of her, is as a little sand.” And 
therefore bodily pleasure is neither happiness itself, nor a 
proper accident of happiness.

Distinction between Pleasurable, Useful, and Noble 
or Virtuous Goods

The classical tradition makes an important distinction 
between three analogical types of goodness. Things or 
persons are said to be good because they are considered 
(a) pleasurable, (b) useful, and (c) noble or good in them-
selves (virtuous or honest good).19 This distinction is not so 

19  St. Thomas explains this division in ST I, q. 5, a. 6: “This division 
properly concerns human goodness. But if we consider the nature of 
goodness from a higher and more universal point of view, we shall find 
that this division properly concerns goodness as such. For everything 
is good so far as it is desirable, and is a term of the movement of the 
appetite; the term of whose movement can be seen from a consideration 
of the movement of a natural body. Now the movement of a natural 
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much a distinction between goods themselves, but between 
the principal motive for which they are sought.20 A useful 
good is one that is sought because it is conducive to attain 
pleasurable or noble goods. Pleasurable goods are sought 
for the pleasure or delight of resting in them. Noble goods, 
such as justice, charity, truth, true friendship, worship of 
God, and the like, are sought for their own sakes, and not 
merely for the pleasure they give, even if that is very great. 
The great problem with Epicurean and utilitarian ethics is 
that they lack this distinction between the pleasurable and 
the noble good. Instead of three kinds of goods, they only 
recognize two: the useful and the pleasurable, neither of 
which can be man’s final end or the object of beatitude.

Does Beatitude Consist in Virtue?
The Stoic philosophers of classical antiquity thought 

that human beatitude lay in the possession of moral and 
intellectual virtue. Intellectual virtues are the various sci-
ences and arts, and moral virtue includes the four cardinal 
virtues. A related opinion would see man’s happiness as 
lying in a combination of human virtue and friendship (for 
true friendship must be built on virtue).21 This view is far 
nobler than the others we have considered, for both virtue 
and friendship are honest goods sought for their own sake.

But is human virtue or friendship the supreme good and 
final end? Something can be sought for its own sake and 
still not be the final end because it does not completely 
satisfy all our natural desires. This is the case both of hu-
man virtue and human friendship, and even of marriage, 
which should be a maximum form of friendship involving 
a complete gift of self.

Virtue is something finite and imperfect, and the human 
will naturally seeks the complete (infinite) and perfect 
good. Furthermore, the heart seeks communion and in-
terpersonal love: to be perfectly loved and to love. Virtue 
and human friendship alone cannot satisfy this highest 
aspiration of the heart. The object of beatitude cannot be 
a perfection of our own self or another limited person, but 

body is terminated by the end absolutely; and relatively by the means 
through which it comes to the end, where the movement ceases; so 
a thing is called a term of movement, so far as it terminates any part 
of that movement. Now the ultimate term of movement can be taken 
in two ways: either as the thing itself towards which it tends, e.g. a 
place or form; or a state of rest in that thing. Thus, in the movement 
of the appetite, (1) the thing desired that terminates the movement of 
the appetite in a certain respect, as a means by which it tends towards 
something else, is called the useful; (2) but that sought after as the last 
thing absolutely terminating the movement of the appetite, as a thing 
towards which for its own sake the appetite tends, is called the virtuous 
good; for the virtuous good is that which is desired for its own sake; 
(3) but that which terminates the movement of the appetite in the form 
of rest in the thing desired, is called the pleasant.”

20  Aristotle draws this distinction also with regard to kinds of friend-
ship. See Nichomachean Ethics, books 8–9.

21  See the very insightful discussion of friendship in books 8–9 of 
Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics.

must be an infinite Person who loves us without limit and 
enables to love Him back.

Virtue can be considered man’s end in a certain respect: 
insofar as it is a personal quality that disposes man to 
achieving union with his extrinsic and objective end, 
which is the infinite Good. This is particularly true of 
charity, which most directly disposes man for beatitude. St. 
Thomas writes: “Where charity is greater there is greater 
desire; and desire somehow makes the one desiring more 
apt and ready to receive what is desired. Hence the more 
anyone will have of charity, the more perfectly will he see 
God and the more blessed will he be.”22

Charity lives for the Beloved, and thus it is obvious that 
charity itself cannot be the object of beatitude. For char-
ity is in oneself and the whole life of charity is to forget 
oneself and to move and give oneself to an infinite Lover, 
who will be the object of beatitude.

22  St. Thomas, ST I, q. 12, a. 6.


