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St. Thomas’ Spirituality: Eleventh Talk: Prayer: Foretaste of Heaven 
 Thomas considers what heaven will be like. Fortunately, we have some delightful experiences in this 
live which are foretastes of heaven. In the Summa Theologiae, Treatise on the Passions, Q 28, art 3, Thomas 
gives the reasons why love produces a highly delightful activity. We may not have had such an activity  in a 
while, so we may have to search for one. What was it like to finally learn to ride a bike? It took a while; we had 
to devote ourselves to it; there were some painful falls; our skills developed. Then finally, we made it all the 
way around the block by ourselves. We had succeeded. What was that successful experience like?
 Starting with an existing activity, and becoming one with this activity of success, we realize that we 
were overjoyed. We could hardly  contain ourselves. Analyze this experience. The success was integration of our 
various scattered acts into the complete activity of riding the bicycle all the way. We could not do with confi-
dence what we had struggled to achieve before. We had become one with the bicycling. This oneness had a 
knowledge part and a love part. There were sensory parts and emotional parts, since we drove to learn how to 
drive that bike. Achieving all this integration, or synthesis, was delightful. We became one with our success just 
as we had become one with what we knew about riding and what we loved about cycling. This unification made 
us very happy, perhaps deliriously happy.
 Look more closely at this happiness. Clearly, it is a form of unity  with something good, so we love it. In 
some way this love relates to Love Himself. As Dionysius notes in De Divinis Nominibus, iv, Òevery  love is our 
participating in something like the Divine Love, every love causes this great happiness.Ó Further analysis shows 
that you somehow observe yourself finally riding that bike correctly. ItÕs as if you were outside yourself, seeing 
yourself ride that bike. This standing outside yourself is a familiar experience. The Greeks noticed it thousands 
of years ago, and named it out-standing, or exstacis. In English, we mispronounce this as ecstasy. It is an inte-
gration that unites our vision from outside with our internal experience. ThatÕs a great spiritual achievement.

So Thomas investigates this accomplishment to clarify how and why  it happens, and why  itÕs so impor-
tant for us. He reiterates that to experience ecstasy means to be placed outside ourselves. This outside view ap-
plies to our knowing that we are observing ourselves. It is also our ahieving something outside ourselves. So it 
is a cognitive apprehension, and a drive to achieve something beyond us. In each case, the result is unification; 
first by knowledge and then by love. We get outside our previous knowledge and love on to something more 
true and more good. Unfortunately, there are false ecstasies as well, such as intoxication or madness. But these 
do not advance us. Instead, they debase us. So we concentrate upon positive ecstasies, or the ones that advance 
us up the ladder of love toward God.
 Remember that learning to ride a bike is an advancement from fragmentation toward unity. We may 
have been able to pedal the bike first, but required support and balance from another person, usually dad. Then 
we got enough coordination to make the bike go, but could not yet guide it properly. After a few crash landings, 
we got all these three fragments together, and could do the entire job. With different steps, all achievements fol-
low this same pattern. Gradually, we integrate a set of separate steps. Then we have synthesized the entire activ-
ity  in knowledge and love. Riding a bike is wonderful at the time, but soon fades into the background. This ad-
justment shows us that we have higher goals to achieve. We are built for much better ecstasies. 
 As Thomas points out, the ultimate goal is to unite with God. We advance toward Him by  integrating 
through prayer. Thus we take the required steps to increase our knowledge and love toward infinite Truth and 
Goodness. Along this way, we achieve much more than bike-riding. So we are likely  to have ecstasies along the 
way. Some people have so many ecstasies that they  donÕt want to do anything except pray. Even though we can 
agree with the temptation to glory in ecstasies, we see that each earthly  ecstasy dies. Each enjoyment of each 
achievement ends. The greater ecstasy is union with God. ThatÕs the one that never ends.
 AristotleÕs Ethics shows that manÕs destiny is never-ending ecstasy with God. Man contemplates succes-
sively  truer/better truths/goods, but they let him down. Why? Because they are incomplete. They are marvelous 
acts, but not the Pure Act, or God. Aristotle is sure that these let-downs show us that we wonÕt be complete until 
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we act upon the Pure Act purely, or completely. This is the ultimate activity, the final contemplation. Since Pure 
Act is infinite, we will never finish contemplating it. Infinite Truth will keep us busy understanding for all eter-
nity. Infinite Goodness will occupy us eternally willing its value. Thomas develops this view by adding what 
Jesus tells us about it. We will consider that fuller account in just a while.
 For now, we want to remain with ThomasÕ commentary  on Aristotle. How do we know that we have ar-
rived at God? The ecstasy does not end. Aristotle saw that the spiritual union with Pure Act is so complete that 
nothing remains for the man to do. The greatest has absorbed the man into it, keeping the man busy for all eter-
nity  in perfect ecstasy. This is another reason why we love ecstasies. They are previews of the main event, or 
our perfect happiness with God forever. As a simple practical way to know that we have arrived at God: we 
canÕt be distracted from Him. There is no greater truth to consider, no greater good to drive for, and no greater 
beauty to admire. We have come home, at last.
 This is the most important thing that man can do, so Thomas considers it carefully. In the Summa Theo-
logiae, On the Final Goal of Man, Q 92: Do the Blessed have a Vision of the Divine?, article 1 examines 
whether the human intellect can attain to the vision of God in His essence? First Thomas considers 16 serious 
objections, or arguments against man seeing God. These are excellent reasons why man canÕt unite with God in 
knowledge and love, to contemplate Him for all eternity. ThatÕs a load to consider, so I will summarize the first 
5 objections, ThomasÕ answer, and his refutation of the first 5 objections.
 Objections: 1: It would seem that the human intellect cannot attain to the vision of God in His essence. 
For it  is written (John 1:18): "No man hath seen God at any time", and other reasons of the same kind. 2: Dio-
nysius argues thus (De Divinis Nominibus i): "Knowledge is only of existing things." Now whatever exists is 
finite, since it is confined to a certain genus: and therefore God, since He is infinite, is above all existing things. 
Therefore there is no knowledge of Him, and He is above all knowledge. 3 Dionysius (De Theologia Mystica i) 
shows that the most perfect way in which our intellect can be united to God is when it is united to Him as to 
something unknown. Now that which is seen in its essence is not unknown. Therefore it is impossible for our 
intellect to see God in His essence. 4 Dionysius says (Ep. ad Caium Monachum) that "the darkness" - for thus 
he calls the abundance of light - "which screens God is impervious to all illuminations, and hidden from all 
knowledge: and if anyone in seeing God understood what he saw, he saw not God Himself, but one of those 
things that are His." Therefore no created intellect will be able to see God in His essence. 5 Dionysius (Ep. ad 
Hierothius) "God is invisible on account of His surpassing glory." 
 On the contrary, It is written (1 Corinthians 13:12): "We see now through a glass in a dark manner, but 
then face to face." Now that which is seen face to face is seen in its essence. Therefore God will be seen in His 
essence by the saints in heaven. Further, it is written (1 John 3:2): "When He shall appear we shall be like to 
Him, because we shall see Him as He is." Therefore we shall see Him in His essence. Further, a gloss on 1 Cor-
inthians 15:24, "When He shall have delivered up the kingdom to God and the Father," says: "Where," i.e. in 
heaven, "the essence of Father, Son, and Holy  Ghost shall be seen: this is given to the clean of heart alone and is 
the highest bliss." Therefore the blessed will see God in His essence. Further, it is written (John 14:21): "He that 
loves Me shall be loved of My  Father; and I will love him, and will manifest Myself to him." Now that which is 
manifested is seen in its essence. Therefore God will be seen in His essence by the saints in heaven.
 Further, Gregory commenting (Moralium xviii) on Exodus 33:20, "Man shall not see Me and live," dis-
approves of those who said that "in this abode of bliss God can be seen in His glory  but not in His nature; for 
His glory differs not from His nature." But His nature is His essence. Therefore He will be seen in His essence. 
Further, the desire of the saints cannot be altogether frustrated. Now the common desire of the saints is to see 
God in His essence, Exodus 33:13, "Show me Thy glory"; Psalm 80:19, "Show Thy face and we shall be 
saved"; and John 14:8, "Show us the Father and it is enough." Therefore the saints will see God in His essence.
 I answer that, Even as we hold by faith that the last end of man's life is to see God, so the philosophers 
maintained that man's ultimate happiness is to understand immaterial substances according to their being. Hence 
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in reference to this question we find that philosophers and theologians encounter the same difficulty and the 
same difference of opinion. For some philosophers held that our passive intellect can never come to understand 
separate substances; thus Alfarabius expresses himself at the end of his Ethics, although he says the contrary in 
his book On the Intelligence, as the Commentator attests (De Anima iii). In like manner certain theologians held 
that the human intellect can never attain to the vision of God in His essence. On either side they  were moved by 
the distance which separates our intellect from the Divine essence and from separate substances. For since the 
intellect in act is somewhat one with the intelligible object in act, it would seem difficult to understand how the 
created intellect is made to be an uncreated essence. Wherefore Chrysostom says (Hom. 14 in Joannis): "How 
can the creature see the uncreated?" Those who hold the passive intellect to be the subject of generation and 
corruption, as being a power dependent on the body, encounter a still greater difficulty not only  of the vision of 
God but also of the vision of any separate substances. But this opinion is altogether untenable. First, because it 
is in contradiction to the authority of canonical scripture, as Augustine declares (De Videndo Deo: Ep. 147). 
Secondly, because, since understanding is an operation most proper to man, it follows that his happiness must 
be held to consist in that operation when perfected in him. Now since the perfection of an intelligent being as 
such is the intelligible object, if in the most perfect operation of his intellect man does not attain to the vision of 
the Divine essence, but to something else, we shall be forced to conclude that something other than God is the 
object of man's happiness. Since the ultimate perfection of a thing consists in its being united to its principle, it 
follows that something other than God is the effective principle of man, which is absurd, according to us, and 
also according to the philosophers who maintain that our souls emanate from the separate substances, so that 
finally we may be able to understand these substances. Consequently, according to us, it must be asserted that 
our intellect will at length attain to the vision of the Divine essence, and according to the philosophers, that it 
will attain to the vision of separate substances.
 It remains, then, to examine how this may come about. For some, like Alfarabius and Avempace, held 
that from the very  fact that our intellect understands any intelligible objects whatever, it attains to the vision of a 
separate substance. To prove this they employ two arguments. The first is that just as the specific nature is not 
diversified in various individuals, except as united to various individuating principles, so the idea understood is 
not diversified in me and you, except in so far as it is united to various imaginary forms. So when the intellect 
separates the idea understood from the imaginary forms, there remains a quiddity  understood, which is one and 
the same in the various persons understanding it, and such is the quiddity  of a separate substance. Hence, when 
our intellect attains to the supreme abstraction of any intelligible quiddity, it thereby understands the quiddity of 
the separate substance that is similar to it. The second argument is that our intellect has a natural aptitude to ab-
stract the quiddity  from all intelligible objects having a quiddity. If, then, the quiddity which it abstracts from 
some particular individual be a quiddity without a quiddity, the intellect by understanding it understands the 
quiddity of the separate substance which has a like disposition, since separate substances are subsisting quiddi-
ties without quiddities; for the quiddity of a simple thing is the simple thing itself, as Avicenna says (De Meta-
physica iii). On the other hand if the quiddity abstracted from this particular sensible be a quiddity  that has a 
quiddity, it follows that the intellect has a natural aptitude to abstract this quiddity, and consequently  since we 
cannot go on indefinitely, we shall come to some quiddity without a quiddity, and this is what we understand by 
a separate quiddity (FP,Q88,A2).
 But this reasoning is seemingly inconclusive. First, because the quiddity  of the material substance, 
which the intellect abstracts, is not of the same nature as the quiddity of the separate substances, and conse-
quently from the fact that our intellect abstracts the quiddities of material substances and knows them, it does 
not follow that it knows the quiddity of a separate substance, especially  of the Divine essence, which more than 
any other is of a different nature from any created quiddity. Secondly, because granted that it  be of the same na-
ture, nevertheless the knowledge of a composite thing would not lead to the knowledge of a separate substance, 
except in the point of the most remote genus, namely substance: and such a knowledge is imperfect unless it 
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reach to the properties of a thing. For to know a man only as an animal is to know him only in a restricted sense 
and potentially: and much less is it  to know only the nature of substance in him. Hence to know God thus, or 
other separate substances, is not to see the essence of God or the quiddity of a separate substance, but to know 
Him in His effect and in a mirror as it  were. For this reason Avicenna in his De Metaphysica propounds another 
way of understanding separate substances, to wit that separate substances are understood by us by means of in-
tentions of their quiddities, such intentions being images of their substances, not indeed abstracted therefrom, 
since they  are immaterial, but impressed thereby on our souls. But this way also seems inadequate to the Divine 
vision which we seek. For it is agreed that "whatever is received into any thing is therein after the mode of the 
recipient": and consequently the likeness of the Divine essence impressed on our intellect will be according to 
the mode of our intellect: and the mode of our intellect falls short of a perfect reception of the Divine likeness. 
Now the lack of perfect likeness may occur in as many ways, as unlikeness may occur. For in one way there is a 
deficient likeness, when the form is participated according to the same specific nature, but not in the same 
measure of perfection: such is the defective likeness in a subject that has little whiteness in comparison with one 
that has much. In another way the likeness is yet more defective, when it does not attain to the same specific 
nature but only to the same generic nature: such is the likeness of an orange-colored or yellowish object in 
comparison with a white one. In another way, still more defective is the likeness when it does not attain to the 
same generic nature, but only  to a certain analogy or proportion: such is the likeness of whiteness to man, in that 
each is a being: and in this way every likeness received into a creature is defective in comparison with the Di-
vine essence. Now in order that the sight know whiteness, it is necessary for it to receive the likeness of white-
ness according to its specific nature, although not according to the same manner of being because the form has a 
manner of being in the sense other from that which it  has in the thing outside the soul: for if the form of yellow-
ness were received into the eye, the eye would not be said to see whiteness. In like manner in order that the in-
tellect understand a quiddity, it is necessary  for it  to receive its likeness according to the same specific nature, 
although there may possibly not be the same manner of being on either side: for the form which is in the intel-
lect or sense is not the principle of knowledge according to its manner of being on both sides, but according to 
its common ratio with the external object. Hence it is clear that by no likeness received in the created intellect 
can God be understood, so that His essence be seen immediately. And for this reason those who held the Divine 
essence to be seen in this way alone, said that the essence itself will not be seen, but a certain brightness, as it 
were a radiance thereof. Consequently neither does this way suffice for the Divine vision that we seek.
 Therefore we must take the other way, which also certain philosophers held, namely  Alexander and 
Averroes (De Anima iii). For since in every  knowledge some form is required whereby the object is known or 
seen, this form by which the intellect is perfected so as to see separate substances is neither a quiddity ab-
stracted by the intellect from composite things, as the first opinion maintained, nor an impression left on our 
intellect by the separate substance, as the second opinion affirmed; but the separate substance itself united to our 
intellect as its form, so as to be both that which is understood, and that whereby it is understood. And whatever 
may be the case with other separate substances, we must nevertheless allow this to be our way of seeing God in 
His essence, because by whatever other form our intellect were informed, it could not be led thereby  to the Di-
vine essence. This, however, must not be understood as though the Divine essence were in reality the form of 
our intellect, or as though from its conjunction with our intellect there resulted one being simply, as in natural 
things from the natural form and matter: but the meaning is that the proportion of the Divine essence to our in-
tellect is as the proportion of form to matter. For whenever two things, one of which is the perfection of the 
other, are received into the same recipient, the proportion of one to the other, namely of the more perfect to the 
less perfect, is as the proportion of form to matter: thus light and color are received into a transparent object, 
light being to color as form to matter. When therefore intellectual light is received into the soul, together with 
the indwelling Divine essence, though they are not received in the same way, the Divine essence will be to the 
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intellect as form to matter: and that this suffices for the intellect to be able to see the Divine essence by the Di-
vine essence itself may be shown as follows.
 As from the natural form (whereby a thing has being) and matter, there results one thing simply, so from 
the form whereby the intellect understands, and the intellect itself, there results one thing intelligibly. Now in 
natural things a self-subsistent thing cannot be the form of any matter, if that thing has matter as one of its parts, 
since it is impossible for matter to be the form of a thing. But if this self-subsistent thing be a mere form, noth-
ing hinders it from being the form of some matter and becoming that whereby the composite itself is (literally  - 
and becoming the whereby-it-is of the composite itself) as instanced in the soul. Now in the intellect we must 
take the intellect itself in potentiality as matter, and the intelligible species as form; so that the intellect actually 
understanding will be the composite as it were resulting from both. Hence if there be a self-subsistent thing, that 
has nothing in itself besides that which is intelligible, such a thing can by itself be the form whereby the intel-
lect understands. Now a thing is intelligible in respect of its actuality  and not of its potentiality  (De Metaphysica 
ix): in proof of which an intelligible form needs to be abstracted from matter and from all the properties of mat-
ter. Therefore, since the Divine essence is pure act, it will be possible for it to be the form whereby the intellect 
understands: and this will be the beatific vision. Hence the Master says (Sententiarum ii,1) that the union of the 
body with the soul is an illustration of the blissful union of the spirit with God.
 Reply  OBJ 1: The words quoted can be explained in three ways, according to Augustine (De Videndo 
Deo: Ep. 147). In one way as excluding corporeal vision, whereby no one ever saw or will see God in His es-
sence; secondly, as excluding intellectual vision of God in His essence from those who dwell in this mortal 
flesh; thirdly, as excluding the vision of comprehension from a created intellect. It is thus that Chrysostom un-
derstands the saying wherefore he adds: "By seeing, the evangelist means a most clear perception, and such a 
comprehension as the Father has of the Son." This also is the meaning of the evangelist, since he adds: "The 
Only-begotten Son Who is in the bosom of the Father, He hath declared Him": his intention being to prove the 
Son to be God from His comprehending God.
 Reply  OBJ 2: Just as God, by His infinite essence, surpasses all existing things which have a determi-
nate being, so His knowledge, whereby He knows, is above all knowledge. Wherefore as our knowledge is to 
our created essence, so is the Divine knowledge to His infinite essence. Now two things contribute to knowl-
edge, to wit, the knower and the thing known. Again, the vision whereby  we shall see God in His essence is the 
same whereby God sees Himself, as regards that whereby He is seen, because as He sees Himself in His essence 
so shall we also see Him. But as regards the knower there is the difference that is between the Divine intellect 
and ours. Now in the order of knowledge the object known follows the form by which we know, since by the 
form of a stone we see a stone: whereas the efficacy  of knowledge follows the power of the knower: thus he 
who has stronger sight sees more clearly. Consequently in that vision we shall see the same thing that God sees, 
namely His essence, but not so effectively.
 Reply  OBJ 3: Dionysius is speaking there of the knowledge whereby wayfarers know God by a created 
form, whereby our intellect is informed so as to see God. But as Augustine says (De Videndo Deo; Ep. 147), 
"God evades every form of our intellect," because whatever form our intellect conceive, that form is out of pro-
portion to the Divine essence. Hence He cannot be fathomed by our intellect: but our most perfect knowledge of 
Him as wayfarers is to know that He is above all that our intellect can conceive, and thus we are united to Him 
as to something unknown. In heaven, however, we shall see Him by a form which is His essence, and we shall 
be united to Him as to something known.
 Reply  OBJ 4: God is light (John 1:9). Now illumination is the impression of light on an illuminated ob-
ject. And since the Divine essence is of a different mode from any  likeness thereof impressed on the intellect, he 
(Dionysius) says that the "Divine darkness is impervious to all illumination," because, to wit, the Divine es-
sence, which he calls darkness on account of its surpassing brightness, remains undemonstrated by the impres-
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sion on our intellect, and consequently is hidden from all knowledge. Therefore if anyone in seeing God con-
ceives something in his mind, this is not God but one of God's effects.
 Reply  OBJ 5: Although the glory of God surpasses any form by which our intellect is informed now, it 
does not surpass the Divine essence, which will be the form of our intellect in heaven: and therefore although it 
is invisible now, it will be visible then.


