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The Moral Disadvantage of  Unbelief:
Natural Religion and 

Natural Sanctity in Aquinas

Francisco J. Romero Carrasquillo

Introduction

Thomists debate whether according to Aquinas our knowledge of  the natural 

1 is 

natural law.2

3

-

-

the IIa-IIae, and shall present it in two stages, corresponding to the two 

1  For a sampling of  recent positions on the issue, all of  which center on the 

Aquinas’s Theory of  Natural Law: An Analytic Reconstruction
Natural Law and Practical Reason 

 God and the Natural 
Law: A Rereading of  Thomas Aquinas

Perfecting Human Actions: St. Thomas Aquinas on Human Participation in Eter-
nal Law

2  Aquinas, Summa theologiae (henceforth, ST
3  
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-

that for Aquinas without the practice of  religion (and thus without belief  

-

presented in the Ia and Ia-IIae. Thus, the question I am addressing is not 

1. Religion as a Natural Virtue

-

Summa 
Fratris Alexandri
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4 as being somehow a theological 
5 When 

the steps of  his immediate predecessor, Albert the Great,6 who in turn fol-
lowed Cicero in classifying it,7

 Aquinas thus establishes what will 

De rhe-
torica inventione

8

4 Psychologie et Morale aux XIIe et XIIIe siècles -

5  The Moral Goodness 
of  Worship: Thomas Aquinas on the Virtue of  Religion

The Finality of  Re-
ligion in Aquinas’s Theory of  Human Acts -

AAI3366046.
6  Cf. Albertus Magnus, Super III Sententiarum d. 9, q. 3, sol., in Opera omnia, ed. 

-

this work” (De Ponton, The Moral Goodness of  Worship, 38). 
7  Cf. De inventione rhetorica 2.53.161, in Opera omnia quae exstant critico apparatu 

instructa

8  Aquinas, ST II-II, q. 81, art. 1, s.c., in S. Thomae Aquinatis opera omnia, ed. 
Summa theologiae, IIª-IIae q. 57–122 cum commentariis Caietani 

caeremoniamque affert.” All translations are my own.
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being a species of  justice by reason of  its inability to return fully what is due 
to Him.9

-
logical and human depending on their object—that is, on that which they are 

Himself. With regard to religion, Aquinas says that God is not its object, but 

Religion is what offers to God due cultus.10 Therefore, two things 
are considered in religion. One is what religion offers, that is, cultus
and this is related to religion as matter and object. The other is 
that to which it is offered, that is, to God. To God cultus is shown not 
as if  the acts whereby God is worshipped (colitur) attain God him-

But rather due cultus is offered to God insofar as certain acts, 
whereby God is worshipped (colitur -

such things. Hence, it is manifest that God is not related to the 
-

11

9  Cf. ST II-II, q. 80, sol.
10  Most translators render cultus

-
ST

-

this term untranslated as much as possible. Otherwise, I shall translate cultus and its 

DeFerrari, A Lexicon of  St. Thomas Aquinas 
America Press, 1948), 258.

11  ST
cultum affert. Duo igitur in religione considerantur. Unum quidem quod religio Deo 
affert, cultus scilicet, et hoc se habet per modum materiae et obiecti ad religionem. 

-
tus quibus Deus colitur ipsum Deum attingant, sicut cum credimus Deo, creden-



97FRANCISCO J. ROMERO CARRASQUILLO

-
gion has God as its end

acts are prescribed by the natural law,12

13 -
tice.

end means that the 
praeferenda

-
dered to that end; so that the nearer it is to the end the better it is. 

14 are about matters that are 
ordered to God as their end. Now, religion approaches nearer to 

and immediately ordered to the honor of  God. Hence, religion is 
higher (praeeminet 15

-
-

-

do Deum attingimus…affertur autem Deo debitus cultus inquantum actus quidam, 

12  Cf. ST I-II, q. 94, art. 3.
13  Cf. ST II-II, q. 85, art. 2.
14  ST II-II, q. 81, art. 5.
15  ST 

autem morales, ut supra habitum est, sunt circa ea quae ordinantur in Deum sicut 

morales, inquantum operatur ea quae directe et immediate ordinantur in honorem 
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-

2. Natural Sanctity

To understand this doctrine, it would be helpful to recall the distinction Aqui-
nas makes in his Prima Secundae 
acts of  the will so as to apply it analogically to our present issue. On the one 

command the acts that are proper to other powers, ordering them to the end; 

act commanded by the will. Now, this distinction between elicited and com-
manded acts of  the will has an analogical correlation in the treatise on the 
virtues

the power or virtue the power or virtue 
that effects those things that are ordered to that end.”16 This distinction is 

Summa theologiae in his discussion of  

of  satisfaction insofar as pity for the defect of  a subject is ordered 
to the satisfaction of  sin; and insofar as it is directed to placate 

by latria.17

16  ST 

17  ST

hoc modo dare eleemosynam ponitur inter opera satisfactoria, inquantum miseratio 
in defectum patientis ordinatur ad satisfaciendum pro culpa. Secundum autem quod 
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ordering them or commanding them to its own proper end 
 nat-

that -

when a son joins the armed forces in order to honor his father. In this case, 
the act of  obtaining an arduous good is the natural end of  fortitude, but it is 

 Aquinas brings this teaching to the fore in his discussion on religion. 

It seems that religion does not order man to God alone. For it is 

-
ulation, and to keep oneself  immaculate from this world.” Now 

pertains to an ordering of  a man to himself. Therefore, religion is 
not said only as in an ordering to God.18

His reply is the central passage distinguishing between the elicited and com-

which it elicits, through which man is ordered to God alone, such 

-

-
phans and widows in their tribulation,” which is an act elicited by 

18  ST 
solum ad Deum. Dicitur enim Iac. I, religio munda et immaculata apud Deum et patrem haec 
est, visitare pupillos et viduas in tribulatione eorum, et immaculatum se custodire ab hoc saeculo. 

dicit immaculatum se custodire ab hoc saeculo, pertinet ad ordinem quo ordinatur 
homo in seipso. Ergo religio non solum dicitur in ordine ad Deum.”
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act commanded by religion, but elicited by temperance or some 
19

They are the acts that are proper

acts, such as chastity and martyrdom, which, though directly elicited by other 

of  religion in such a way that religion orders them to a higher, religious end. 

-
dering something to the honor of  God as to its end; otherwise, the act would 

 What is most noteworthy in this account for our purposes is the re-

-
20 This order to 

21

-
one his due has the aspect of  good, since by rendering someone 
his due, one is also placed in a suitable relation to him as though 

19  ST -
-

20  Cf. ST II-II, q. 81, art. 1.
21  ST II-II, q. 58, art. 3; ST 
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of  good, just as mode and species, according to Augustine, in his 
book, De natura boni [3]. Since then it belongs to religion to pay 

22

 

23

sanctitas -

Thus, that through which the mind of  man applies itself  and its 

religion according to its essence, but only conceptually (ratione); 

cultus, such as 

-
cultus.24

22  ST virtus est quae bonum facit 
habentem et opus eius bonum reddit. Et ideo necesse est dicere omnem actum bonum 

-
tionem boni, quia per hoc quod aliquis alteri debitum reddit, etiam constituitur in 

autem ad rationem boni ertinent, sicut et modus et species, ut per Augustinum patet, 
in libro de natura boni. Cum igitur ad religionem pertineat reddere honorem debitum 

23  -

own object and its own goodness, namely, the honor of  God, which is not shared 
ST 

-
sus honor debetur, alius quidem patri, alius regi, et sic de aliis. Unde manifestum est 

24  ST 
seipsam et suos actus applicat Deo. Unde non differt a religione secundum essen-
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according to this, it is in a way the same as religion. It has a certain 

to the common good.25 

sanctity. An entire life, in fact, if  ordered to God as to an end, can be trans-
26

of  temperance and fortitude, by ordering them to a religious end, thus trans-

-

oblationibus et aliis huiusmodi, sanctitas autem dicitur secundum quod homo non 

25  ST -
dum essentiam, et secundum hoc est quodammodo eadem religioni. Habet autem 

-

dicendum quod temperantia munditiam quidem operatur, non tamen ita quod habeat 

non quia virginitas est, sed quia Deo dicata est, honoratur.”
26  

the teachings of  many modern Catholic spiritual writers, notably, St. Ignatius of  
-

er, and Fr. Joseph Kentenich, all of  whom placed emphasis in some way or another 

religious end.
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religion. In the same way that religion can command the acts elicited by lower 

command they cause the act of  religion, which performs certain 

colitur) by faith, hope and charity.”27 

28 Without charity, therefore, the entire su-

a corpse begins to decay because it has lost its substantial form.29 Similarly, 

27  ST 

circa Deum sicut circa proprium obiectum. Et ideo suo imperio causant actum re-
ligionis, quae operatur quaedam in ordine ad Deum. Et ideo Augustinus dicit quod 

.”
28  Cf. ST -

-

det ei et formam. Manifestum est autem secundum praedicta quod per caritatem 

29  Cf. ST 

-

particulare. Ultimum quidem et principale bonum hominis est Dei fruitio, secundum 
illud Psalm., mihi adhaerere Deo bonum est, et ad hoc ordinatur homo per caritatem. 

-
-
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-

into disorder.

Conclusion

 We can now easily see how according to Aquinas, lack of  belief  in 

-

disorder. Therefore, in Aquinas, there is a profound sense in which morality 
must be grounded in God.

—Universidad Panamericana, Guadalajara, Mexico


