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Abstract

Jonathan Edwards’s understanding of the beatific vision, which draws on Neoplatonist metaphysics, marks
a modification of views that became dominant in the Western Church through the rise of Aristotelian
anthropology as articulated in the theology of Thomas Aquinas. Edwards’s account treats the resurrection
of the body as significant, even indispensable for the deifying vision of God. It is also an account that
regards Christ—the “grand medium” of the visio dei—as the consummate theophanic appearance of God.
And it is, finally, an account that takes seriously the infinite progress of the vision of God, beginning in
this life, continuing in the intermediate state, and on into the eternity of the resurrection.

The doctrine of the beatific vision, once a key element in Christian theology, has suf-
fered a serious decline in the modern period. One of the reasons, I suspect, is the
way this doctrine is sometimes understood. The idea that we achieve ultimate happi-
ness precisely when leaving behind the body doesn’t sit well with many theologians
today. Furthermore, the notion that in eternity we will be looking at the essence of
God as our greatest bliss also seems to raise problems: doesn’t this imply leaving
behind Jesus Christ as the ultimate revelation of God? Doesn’t the beatific vision
imply that consummate happiness is found apart from Christ? And, finally, an eter-
nal restful gazing at God may appear so static and bereft of movement or activity
that it seems hard to imagine that such a vision of God actually brings delight.2
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1 I am grateful to Michael Allen, Michael J. McClymond, Gerald R. McDermott, and Kyle C. Strobel, as
well as to my two anonymous peer reviewers, for their careful readings of a draft of this essay. I also
would like to acknowledge the generous hospitality of the Department of Theological Studies at Saint
Louis University, where I did the research for this essay as the Danforth Visiting Professor of Theological
Studies.

2 Hans Urs von Balthasar insists that he does not want to “bypass” the notion of the vision of God
(Explorations in Theology, vol. 4, Spirit and Institution, trans. Edward T. Oakes [San Francisco, CA: Ignatius,
1995], 441), but he does want to complement it with other metaphors and insists that participation in the
life of God is “much more than vision” (ibid., 442). He also cautions that the creativity of God’s life-
process “does not strangle the creatures’ own creativity, as if they were meant to be banished into a deed-
less vision” (ibid., 443). N. T. Wright downplays the beatific vision in Surprised by Hope: Rethinking
Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), as he highlights
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Careful scrutiny of these criticisms would make clear that in good part they are
the result of caricatures, misunderstandings, and contemporary cultural predisposi-
tions. Nonetheless, I think each of the three objections contains an element of truth,
and it is my argument that an incipient decoupling of nature and the supernatural in
the thirteenth century is the reason why some conceptions of the beatific vision are
indeed problematic. A theology of the beatific vision that overcomes the (perceived)
problems, therefore, will be one that acknowledges the participation of nature in the
supernatural—or, to put it differently, it will be one that recognizes the sacramental
presence of our supernatural end within the created realities around us. The
Christian tradition conveyed this participatory or sacramental view of reality through
a synthesis of the Christian faith with Platonist (and Neoplatonist) metaphysics, and
in my view it is only through a renewal of such a synthesis that we can in turn also
recover a participatory view of the doctrine of the beatific vision.3

In this essay, I will turn to the New England pastor, philosopher, and theologian,
Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) in order to propose a retrieval of elements of tradi-
tional Christian Platonist views of the beatific vision that are sacramental in charac-
ter. Edwards’s understanding of the beatific vision marks a notable modification of
views that became dominant in the Western Church through the rise of Aristotelian
anthropology as articulated in the theology of Thomas Aquinas, as well as through
the papal constitution Benedictus Deus of 1336, the outcome of a sharp debate on the
beatific vision. Edwards’s account is one that treats the resurrection of the body as
significant, even indispensable for the deifying vision of God.4 It is also an account
that regards Christ—the “grand medium” of the visio dei—as the consummate theo-
phanic appearance of God. And it is, finally, an account that takes seriously the infi-
nite progress of the vision of God, beginning in this life, continuing in the
intermediate state, and on into the eternity of the resurrection. In each of these ways,
Edwards drew on the Neoplatonist metaphysics that he inherited from the
Cambridge Platonists and, likely more indirectly, from the Eastern fathers.5

the continuing human creativity and activity in the new heaven and the new earth. For criticism of
Wright’s position, see Richard John Neuhaus, “The Possibilities and Perils of Being a Really Smart
Bishop,” First Things (April 2008): http://www.firstthings.com/article/2008/04/the-possibilities-and-per-
ils-in-being-a-really-smart-bishop; and Matthew Levering, Jesus and the Demise of Death: Resurrection,
Afterlife, and the Fate of the Christian (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2012), passim. J. Richard
Middleton presents a sharp critique of how eschatology functioned in the Christian tradition and aban-
dons the notion of the beatific vision altogether (A New Heaven and a New Earth: Reclaiming Biblical
Eschatology [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014]).

3 Christian Platonism does not mean an unequivocal support of all things Platonic. I am merely sug-
gesting that the Christian tradition judiciously and appropriately incorporated key elements of a Platonic
metaphysics as compatible with the biblical outlook. On my understanding a sacramental ontology is a
view of reality in which created goods are not just extraneous signs that point to a (distant) creator but
are symbols in which, with varying degrees of participation, God is present. For further elaboration see
Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011).

4 Although Edwards does not use the terms “deification” or “divinization,” the theological notion as
such is very much present in his thought. See Michael J. McClymond and Gerald R. McDermott, The
Theology of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 410–23.

5 Previous scholarship has drawn attention to the similarities between Edwards and Maximus the
Confessor as well as between Edwards and Gregory Palamas. See Michael Gibson, “The Beauty of the
Redemption of the World: The Theological Aesthetics of Maximus the Confessor and Jonathan Edwards,”
Harvard Theological Review 101, no. 1 (January 2008): 45-76; Michael J. McClymond, “Salvation as
Divinization: Jonathan Edwards, Gregory Palamas and the Theological Uses of Neoplatonism,” in
Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, edited by Paul Helm and Oliver Crisp (Burlington, VT:
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Edwards himself does not refer to his understanding of the beatific vision as sacra-
mental in character. The designation of his position as sacramental is nonetheless a
helpful heuristic device, inasmuch as it points to Edward’s inclination to link heaven
and earth, or nature and the supernatural, closely together in his views on the bea-
tific vision.6 Edwards’s Neoplatonist proclivities are well known, and they are per-
haps most obvious in his immaterialist or idealist metaphysics.7 For Edwards, there
are no substances besides the one substance that only and truly exists, namely, God
himself, the “being of beings” (ens entium).8 On Edwards’s understanding, only the
idealist notion that “to be is to be perceived” (esse est percipi) sufficed properly to
counter the baleful impact of the materialism of Thomas Hobbes and others, a mate-
rialism that implied an independent and autonomous realm of matter, independent
from invisible, spiritual realities.9 Put differently, Edwards maintained that created
things have being only inasmuch as they participate in the eternal being of God.
This sacramental ontology, according to which created things participate as sacra-
ments in eternal realities, not only stamps Edwards’s overall metaphysics but also
carries over into his understanding of the beatific vision.10

Beatific Vision and Embodiment
At first sight, the underlying assumption of this essay may seem to be an unlikely
one: how could Edwards’s immaterialist metaphysics and his indebtedness to
Christian Platonism possibly coincide with sacramentalism? Wouldn’t Edwards’s
immaterialist metaphysics and his Platonist inclinations be much more likely to
undermine a sacramental metaphysics? If both the body with which we see and the
objects of our sense perception exist strictly by virtue of God’s own vision (esse et

Ashgate, 2003), 139–60. Although I do not have the space here to elaborate on it, there are also notable
similarities between Edwards’s metaphysical immaterialism (or idealism) and the idealism of the Western
fifteenth-century Christian Platonist, Nicholas of Cusa. And, as we will see in this essay, Edwards’s
eschatology has notable similarities with Gregory of Nyssa.

6 My discourse of a sacramental ontology does not negate the difference between the general sacra-
mentality of the created order and the sacraments of the church. To be sure, the two are closely con-
nected. The former denotes a close link between nature and the supernatural—or between general and
special revelation—and if we were to conflate the two entirely, it would become impossible to retain the
unique character of the ecclesial sacraments. Thus, by attributing to Edwards a sacramental ontology, I
am not suggesting that he denies the unique character of Baptism and Eucharist.

7 Oliver D. Crisp persuasively argues that Edwards’s Neoplatonism implies that he was a panentheist,
since “what he says amounts to something like the claim that the being of God includes and penetrates
the whole universe, so that every part exists ‘in’ him in some sense, although his being is not exhausted
by the creation” (Jonathan Edwards on God and Creation [New York: Oxford University Press, 2012], 142).
For Edwards’s immaterialism or idealism, see ibid., 33–36; McClymond and McDermott, Theology of
Jonathan Edwards, 112–15; Leon Chai, Jonathan Edwards and the Limits of Enlightenment Philosophy (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 56–71. Many of the essays in Idealism and Christian Theology, edited
by Joshua R. Farris, Mark Hamilton, and James S. Spiegel, Idealism and Christianity 1 (New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2016) also deal with idealism in Edwards.

8 Jonathan Edwards, “Of Atoms,” in Works of Jonathan Edwards [hereafter cited as WJE] 6.215.
9 I elaborate on Hobbes’s reliance on nominalist philosophy in my forthcoming book, Hidden Treasure:

Sacramental Presence in Patristic Exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 3–13. See also
Matthew Levering, Participatory Biblical Exegesis (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008),
108–18; and Scott W. Hahn and Benjamin Wiker, Politicizing the Bible: The Roots of Historical Criticism and
the Secularization of Scripture 1300–1700 (New York: Herder & Herder – Crossroad, 2013), 285–393.

10 To be sure, as I will make clear in the second main section of this essay, a sacramental approach to
the beatific vision does not mean that there will be sacraments in the eschaton: all sacraments (sacramenta)
will give way to the reality (res) that is their true being. That is to say, in the eschaton all created reality
will find its true being (its res) in Christ.
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percipi), would it not be logical to think of eschatological bliss as the soul’s continu-
ous gaze on the essence of God—for which neither the body nor any extraneous cre-
ated object is required? Conversely, would we not be more likely to affirm the
continuation of matter in the eschaton, both in terms of bodily resurrection and in
terms of the continuation of material objects, if we affirmed the independence and
significance of material existence? Is it not counterintuitive, therefore, to link
Edwards’s Neoplatonism with a robust affirmation of the bodily resurrection, with
his notion that mediation will continue even with regard to the beatific vision, and
with the idea that the progression of the vision of God already begins in this life (as
well as in the Old Testament theophanic appearances of God) and will continue for-
ever in the eschaton? Still, Edwards not only affirmed, but actually highlighted, each
of these theologoumena. And it is my contention that these affirmations of media-
tion—and the overall sacramental mindset that they imply—is in no way opposed to
Edwards’s Neoplatonist proclivities. Rather, in each of these instances, Edwards
parts ways with a non-sacramental approach to the beatific vision, which I argue
found its way into Western theology in part through the thirteenth-century appropri-
ation of Aristotelianism.

Caroline Walker Bynum’s excellent book The Resurrection of the Body has done
much to debunk the all too common and all too facile accusation that the body-soul
dualism of the Christian Platonist tradition led to a general disregard of the body.
She makes clear that the Platonist hold on Christian theology during much of the
history of the church did not, generally speaking, make people ignore or downplay
the bodily resurrection.11 On Bynum’s understanding, the story, which she traces
from its early beginnings all the way to the fourteenth century, must be told quite
differently. Most of the Western tradition, she insists, showed deep “concern for
material and structural continuity” between this life and the next.12 She even speaks
of “materialism,” which she maintains characterized Western eschatology throughout
the Middle Ages,13 and which “expressed not body-soul dualism but rather a sense
of self as psychosomatic unity.”14 According to Bynum, despite the common
“suspicion of flesh and lust, Western Christianity did not hate or discount the
body.”15 In short, Bynum’s position—one that I would echo—is that Platonist meta-
physics did not cause Christians to downplay the bodily resurrection.

11 Similarly, Adrian Pabst argues that Platonism does not lead to a devaluing of created realities. The
Platonic notion of “participation” (methexis) implies a close link between visible and invisible realities
(nature and the supernatural). A dualistic denigration of visible realities is unlikely to occur with a sacra-
mental metaphysics in which nature and the supernatural are connected by way of participation. See
Adrian Pabst, Metaphysics: The Creation of Hierarchy (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 2012).

12 Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200–1336, Lectures on
the History of Religions 15 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 11.

13 Bynum uses the term “materialism” in a general sense, as an approach that affirms the embodied
character of created reality. She does not use the term in a technical, metaphysical sense to denote the
notion that only matter has genuine subsistence—a position that is diametrically opposed to the immate-
rialism or idealism that Edwards (in line with Platonic metaphysics) espoused. The distinction between
the general and technical uses of the term “materialism” is important for this essay, since we will see that
Edwards’s eschatology was materialist in Bynum’s general sense (strongly affirming the embodied char-
acter of the hereafter) while he was a philosophical idealist or immaterialist in the technical sense.

14 Bynum, Resurrection, 11.
15 Ibid.
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At the same time, Bynum points to a rift that occurred in the development of the
doctrine of the resurrection of the body, which she traces to St. Thomas Aquinas in
the thirteenth century, and which appears to have been cemented through the papal
bull of 1336, Benedictus Deus. Thomas Aquinas located the eschatological continuity
of personal identity in the soul rather than in the body. In Thomas’s Aristotelian
hylomorphism, explains Bynum, it was the form (i.e., the soul) rather than the matter
on which the form impressed itself (i.e., the body) that was the carrier of human
identity and so made for personal continuity in the hereafter.16 The implication of
Thomas’s view of “formal identity” (the form being the carrier of identity) is that
immediately upon entering the intermediate state, the soul achieves perfect beatific
vision.17 After all, if the body is not part of the identity of the human person, then
the body’s absence cannot hinder the perfection of the beatific vision.18 Thus, in the
Summa Contra Gentiles, Aquinas comments that “the separation of the soul from the
body makes it capable of the divine vision, and it was unable to arrive at this so
long as it was united to the corruptible body. . .. Therefore, immediately after its sep-
aration from the body the man’s soul receives its reward or punishment ‘according
as he hath done’ in the body (see II Cor. 5:10).”19 By placing the formal identity of
the human person in the soul rather than in the body, Thomas’s anthropology dealt
a blow to earlier, Platonic views of bodily resurrection, which typically had main-
tained that the intermediate state did not yet constitute the ultimate perfection of the
beatific vision, since this consummate happiness would require the reunification of
body and soul.20

16 Ibid., 238–39. This is not to deny that in Thomas’s hylomorphism the human person properly con-
sists of body (matter) and soul (form). It is just that Thomas is less than clear on the requirement of conti-
nuity of numerically the same matter for the continuation of identity (Summa Theologica [hereafter ST],
trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, 5 vols. [1948, repr.; Notre Dame, IN: Christian Classics,
1981], q. 119, a.1, resp. obj. 5). To be sure, despite Thomas’s emphasis on “formal identity,” his theology
also contains aspects of a “material identity” view, according to which the very same matter of the pres-
ent body will be taken up in the bodily resurrection. See Silas Langley, “Aquinas, Resurrection, and
Material Continuity,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 75 (2001): 135–47;
Antonia Fitzpatrick, “Bodily Identity in Scholastic Theology” (Ph.D. diss., University College, London,
2013).

17 To be sure, Thomas makes clear that soul and body belong together and that as a result in some
sense the soul experiences a lack of happiness in the intermediate state. See further below, fn. 25.

18 Phillip Blond rightly comments that for Thomas, matter itself was a bar to beatitude, a position that
“derives from the Aristotelian cognitive legacy, where the end of man is commonly taken to be a purely
intellectual contemplation of the first cause. And since intellectual cognition is defined by abstraction of
universals from their individuation in matter it follows that cognition of universals cannot take place if
universal forms remain enmeshed in material nature. And if this is true for any sensible form how much
more true it is for God himself who as the form of all forms is the ultimate transcendent universal” (“The
Beatific Vision of St Thomas Aquinas,” in Encounter between Eastern Orthodoxy and Radical Orthodoxy:
Transfiguring the World through the Word, edited by Adrian Pabst and Christoph Schneider [Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 2009], 185–212, at 198).

19 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Book IV, Salvation, trans. and ed. Charles J. O’Neil (1957,
repr.; Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1975), IV.91.2. Cf. Bynum, Resurrection, 266–67.

20 I recognize that Thomas was also deeply influenced by Platonic categories, which he inherited in
part from Dionysius, and we do well to recognize the overall participatory metaphysics at work in
Thomas’s theology. Still, the Aristotelian influence on his anthropology means a notable shift in terms of
how theologians came to regard the body-soul relationship.
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Thomas’s hylomorphic account of the human person came in for sustained attack
from more traditionalist theologians throughout the 1270s. These theologians—Henry
of Ghent, William de la Mare, John Peckham, and others—were concerned that the
body would get short shrift in the beatific vision if personal identity was going to be
linked strictly with the soul as the body’s form.21 In other words, traditionalist
Christian Platonists objected to the emerging Aristotelian views by insisting on the
significance of the body for the resurrection.22 It is fair to say, however, that
Benedictus Deus—Benedict XII’s papal bull of 1336—vindicated the views that
Thomas Aquinas and others had begun to introduce to Western eschatology.
Contradicting the views expressed by Pope John XXII, the bull proclaimed by
Benedict XII maintained that immediately after death, the souls of saints will see the
divine essence nude, clare, et aperte, that this vision is true beatitude and rest (requies),
and that the acts of faith and hope will therefore cease once the saints enjoy this bea-
tific vision.23 Embodiment did not appear necessary for the beatific vision, and the
beatific vision of the divine essence was something that the separated souls of the
saints attained all at once, immediately after death.24 As a result, it became more dif-
ficult to argue that in the resurrection the visio dei could advance to a state of greater
happiness, beyond what the soul experienced in the intermediate state.25 None of
this is to suggest that either Thomas or Benedictus Deus undermined the bodily

21 See Bynum, Resurrection, 271–78.
22 Bynum comments with regard to the controversy surrounding the beatific vision in the early 1330s

that it can “from one point of view be seen as a rearguard and unsuccessful action by the partisans of the
body. It was, however, in a deeper sense an indication of how far the separated soul had (as William of
La Mare suggested) come to contain the particularity and capacity for experience earlier treatments had
lodged in body. The soul that was defined in the bull Benedictus Deus of 1336 was not a self for which
body is the completion or housing or garment, but a self of which body is the expression (abundantia or
refluentia)” (Resurrection, 278).

23 Pope Benedict XII, “Benedictus Deus,” January 29, 1336, in Xavier LeBachelet, “Benôıt XII,”
in Dictionnaire de Th�eologie Catholique, vol. 2, pt. 1 (Paris: Letouzey et An�e, 1932), cols. 657–58: “Ac post
Domini nostri Jesu Christi passionem et mortem viderunt et vident divinam essentiam visione intuitiva et
etiam faciali, nulla mediante creatura in ratione objecti visi se habente, sed divina essentia immediate se
nude, clare et aperte eis ostendente, quodque sic videntes eadem divina essentia perfruuntur, necnon
quod ex tali visione et fruitione eorum animae, qui jam decesserunt, sunt vere beatae et habent vitam et
requiem aeternam, et etiam illorum, qui postea decedent, eamdem divinam videbunt essentiam ipsaque
perfruentur ante judicium generale.” Cf. Bynum, Resurrection, 285. For an English translation of
Benedictus Deus, see http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Ben12/B12bdeus.html.

24 For discussion on Thomas’s views regarding the beatific vision and bodily resurrection, see
Levering, Jesus and the Demise of Death, 109–25.

25 To be sure, Benedictus Deus did not pronounce on the vexed question of whether the bodily resurrec-
tion perhaps entailed an extensive or even intensive increase of the beatific vision. Thomas, in his early
Commentary on Lombard’s Sentences, still posited both, insisting on an intensive increase with the com-
ment that “due to appetite for the body, the soul [in its separated state] is held back from passing into
that highest good [of beatitude] with its whole intention” (In IV Sent. d.49, q.1, a.4, qa.1; On Love and
Charity: Readings from the Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, trans. Peter A. Kwasniewski,
Thomas Bolan, and Joseph Bolin, ed. Peter A. Kwasniewski [Washington, DC: Catholic University of
America Press, 2008], 380). In the Summa Theologiae, however, he reversed himself, rejecting an increase in
intensity of the beatific vision: “The desire of the separated soul is entirely at rest, as regards the thing
desired; since, to wit, it has that which suffices its appetite. But it is not wholly at rest, as regards the
desirer, since it does not possess that good in every way that it would wish to possess it. Consequently,
after the body has been resumed, Happiness increases not in intensity, but in extent” (ST I-II, q.4, a.5).
See further Peter Dillard, “Keeping the Vision: Aquinas and the Problem of Disembodied Beatitude,” New
Blackfriars 93, no. 1046 (July 2012): 397–411; Blond, “Beatific Vision of St Thomas Aquinas,” 195–96.
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resurrection. Obviously, neither did. Still, I think both articulated the doctrine of the
beatific vision in such a way as to render a proper rationale for the bodily resurrec-
tion more difficult to sustain.

Edwards distinguishes carefully between the vision of God in the intermediate
state and the vision of God that will follow the resurrection of the body. In a sermon
on Romans 2:10 (“but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the
Jew first and also the Greek”) dating from 1735, Edwards deals with each in turn.26

Notably, with regard to the happiness of the saints “in their state of separation from
their bodies,”27 Edwards highlights the particularity of space and of bodies present
in heaven: angels conduct the souls of the faithful upon death (cf. Luke 16:22)
through the aerial heavens and the starry heavens into the “third heaven” (2 Cor.
12:2), also called Paradise, or the New Jerusalem, which Edwards insists is an actual
place28 (“tis absurd to suppose that that Heaven where the body of [Christ] is is not
a Place”29). Christ is present here in his glorified body, as are several of the saints,
such as Enoch (Gen. 5:24) and Elijah (2 Kings 2:1–12).30 At death, the saints are
brought to Christ, who welcomes them “to the full Enjoym[ent] of his Love”;31 he
enters into conversation with them and also presents them to the Father.32 The pic-
ture Edwards evokes is vivid and, in many ways, physical. He even describes the
bodiless saints as having the tears wiped from their eyes (Rev. 21:4)33 and as being
“Clothed in white Robes & Palms in their Hands” (Rev. 7:9).34 It would be fair to
say that Edwards’s separated soul is, to use Carol Zaleski’s phrase, a
“somatomorphic soul,” that is to say, a soul that takes on many of the characteristics
of embodied existence.35 The souls will dwell “in habitations of sweet delight &
Pleas[ure],”36 and they will contemplate God’s love for them in Christ’s work of
redemption. What is more, they will “behold the beauty & Excellency of [Christ] []
in & see face to face . & Know even as they are Known 1 Cor 13 . 12.”37

Although the beatific vision in the intermediate state is bodiless—since the souls
are separated from their bodies—the place where the souls arrive is nonetheless an
actual place (the third heaven being located above the starry and the aerial heavens),
and embodied beings (Christ, Enoch, and Elijah) live in this heavenly city. In a sense,

26 For an insightful analysis of this sermon, see Kyle C. Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology: A
Reinterpretation, T & T Clark Studies in Systematic Theology 19 (London: T & T Clark, 2013), 137–43.
Biblical quotations are taken from the ESV.

27 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 14v. I am indebted to Ken Minkema, Executive
Director of the Jonathan Edwards Center at Yale University, for providing me with a new transcription of
the sermon, on which I rely throughout. The current online version of WJE 50 lacks L. 11v–20v.

28 Ibid., L. 15r–16r.
29 Ibid., L. 15v.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid., L. 16v.
32 Ibid., L. 17r.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid., L. 17v.
35 Carol Zaleski points out that in the Middle Ages, in visions and otherworld journeys, the separated

soul took on numerous corporeal characteristics (Otherworld Journeys: Accounts of Near-death Experience in
Medieval and Modern Times [New York: Oxford University Press, 1987], 51). See also Bynum, Resurrection,
279–317.

36 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 18r.
37 Ibid.
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Edwards is perhaps simply guided by the particulars of the biblical narrative.38 Still,
it is difficult to suppress the question of how such a vivid, embodied reading of the
narrative fits with the souls being separated from the body. In all, Edwards has a
remarkably “embodied” (or somatomorphic) understanding of the intermediate state.

Despite the glory that the saints encounter in the third heaven, Edwards highlights
that this is still only a penultimate step to the ultimate happiness that they will enjoy
at the resurrection of the body. The intermediate state is one in which the saints are
in “a Joyf[ul] Expecta[tion] of their more full full & Compleat blessedness at the
Resurrection.”39 It is at the resurrection that the body will be reunited to the soul.
But, cautions Edwards with an appeal to 1 Corinthians 15:42–44, “the body shall not
Rise as it was afore there shall be a vast difference in it.”40 This will no longer be a
natural body; instead, it will be a spiritual body, with such glory that

we now Cannot Concieve of . it shall be such a dull & heavy molded thing as it
is Now it shall R be active & vigorous as a flame of fire fit for the Use of a
Glorified soul it will No Clog a hindrance to the soul is it is now but an fiz organ
Every way fit for the Uses of a Glo[rified] spirit & it n shall not be such a weak
Infirm & frail thing as it is now for tho tis sown in weakn[ess] it is Raised in
Power Power now the body is subject stands in need of food Cant & sleep
Continually to Revive it but it shall not be so then now the body stands is sub-
j[ect] to disea weariness & to diseases but it shall not be so then now the body if
G[od] Lets in any Great matter of Light divine Light into the soul. the body is
Ready to sink under it but it shall not be so then the Glorious body then shall
not fail or flagg at all in by the most Powerfull Exercises of mind or the most
Glorious the saint now no man Can be G[od] & live but the body would
Immediately sink & be dissolved but it the body shall not fail at all by the mus
Immediate beholding of G[od] & Glo in their now the saints Cam Can bear but
little when G[od] a little discovers hims[elf] they are seen as he doth sometimes
the saints are forced to beseech G[od] either hold his hand or to strengthen them
to bear it or to hold his hand. but then the body shall be so I vigorous & spiritual
that the Constant & Everlasting view of the Glo[ry] of G[od] & in a thr shall not
in any wise overcome it or Cause it in the Least to fail41

Edwards highlights the dissimilarity between the natural and the spiritual bodies,
insisting that the glory of the resurrection is such that we cannot properly imagine
what the body will then be like.

Not only will the bodies of the saints be strong enough to endure the “Immediate
beholding” of God, but they will also be raised in amazing beauty, insists
Edwards.42 Since they will be like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21), they will have

38 In particular, the observations that already upon death, the saints have their tears wiped and that
they will be dressed in white robes are hard to take literally, considering that Edwards is speaking of sep-
arated souls.

39 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 20r. This “Joyf[ul] Expecta[tion]” is not only the
result of the soul’s anticipation of reunification with the body. It also has to do with the fact that the his-
tory of the work of redemption unfolds for the separated souls as well as for those on earth.

40 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 22v.
41 Ibid., L. 22v–r.
42 Ibid., L. 23v.
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“the most Lovely Proportion of the Fa feature & parts of their Countenance & parts
of their bodies,” which will reflect the excellencies of their minds.43 Appealing to the
shining of Moses’ face and of the face of Christ in the Transfiguration, Edwards
argues it is likely that we have to take the language of the righteous “shining” with
light (Dan. 12:2; Matt. 13:43) literally, so that their bodies will actually be clothed
with light.44

Following the final judgment, explains Edwards, the saints, “with their Glorified
bodies,” will leave this world.45 They will ascend to the highest heaven, which will
celebrate an even more joyful day than that of Christ’s first ascension into heaven.46

Edwards then explains how this is the moment of “ultimate & Consumate” happi-
ness.47 He points to seven aspects that make this moment of happiness stand out
beyond anything that came before—including the vision of the intermediate state.
First, the reunification of body and soul means that the saints will be “happy in the
wrable whole man.”48 This unity of body and soul is “natural” to the human soul,
maintains Edwards.49 Second, with every member of the body of Christ being in its
perfect state, the church will be “Perfect and Compleat.”50 As a result, Christ,
“having his mystical body Compleat will Rejoice & all his saints will Rejoice with
him . [Christ] will Rejoice in the Compleatness of his b Ch[urc]h & the Ch[urc]h will
Rejoice in its own Compleatness.”51 Third, the entire work of redemption will now
have been completed, as Christ and the saints have now fully triumphed over their
enemies. Fourth, it will now become clear how “all the wheels of Provid[ence]” have
conspired together to bring about this final end, which will give great happiness to
the saints.52 Fifth, since this moment will initiate the marriage of the Lamb, the
church will now appear as a bride for her husband, so that she will enjoy “more
Glo[rious] Union to [Christ] than Ever before,” having prepared herself with her
wedding gown (Rev. 19:7–9).53 Sixth, Christ will present his church to the Father
(Heb. 2:13; 1 Cor. 15:24) as the fruits of his reign. And finally, Christ will deliver up
the kingdom to the Father, and the glory of God and of his Son will be displayed
“in a more abund[ant] manner than Ever before.”54 Clearly, Edwards goes out of his
way to articulate the reasons why the saints in heaven will have greater happiness
after the resurrection than before. One of the reasons—in fact, the first one Edwards
mentions—is that body and soul will be reunited.55 Each of the other reasons for the
increase in happiness has to do with the fact that only now is God’s plan of redemp-
tion in Christ complete. The saints, so it seems, will find happiness in the many

43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
45 Ibid., L. 27r.
46 Ibid., L. 27r–v.
47 Ibid., L. 27v.
48 Ibid.
49 Ibid.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid., L. 28v.
52 Ibid., L. 29r.
53 Ibid., L. 29v.
54 Ibid., L. 30v.
55 On this score, there is little difference between Edwards and Aquinas. Aquinas also affirms that the

soul has “an aptitude and a natural inclination to be united to the body” (ST I, q.76, a.1).
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ways in which God brings salvation to its climactic fullness. Edwards dwells at
length on the great advance in happiness that the resurrection of the body brings
about.

Beatific Vision and Christ
Edwards’s teaching on the beatific vision stands out for its remarkable Christ-cen-
teredness: Christ is the central object of the beatific vision. This viewpoint is not
unique to Edwards. Earlier theologians, such as Gregory of Nyssa, Bonaventure,
and Nicholas of Cusa, had also focused on Christ as the one in whom God will be
seen in heaven.56 And the Puritans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—per-
haps John Owen most notably—had also presented Christocentric treatments of the
beatific vision.57 Still, Edwards links Christology to the beatific vision in a particu-
larly promising fashion: by treating of Christ as the “grand medium” of the beatific
vision, the Northampton preacher reaffirmed the importance not only of eschato-
logical bodily vision per se, but also of bodily eyes seeing a bodily object—Jesus
Christ.

When in 1730 Edwards preached on the sixth beatitude—“Blessed are the pure in
heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8)—he began by commenting that here, as ear-
lier at Mt. Sinai, God himself is speaking. The differences, however, between this
appearance of God and the earlier one are that here God is incarnate, his face is
freely beheld by all, the sound of his voice does not arouse terrors, and God makes a
clearer and more perfect revelation of his mind than he once did to the people of
Israel.58 With these comments Edwards intimates that the vision of God is not just
mentioned in the Beatitudes but actually takes place when Jesus preaches them. The
disciples have a clearer vision of God by seeing Jesus on the mountain than did
Moses when he saw God on Mount Sinai.

Edwards immediately continues to clarify what it means to see God. He seems ini-
tially to take a traditional Thomist approach, explaining that the sight of God is not
a sight with bodily eyes. “[True] blessedness of the soul don’t enter in at that door,”
explains Edwards,59 and he appeals to biblical passages asserting the invisibility of
God (Heb. 11:27; Col. 1:15; 1 Tim. 1:17).60 Thomas Aquinas had similarly argued that
it is “impossible for God to be seen by the sense of sight, or by any other sense, or
faculty of the sensitive power.”61 Edwards goes on to state explicitly that when the
saints and angels see God, this happens in a non-bodily way.62 Edwards contrasts

56 For the christocentricity of Gregory’s account of the beatific vision, see Hans Boersma, “Becoming
Human in the Face of God: Gregory of Nyssa’s Unending Search for the Beatific Vision,” International
Journal of Systematic Theology 17 (2015): 131–51.

57 For Owen on the beatific vision, see Suzanne McDonald, “Beholding the Glory of God in the Face of
Jesus Christ: John Owen and the ‘Reforming’ of the Beatific Vision,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to
John Owen’s Theology, edited by Kelly M. Kapic and Mark Jones (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 141–58.

58 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.59.
59 Ibid., 61; square brackets in original. Edwards explains a little later that the vision of God is “an

intellectual view,” in which God is “beheld with the understanding,” and he links this to the fact that
“the eye of the soul is vastly nobler than the eye of the body” (ibid., 65).

60 Ibid., 61–62.
61 Aquinas, ST I, q.12, a.3.
62 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.62.

196 Hans Boersma

VC 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd



this non-bodily seeing of God with Old Testament theophanic manifestations, where
God’s people saw the “glory of the Lord” (Exod. 19:17-19; 33:9-10); where the sev-
enty elders saw God in visible shape (Exod. 24:9-11); and where Moses saw the back
parts of God (Exod. 33:18-23).63 With such visible appearances, Edwards explains,
God condescended “to the infant state of the church.”64

Edwards reiterates his opinion that the beatific vision is spiritual rather than bod-
ily sight in his 1735 sermon on Romans 2:10. He insists plainly that “the Beatifical
vision of J[ahweh] is not a sight with the Eyes of the Body but with the Eye of the
soul.”65 Edwards links this spiritual vision with the well-known biblical texts of 1
John 3:2 and 1 Corinthians 13:12. It involves, he says, an “understanding of [Christ]
as mediatour how he has undertaken from all Et[ernity]” to fulfill the covenant of
redemption between the Father and the Son.66 Edwards dwells at some length on
the love and wisdom of God in his plan of salvation, which he has accomplished in
Christ. The saints will see the beauty of Christ’s work, as well as of his glorified
human nature.67 With this same vision of the eyes of the soul, the saints will see
“the Glo[ry] of [Christ] in his Divine nature,” and they will lovingly and freely con-
verse with Christ in an intimate manner, as his friends.68

The vision of the eyes of the soul is, according to Edwards, an intellectual sight.
Edwards can sound rather Thomistic as he highlights the intellectual character of the
beatific vision. For example, he equates the vision with the eyes of the soul with an
“Intellectual view,”69 and he comments that it “is an intellectual view by which God
is seen. God is a spiritual being, and he is beheld with the understanding.”70

Edwards usually highlights the place of the intellect and of understanding in the
beatific vision when he contrasts the eyes of body with the eyes of the soul; he is
quick to equate the latter with intellectual sight.

Nonetheless, Edwards is far from being unambiguous in his affirmations of the
intellectual character of the beatific vision. While Thomas clearly treats the will’s
enjoyment of God as something that follows the intellect’s vision of God,71 Edwards
goes out of his way to affirm the simultaneous operation of intellect and will in the
vision of God. This is especially notable in his sermon on Matthew 5:8. When
Edwards speaks of the happiness of the beatific vision, he notes that the intellectual
act of seeing God is itself a ravishing delight. The delight will be intellectual in char-
acter—Edwards speaks of “[i]intellectual pleasure”72—but it will be delight all the
same, “capable of ravishing the soul above all other loves.”73 Even as he highlights
the intellectual nature of the joy and delight of the vision, Edwards goes on to state:

63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
65 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 41r.
66 Ibid., L. 38r.
67 Ibid., L. 38v.
68 Ibid., L. 39r.
69 Ibid., L. 41r.
70 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.63.
71 See Aquinas, ST I-II, q.3, a.4.
72 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.67.
73 Ibid.
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“And the delight and joy the soul has in that sight is the highest excellency of the
other faculty, viz. the will.”74 Edwards dwells at length on the increase in joy that
results from our beholding of God’s happiness.75 As he reflects on the affective char-
acter of the beatific vision, Edwards comments:

The pleasure of seeing God is so great and strong that it takes the full possession
of the heart; it fills it brimful, so that there shall be no room for any sorrow, no
room in any corner for anything of an adverse nature from joy. There is no dark-
ness can bear such powerful light. It is impossible that they that see God face to
face, that behold his glory and love so immediately as they do in heaven, should
have any such thing as grief or pain in their hearts.76

The affective element of the beatific vision is so important to Edwards that it is hard
to imagine the vision being purely intellectual.77 Indeed, though the understanding
may be the “principal and leading faculty,”78 nonetheless, both intellect and will
grasp God’s goodness: “So great a good as the soul is capable of receiving in its per-
ception and idea, so great a good is it capable of receiving with the other faculty, the
will, which keeps pace with the understanding. And that good which the soul can
receive with both faculties, it is capable of being made the possessor and enjoyer
of.”79 Both the intellect and the will are filled to capacity in the happiness of the
hereafter.80 Edwards does not quite assert that the happiness of the beatific vision
involves also the will, but he does not demarcate intellectual vision and voluntary
enjoyment nearly as tidily as does Aquinas.

Edwards complements the intellectual vision of God not only by highlighting the
affective aspect of the beatific vision, but also by insisting that the eyes of the body
will have a role to play. According to Edwards, in the resurrection the saints will see
Christ’s body with their bodily eyes. Aquinas, though he of course acknowledges the
bodily nature of Christ’s resurrection body,81 does not discuss in detail how the
saints will see Christ in the resurrection. For the most part, he is content to make the

74 Ibid., 68.
75 Ibid., 70. As he describes union with Christ in the afterlife, Edwards’s affective language is pro-

nounced. The union is one “of hearts and affections,” in which “the heart shall be wholly and perfectly
drawn” (“True Saints, When Absent from the Body,” WJE 25.231). The saints will “swim in the ocean of
love, and be eternally swallowed up in the infinitely bright, and infinitely mild and sweet beams of
divine love . . .” (ibid., 233). This “stream of love” is “the stream of Christ’s delights, the river of his infi-
nite pleasure; which he will make his saints to drink of with him . . .” (ibid., 235).

76 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.71.
77 Michael J. McClymond highlights the affective character of spiritual sight in Edwards in his very

fine essay, “Spiritual Perception in Jonathan Edwards,” Journal of Religion 77, no. 2 (April 1997): 195–216,
at 211–13.

78 Ibid., 72.
79 Ibid. Cf. Edwards, “The Value of Salvation,” WJE 10.324: “The understanding shall there be satisfied

. . .. The will also will be completely satisfied there; whatsoever they desire shall be bestowed upon them.
The affections also will be satisfied; their love will [be] very much enlarged and yet satisfied” (square
brackets in original).

80 Edwards’s notion that the intellect and the will both grasp the goodness of God almost seems to
contradict his view that the beatific vision is an act of the understanding.

81 Aquinas, ST III, q. 54.
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traditional argument that they will see God’s essence with the mind’s eye.82

Edwards comments on the saints’ vision after the resurrection:

[The saints] in heaven will behold an outward glory as they [behold] the human
nature of Christ, which is united to the Godhead, as it is the body of that person
that is God. And there will doubtless be appearances of a divine and inimitable
glory and beauty in Christ’s gloried body, which it will indeed be a ravishing
and blessed sight to see.

But the beauty of Christ’s body that will be beheld with bodily eyes will be rav-
ishing and delighting chiefly as it will express his spiritual glories. The majesty
that will appear in Christ’s body will express and show forth the spiritual great-
ness and majesty of the divine nature. The pureness and beauty of that light and
glory will express the perfection of divine holiness. The sweetness and ravishing
mildness of his countenance will express his divine and spiritual love and grace.

Thus it was, when the three disciples beheld Christ at his transfiguration upon
the mount. They beheld a wonderful, outward glory in Christ’s body, an inex-
pressible beauty in his countenance; but that outward glory and beauty
delighted them principally as it was an expression or signification of the divine
excellencies of his mind, as we may see by their manner of speaking of it. It was
the sweet mixture there was of majesty and grace in his countenance that rav-
ished them . . ..83

Although Edwards does not refer to it as “beatific vision,” he nonetheless is remark-
ably insistent on a bodily vision that the saints will have of the body of Christ, and
he compares this vision to that of the Transfiguration.84 The three disciples saw the
“outward glory and beauty” of Christ’s body, and they delighted in it because this
bodily glory was an “expression or signification” of the divine excellencies of his
mind.

Christ’s glorified body is according to Edwards the carrier of divine glory and
beauty, and it is because his human nature (his body) puts on display the glory of
his divinity that the saints’ sight of the body of the Saviour is “ravishing and
blessed.” Edwards goes out of his way, in other words, to emphasize that in eternity
the saints will have the ability to see bodily sights and that the very vision of the
Godhead comes through the physical sight of the body of Christ. It is the union of
the two natures that allows the saint to move from a bodily vision of Christ’s
humanity to an acknowledgement also of his divinity. Thus, the bodily vision of
Christ’s human nature will, in turn, put the saints in touch with the Godhead.85

82 Ibid., ST I, q. 12, a.3.
83 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.62–63; square brackets in original.
84 Cf. Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 37v: “the Eye will never be Cloyed or Glutted

in Beholding this Glo[rious] sight. when [Christ] was transfigured in the m[oun]t[ain] Peter was for mak-
ing three Tabernacles.”

85 Edwards goes on to claim that this intellectual sight—not achieved by “ratiocination” (“Pure in
Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.63–64)—will be “as clear and lively as seeing with bodily eyes” (ibid., 65), and
that this sight of the saints allows them to converse with Christ “as sight of the bodily eye doth an
earthly friend” (ibid., 66).
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All of this raises the question of the relationship between the “eyes of the body”
and the “eyes of the soul,” between physical and spiritual sight. Edwards does not
directly address this question, but he does deal with it somewhat obliquely. On the
one hand, he seems to suggest that the two are quite distinct. He explicitly separates
them,86 and he reserves the term “beatific vision” for sight with the eye of the soul.
On the other hand, there is significant overlap between what the saints see of Christ
with the eyes of the body and what they see of him with the eyes of the soul. It is
with the eyes of the soul that the saints will see Christ’s divine nature and that they
will comprehend the glory of Christ’s work of mediation. But when the eyes of the
body see the body of Christ, they, too, will see the majesty of Christ’s divinity shin-
ing through in this body.

Did Edwards perhaps think that the beatific vision (with spiritual eyes) is medi-
ated through the bodily vision of Christ? Miscellany 777 (“Happiness of Heaven Is
Progressive”), which dates from the late 1730s, sheds light on this question. Edwards
deals here in some detail with Christ’s mediation of the beatific vision. He begins by
observing that to have an “immediate and intuitive view” of someone’s mind would
imply an immediate perception of the ideas and operations of that person’s mind.87

Such an immediate and intuitive view, therefore, would entail a “union of person-
ality,” so that for “all intents and purposes” the two would be one and the same
individual person.88 Interestingly, though Edwards does not mention either Thomas
Aquinas or Benedictus Deus, they both insist on an “immediate” and “intuitive”
vision of the divine essence in the intermediate state.89 Edwards does not accept this
approach, inasmuch as it does not allow properly to distinguish between God and
the creature.

Edwards, therefore, takes a different approach. The only creature that can have
such an immediate sight of God, insists Edwards, is Jesus Christ, “who is in the
bosom of God.”90 Only Christ knows God “immediately,” claims Edwards. Other
human beings have access to God only by means of “manifestations or signs,” and
Jesus Christ is the “grand medium” of their knowledge of God (Matt. 11:27; John
1:18; 6:46). The “signs” by which they are able to see or know God are (1) images
(e.g., theophanies) and the man Jesus Christ; (2) words and declarations, either in the
mind or in the Scriptures; (3) effects of God’s works in creation and providence; and

86 This separation is particularly clear in the Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), where Edwards
speaks of seeing Christ in a “twofold sense” (L 37r–v) and then discusses in turn the saints’ sight of
Christ with the “Eye of the Body” and their sight of him with the “Eye of the soul.”

87 Jonathan Edwards, “Happiness of Heaven is Progressive,” WJE 18.427.
88 Ibid.
89 In ST I, q.12, a.5, Thomas explains that the lumen gloriae is a created light that perfects the intellect

as its form, so as to allow for the immediate vision of God: “Therefore it may be said that this light is to
be described not as a medium in which God is seen, but as one by which he is seen; and such a medium
does not take away the immediate vision of God.” Thomas insists that consummate human happiness
means seeing God’s essence because (1) Scripture teaches it (1 Cor. 13:12; 1 John 3:2; 1 Cor. 15:24; John
14:21); (2) God as pure act is supremely knowable; (3) beatitude is the use of the intellect as our highest
function, and without seeing the divine essence, the intellect would not reach its highest function; (4) our
natural desire for God as the first cause of everything we see cannot remain void; and (5) the intellect is
proportionate to the vision of the divine essence, even though there is no strict proportion between the
finite and the infinite (ST Suppl. q.92, a.1). For Benedictus Deus, see footnote 23 above.

90 Edwards, “Happiness of Heaven is Progressive,” WJE 18.428. Edwards uses the expression “grand
medium” at least fifteen times in his writings to refer to Christ as the bond between God and the
believer.
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(4) a priori deductions from the necessity of God’s existence and perfections.91 In
short, all knowledge of God is mediated knowledge, and Christ is the great
mediator.

Edwards draws from this a startling conclusion with regard to the object of the
beatific vision:

Hence that BEATIFICAL VISION that the saints have of God in heaven, is in beholding
the manifestations that he makes of himself in the work of redemption: for that
arguing of the being and perfections of God that may be a priori, don’t seem to
be called seeing God in Scripture, but only that which is by [the] manifestations
God makes of himself in his Son. All other ways of knowing God are by seeing
him in Christ the Redeemer, the image of the invisible God, and in his works, or
the effects of his perfections of his redemption, and the fruits of it (which effects
are the principal manifestation or shining forth of his perfections); and in con-
versing with them by Christ, which conversation is chiefly about those things
done and manifested in this work—if we may judge by the subject of God’s con-
versation with his church—by his work in this world.92

Edwards insists it is God’s manifestation of himself in images, words, and effects (all
centered on Christ—his person, his words, his work) that constitutes the beatific
vision.93 Whereas Aquinas insists that because “the Divine Essence cannot be seen
by means of phantasms,” the soul reaches happiness without the body,94 for
Edwards, some theophanic mediation—in the form of Christ’s humanity—remains in
the eschaton. Mediation is not just a this-worldly phenomenon. It also characterizes
our relation to God in the hereafter.95

Edwards takes a similar approach in the sermon he preached at the funeral of
David Brainerd, the controversial “enthusiast” and missionary to the natives, who
spent a year in Edwards’s home before dying from tuberculosis in 1747. In this ser-
mon on 2 Corinthians 5:8 (“True Saints, When Absent from the Body, Are Present
with the Lord”), preached on October 12, Edwards claims that those who, like
Brainerd, die in the Lord, “go to be with Christ” so as to “dwell in the immediate,
full and constant sight of him.”96 Christ is “the sun that enlightens the heavenly
Jerusalem; by whose bright beams it is that the glory of God shines forth there, to
the enlightening and making happy all the glorious inhabitants.”97 Again Edwards

91 Ibid., 428–29.
92 Ibid., 431; square brackets in original.
93 Cf. Edwards’s comment in “True Saints, When Absent from the Body, Are Present with the Lord,”

WJE 25.230: “And when the souls of the saints leave their bodies, to go to be with Christ, they behold the
marvellous glory of that great work of his, the work of redemption, and of the glorious way of salvation
by him; which the angels desire to look into.”

94 Aquinas, ST I-II, q.4, a.5.
95 See William M. Schweitzer, God Is a Communicative Being: Divine Communicativeness and Harmony in

the Theology of Jonathan Edwards, T&T Clark Studies in Systematic Theology 14 (London: Bloomsbury,
2012), 136.

96 Edwards, “True Saints, When Absent from the Body,” WJE 25.229.
97 Ibid.
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insists here on the invisibility of God, as a result of which “[n]o one sees God the
Father immediately . . ..”98

Edwards, therefore—quite unlike Aquinas—holds that in some sense there will
never be an “immediate” vision of God or of the Father, never a vision of the
“essence” of God.99 For Edwards, such a vision of God would imply a natural, per-
sonal union of the believer with God, an erasing of the distinction between creator
and creature. Only Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, who is eternally in the
bosom of the Father, has such a natural, personal union with God. For the believer,
the visio dei always remains mediated vision—mediated, that is, through Christ.
Human beings, inasmuch as they are creatures, are dependent for their knowledge
of God on created signs, and the great sign (the “grand medium,” as Edwards calls
him) is Christ himself.

The difference between Aquinas and Edwards is notable. For Thomas, in heavenly
happiness, the senses belong to happiness only “consequently,” with the bodily
senses receiving a certain “overflow” from the soul.100 While Edwards allows for
bodily vision to yield spiritual vision, the most Thomas is willing to grant the senses
in heaven is that by way of consequence, they will receive an “overflow” from the
soul. He does not connect the bodily sight of Christ in heaven to the beatific
vision.101

The mediation of Christ does not, however, mean that Edwards places Christ as
an eternal barrier between the saints and God. It is not as though God (the Father) is
at a remove from the saints in heaven, with Christ serving as an intermediate, sepa-
rating God from the saints. The vision of Christ in the hereafter is not the vision of
an object that is separate from the saint: Edwards has a deep sense of the saints’
union with Christ. Edwards explains in his funeral sermon for David Brainerd that
the souls, when absent from the body, will be “brought into a most perfect confor-
mity to, and union with” Jesus Christ.102 Since all “deformity, disagreement and sin-
ful unlikeness” will be abolished, not the “least degree of obscurity” will remain
before the light of Christ.103 Inasmuch, therefore, as the saints will see the “Sun of
righteousness without a cloud,” they themselves will “shine forth as the sun.”104 At
this point, explains Edwards, “the saints’ union with Christ is perfected.”105

Edwards waxes eloquent on the perfection of this union:

98 Ibid., 230.
99 To be sure, as we will see below, Edwards does affirm that, in a different sense, the beatific vision

will, in fact, be an “immediate” vision.
100 Thomas Aquinas, ST I-II, q.3, a.3; I-II, q.4, a.6.
101 At one point, Thomas does mention a corporeal vision of Christ in the eschaton, and he compares

it to the Transfiguration, adding that “we will be intelligible participants by the gift of the light of Christ
himself which he will pour out in us according to the virtue of his own divinity” (Super B. Dionysii De
divinis nominibus, cap.1, lect.2). As Cory J. Hayes points out, however, Thomas does not identify this cor-
poreal vision of Christ with the beatific vision itself (“Deus in se et Deus pro nobis: The Transfiguration in
the Theology of Gregory Palamas and Its Importance for Catholic Theology” [Ph.D. diss, Duquesne
University, 2015], 195).

102 Edwards, “True Saints, When Absent from the Body,” WJE 25.231.
103 Ibid.
104 Ibid.
105 Ibid.
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[W]hen the soul leaves the body, all these clogs and hindrances [of sin] shall be
removed, every separating wall shall be broken down, and every impediment
taken out of the way, and all distance shall cease; the heart shall be wholly and
perfectly drawn, and most firmly and forever attached and bound to him, by a
perfect view of his glory. And the vital union shall then be brought to perfection:
the soul shall live perfectly in and upon Christ, being perfectly filled with his
Spirit, and animated by his vital influences, living as it were only by Christ’s life,
without any remainder of spiritual death, or carnal life.106

The union of the saints with Christ will be perfected through the perfection of their
holiness. This holiness of the saints so joins them to Christ that it is in him that they
will see the glory of God.107

Since in Christ humanity and divinity are joined together, by being perfectly
united to Christ’s humanity (in its holiness), the saints are also united to his divinity.
This means that Edwards’s vision of Christ is truly a visio dei: the believer really
does see God, but he sees him in Christ.108 Christ may be the “grand medium” of the
vision of God, but in the eschaton, this medium is no longer a sacrament.109 That is
to say, although knowledge of God is always mediated through Christ’s humanity,
in heaven the intimacy between Christ and the saints is such that in and through his
humanity they now immediately discern his divinity as well as the glory of his
redemption as the sacramental reality (res) to which they have been looking forward.
The beatific vision is a vision of the real presence of Christ: the merging of sacrament
and reality in him.

Edwards draws out this point explicitly towards the end of his funeral sermon,
when he reflects on the implications of the participation of the heavenly saints with
Christ. Here he insists that the Father’s placement of the Son at his right hand in
heaven means that the believers, too, are joined to the Father. Through their union
with Christ they

so in some sort, partake of his child-like relation to the Father; and so are heirs
with him of his happiness in the enjoyment of his Father, as seems to be inti-
mated by the Apostle in Gal. 4:4–7. The spouse of Christ, by virtue of her
espousals to that only begotten son of God, is as it were, a partaker of his filial
relation to God, and becomes the “King’s daughter” (Ps. 45:13), and so partakes

106 Ibid., 231–32; bracketed words in original.
107 Cf. Kyle C. Strobel’s comment: “Our call is not simply to gaze on the beauty of Christ, to see Christ

as beautiful, but to be caught up into this beauty itself—that our whole being would consent to his, and
that we would partake in his filial relationship with the Father” (“Theology in the Gaze of the Father:
Retrieving Jonathan Edwards’s Trinitarian Aesthetics,” in Advancing Trinitarian Theology: Explorations in
Constructive Dogmatics, edited by Oliver D. Crisp and Fred Sanders [Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014],
147–70, at 160–61).

108 See also Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), 50, L. 44v–45r: “they being in [Christ] shall Partake
of the Immense Love of G[od] the F[ather] to [Christ] and as the son [ ] to who is in the Bosom of the
Knows the F[ather] so they shall Partake with him in his sight of G[od] as being as it were Parts of him
as he is in the Bosom of the The F[ather] so are they in the Bosom of the F[ather] as he has Immense Joy
in the Love of the F[ather] so have they Everyone of them in their measure the same Joy in the same
Love of the F[ather].” Paul Ramsey rightly suggests, therefore, that in Edwards’s view, “to see God imme-
diately is to see him in Christ” (“Appendix III: Heaven is a Progressive State,” WJE 8.699–700).

109 Edwards simply uses the language of “medium.” The discourse of sacramentality is my own.
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with her divine husband in his enjoyment of his Father and her Father, his God
and her God.110

The saints are Christ’s bride, and as his bride, Edwards suggests, they are the
Father’s daughter-in-law and enjoy his presence accordingly.

Shifting images, Edwards depicts the love of the Father for the Son as a stream
that through the Son reaches the believers, so that they get to drink of the same
stream of love that flows from the Father to the Son:

The saints shall have pleasure, in partaking with Christ “in his pleasure,” and
shall see light “in his light” [Ps. 36:9]. They shall partake with Christ of the same
“river of pleasure”; shall drink of the same water of life; and of the “same new
wine” in Christ’s Father’s kingdom (Matt. 26:29). . .. Christ, at his ascension into
heaven, received everlasting pleasures at his Father’s right hand, and in the
enjoyment of his Father’s love, as the reward of his own death, or obedience
unto death.111

Edwards preserves the invisibility of the Father, and he never ceases to insist on the
mediating role of Christ as the “grand medium” of the visio dei. Nonetheless, inas-
much as the believers’ union with Christ is perfected in the resurrection, the beatific
vision really is a vision also of God the Father.112 And as a result, Edwards affirms
that this beatific vision will be “immediate” in character.113 This affirmation does not
contradict his denial of immediacy elsewhere: when Edwards affirms the immediate
vision of God, he means to say that there is no longer any barrier or wall between
God and the saint. Union with Christ removes the distance between the two.114

As we have already seen, Edwards never spells out in detail how, in the beatific
vision after the resurrection, physical and spiritual sight will relate to each other.
Clearly, however, the vision of the bodily Christ with bodily eyes is of tremendous
significance for Edwards: “we have no Reason to think that there is any such thing as
Gods manifesting hims[elf] by any natu[ral] Glo[rious] appearance that is the symbol
of his Pres[ence] in H[eaven] there is no need of it any otherwise than by the
Glorifi[ed] Body of [Christ].”115 We may affirm, therefore, that Edwards thought that
the beatific vision of God (with spiritual eyes) is mediated through the bodily vision
of Christ. Edwards’s lengthy reflections on Christ as the “grand medium,” and his
insistence that we see God in and through the human nature of Christ, suggest at the

110 Edwards, “True Saints, When Absent from the Body,” WJE 25.234.
111 Ibid., 235; square brackets added.
112 Cf. Strobel’s comment: “[I]n the ages preceding consummation, the saints had a vision of the Father

by Christ, where in eternity they have it with Christ” (Jonathan Edwards’s Theology, 122).
113 Edwards, “Pure in Heart,” WJE 17.64.
114 Cf. Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 43r: “This shall be an Immediate sight . it

will be no apprehension of Gods excellency of By arguing of it from his works . neither will It be m such
a sp. of sight of G[od] as the saints have in this [world] seeing of him in his word & Ordinances & m or
making use of ordinances which is Called a seeing through a Glass darkly but then they shall see him
F[ace] to F[ace] 1 Cor. 13. 12.” William W. Wainwright comments that for Edwards, the mind’s apprehen-
sion of spiritual beauty is immediate (i.e., non-inferential): it doesn’t depend on reasoning (“Jonathan
Edwards,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, edited by Paul L. Gavrilyuk and
Sarah Coakley [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012], 224–40, at 235).

115 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 41v.
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very least that bodily vision after the resurrection will be of an exalted character and
will entail the perfection of spiritual insight. For Edwards, it is the sight of Christ’s
body with bodily eyes that enables the eyes of the soul to attain the beatific vision.116

To be sure, Edwards does not spell out how bodily sight of the bodily Christ
marks an advance on the sight of the separated soul in the intermediate state. In that
regard, he is no different from St. Thomas. But Edwards does go far beyond
Aquinas in integrating both bodily vision and union with Christ into his doctrine of
the beatific vision. In that sense, Edwards’s view seems to me sacramental in a way
that Thomas’s is not. In the “grand medium” of the God-man, the saints are joined
to God in the fullness of the light of his presence. The vision of God will always be
mediated in and through Christ. Put differently, for Edwards all vision of God—
even in the hereafter—is theophanic in character; vision of God will forever depend
on God condescending to us in visible appearance, particularly in the Incarnation of
the Son of God in Jesus Christ.117 Edwards, therefore, was unable to adopt Thomas’s
language of the beatific vision as the direct sight of the essence of God. For
Edwards, such language implies that in the hereafter we would bypass Christ and
violate the foundational principle that human beings depend on manifestations or
signs, even after the resurrection.118

Beatific Vision and Progressive Happiness
The mediated character of all vision of God allows Edwards to posit a never-ending
progression in the vision of God to ever-greater intimacy. For Edwards, the vision of
God gradually increases in clarity both in redemptive history and in the saints’ own
lives, with conversion, death, and bodily resurrection serving as the main points of
advancement—but with the increase in clarity and intimacy never ceasing. Already
the Old Testament theophanies introduced a certain vision of God, and the bodily
vision of Christ on earth (particularly the Transfiguration), as well as visionary expe-
riences of the saints in this life, are anticipations of the vision of God that we will
enjoy in the hereafter. The result is a blurring of the line between faith and vision.
We may not see “face to face” at the present time, but Edwards makes clear that
nonetheless the “knowledge of God in Christ of believers is the imperfect beginning

116 Thus, while the saints will physically see Christ, the beatific vision does not entail a physical seeing
of the Father. As we see Christ (with bodily eyes), he becomes, as it were, the eye by which we will (spi-
ritually) see the Father. I am grateful to Kyle Strobel for his insights in this regard.

117 Edwards comments that God used to show himself in the Old Testament in an “outward shape” or
the “form of a man.” These were divine self-manifestations of the second person of the Trinity, explains
Edwards (Sermon on Rom. 2:10 [Dec. 17, 1735], L. 41v). But after the Incarnation, there is no need for
God to assume such outward forms or shapes. The church today lives in a more perfect state, claims
Edwards: “but now [Christ] does Really subsist in a B Glorified B[ody] those outw[ard] symbols &
appearances are done away as being needless & Imperfect. . .. This more Imperfect way theref[ore] is alto-
gether needless in H[eaven] seeing G[od] the [Christ] there appears in a Glorified B[ody]” (ibid., L.
42r–v).

118 Aquinas, of course, attempts to avoid erasing the creator-creature distinction by insisting that the
lumen gloriae will serve as a created gift elevating the natural intellect so that it can see the divine essence
(ST 1, q.12, a2). But this raises the question of how a created light can see the essence of God. Aquinas’s
response to this is that God’s elevation of the natural intellect enables the vision (ST I, q.12, a.4). See fur-
ther Michael M. Waddell, “Aquinas on the Light of Glory,” T�opicos 40 (2011): 105–32; David L. Whidden,
Christ the Light: The Theology of Light and Illumination in Thomas Aquinas (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press,
2014), 131–33.
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of this heavenly sight”119 and that holiness itself is “the imperfect beginning of a
blessed-making sight of God.”120

Already in this life, insists Edwards in his sermon on Romans 2:10, the faithful
have the image of God stamped upon them. This renewal, he claims with an appeal
to Colossians 3:10 and Ephesians 4:23–24, implies a new ability to see: “They
have their eyes opened, and are led into such a sight of God and through acquaint-
ance with him, as changes the soul into the image of God’s glory.”121 The result is
that, through Christ’s indwelling, their excellency begins to shine, “though it be but
as a spark, yet it is something ten thousand times more excellent than any ruby, or
the most precious pearl that ever was found on earth . . ..”122 As Kyle Strobel
rightly points out: “Faith and sight, rather than being contraries, are for Edwards
united in a spiritual register.”123 Edwards does not contrast faith and hope (restricted
to temporal existence) with love (as perduring into eternity).124 Nor does he distin-
guish between mediate knowledge (today) and immediate knowledge (in the
hereafter).

Entirely in line with this, Edwards welcomes the possibility of the saints seeing
God already in this life in special, ecstatic experiences, in which God

sometimes is Pleased to with Remove the veil to draw the Cut Curtain & Give
the saints th sweet views of hims[elf] sometimes that is as it were a window or
Co Gap opend in Heaven & & [Christ] shews hims[elf] through the Lattice they
have sometimes from time to time been break of sweet Light breaking forth from
above into the soul . & G[od] son & the Redeemer sometimes Comes to them &
makes friendly visits to them & manifests Hims[elf] to them . sometimes the
saints have times of Light & Gladness for some Considerable time together & a
at the times the views are more short.125

For Edwards, such visions are anticipations of the beatific vision. They come with
great joy—concerning pardon of sin, God’s excellency and love, and love of doing
what is good.126 The result, claims Edwards, is a “peace that arises from light,” along
with a “sweet Repose” and satisfaction, as well as a pleasure that gives life and

119 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.75.
120 Ibid.
121 Ibid., 888.
122 Ibid.
123 Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology, 153.
124 Ramsey comments that “Edwards did not share the view that in heaven faith disappears in sight

(leaving only a formal faith) and hope ceases with its substantive realization (also only leaving its form),
while love alone is the immediate activity of the soul enjoying all it sees of God and seeing all it wills or
desires (“Appendix III,” 716). To be sure, to my knowledge Edwards does not use the term “hope” in the
context of heaven. And he does comment about the intermediate state that “now shall faith be turnd into
vision & hope into fruition” (Sermon on Rom. 2:10 [Dec. 17, 1735], L. 17r). Nonetheless, as we will see
below, Edwards’s overall view on the role of desire in the hereafter bears out the general assessments of
Ramsey and Strobel (cf. below, fn. 153).

125 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 6v–7r.
126 Ibid., L. 7r–v.

206 Hans Boersma

VC 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd



durable enjoyment, since it is like “the durable Light of the sun & stars or sun.”127

Such experiences make the soul shine like the face of Moses and of Stephen.128 Thus,
Edwards highlights emphatically that the vision of God is something that begins
already here on earth.

Also on this score, there is a remarkable difference between Aquinas and
Edwards. While Aquinas does acknowledge that at times, saints experience an
ecstatic rapture, these are rare, miraculous occurrences—experienced by saints such
as Jacob, Moses, and Paul.129 The general line for Thomas is: “God cannot be seen in
His essence by a mere human being, except he be separated from this mortal life.”130

The reason Thomas gives for his reticence is precisely that (1) he treats the beatific
vision as sight of the divine essence; and (2) the body does not facilitate but stands
in the way of such a vision. Our soul, says Thomas, “as long as we live in this life,
has its being in corporeal matter; hence naturally it knows only what has a form in
matter, or what can be known by such a form. Now it is evident that the divine
essence cannot be known through the nature of material things.”131 By contrast, for
Edwards, the presence of the body does not cause a hindrance to visionary
experiences.132

Thus, as is well known, at one point Edwards holds up the visionary experiences of
his wife Sarah as an example of evangelical piety. Her soul, he writes, was “as it were
perfectly overwhelmed, and swallowed up with light and love a sweet solace, rest and
joy of soul.”133 Her experience would last “for five or six hours together, without any
interruption,” as her soul “seemed almost to leave the body.”134 Edwards concludes
his account with the comment: “Now if such things are enthusiasm, and the fruits of a
distempered brain, let my brain be evermore possessed of that happy distemper!”135

For Edwards, visionary experiences such as Sarah’s are to be expected as part of the
progression toward the full vision of beatific bliss in the eschaton.

This continuous progress in vision means, as Edwards himself puts it, that happi-
ness is “progressive.”136 For Edwards, this progression marks life after death and
even life after the resurrection. He argued that if it is true that we see God in and
through the work of Christ, then the more that work is accomplished, the clearer the
vision of God becomes. Accordingly, the church in heaven enjoyed an increase in
glory when Israel was led out of Egypt and into Canaan, when David’s throne was
established, when the Jews returned from the Babylonian exile, when Christ came to
earth, when Constantine became emperor, and when the Protestant Reformation
took place; and, Edwards asserts, particularly the arrival of the millennium will

127 Ibid., L. 9r; L. 10r.
128 Ibid., L. 10v.
129 Aquinas, ST I, q.12, a.11; II-II, q.175, a.3.
130 Aquinas, ST I, q.12, a.11.
131 Ibid.
132 Cf. Phillip Blond’s suggestion that, once we acknowledge that matter is not the reason we cannot

see God, “there is no logical reason that such a displacement of finite knowing cannot take place in this
life as indeed it does in certain mystical events” (“Beatific Vision of St Thomas Aquinas,” 199).

133 Jonathan Edwards, Some Thoughts Concerning the Revival, WJE 4.332.
134 Ibid.
135 Ibid., 341.
136 For an excellent account, see Ramsey, “Appendix III,” 706–38.
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mark a period of great glory in heaven.137 Each of these advancements of the church
on earth marks an increase in the joy of the saints in heaven, claims Edwards.138

Because Edwards links the earthly progress of Christ’s work so closely to the heav-
enly saints’ vision of God in and through this progress, history comes to play an
important role in Edwards’s understanding of the beatific vision. For Edwards, the
visio dei is not an abstract beholding of the divine essence, but is in good part knowl-
edge of, and subsequently also rejoicing in, Christ’s work of redemption throughout
history.139 Because this history of redemption is progressive, by way of consequence
the beatific vision is progressive as well.

The question should perhaps be asked: doesn’t this continuous progress stand in
the way of the achievement of eschatological perfection and rest? Edwards makes
clear that this is not the case: the beatific vision will be “perfect.”140 The saints’ vision
of God in Christ will be “truly happifying.”141 The visio dei will yield “pleasure” and
“delight,”142 which will be the soul’s “highest perfection and excellency.”143 This
happiness will be “pure sweet without any mixture,”144 without any “bitterness,”145

and the foremost reason for this is that the

pleasure of seeing God is so great and strong that it takes the full possession of
the heart; it fills it brimful, so that there shall be no room for any sorrow, no
room in any corner for anything of an adverse nature from joy. . .. The pleasure
will be so great as fully and perfectly to employ every faculty. The sight of God’s
glory and love will be so wonderful, so engaging to the mind, and shall keep all
the powers of it in such strong attention, that the soul will be wholly possessed
and taken up.146

The language seems unequivocal: according to Edwards, the saints in heaven will
have “perfect sight,” which will transform them “perfectly.”

Still, Edwards carefully qualifies this affirmation of perfection by saying that it
will be “according to men’s capacity, a perfect sight,” and he adds that it will not be

137 Edwards, “Happiness of Heaven is Progressive,” WJE 18.431–32. Robert W. Caldwell points out
that Christ’s ascension and the final consummation are the two main junctures that divide history accord-
ing to Edwards: “Edwards often drew attention to two redemptive-historical events that are of such mag-
nitude that heaven is dramatically transformed by them: the ascension of Christ and the final
consummation of all things” (“A Brief History of Heaven in the Writings of Jonathan Edwards,” Calvin
Theological Journal 46 [2011]: 48-71, at 55). See also Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology, 109.

138 Edwards, “Happiness of Heaven is Progressive,” WJE 18.432. Cf. the comments in his Sermon on
Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), on the joy of the Old Testament saints at the coming of Christ into the world;
of the apostles, evangelists, and early Christians and martyrs, who saw the Christian faith established
throughout the Roman empire; as well as of the saints of former ages who rejoiced at the Reformation of
Luther, Calvin, and others (Sermon on Rom. 2:10 [Dec. 17, 1735], L. 19r–v).

139 Cf. Steven M. Studebaker and Robert W. Caldwell, The Trinitarian Theology of Jonathan Edwards:
Text, Context, and Application (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 216.

140 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 43r.
141 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed, WJE 17.61; italics omitted.
142 Ibid., 66–68.
143 Ibid., 68.
144 Ibid.
145 Ibid., 69.
146 Ibid., 71.
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comprehensive, as if our minds could comprehend God.147 Thus, the vision will sim-
ply be “perfect in its kind,” in that “it shall be perfectly certain, without any doubt or
possibility of doubt.”148 Edwards’s language here echoes that of Aquinas: he too is
careful to remind us of God’s incomprehensibility.149 But Aquinas is willing to say
that there will nonetheless be some kind of comprehension in the eschaton. With an
appeal to 1 Corinthians 9:24 and 2 Timothy 4:7–8, Aquinas insists that God can be
comprehended in the sense that we can, as it were, reach or attain to him.150 The rea-
son Aquinas insists on this is, of course, that for him the perfection of the beatific
vision implies that it is a vision of the divine essence. So, we comprehend (in the
sense of reaching) the essence of God.

Edwards is more cautious in this regard. The object of the vision is twofold: first,
the object is everything in God that tends to “Excite & Inflame Love i. e. Every thing
that is Lovely. – tends to Rai Exalt their Esteem & admira[tion] tends to win &
Endear the Heart”;151 and second, the object of the vision is

Every thing in G[od] that Gratifies Love they shall see in him the all that Love
desires . Love desires the Possession of it Love of the P fr Every beloved so the
saints in Gl[ory] shall see Gods Transcendent Love to them G[od] will make full
discoveries & manifesta of his Love Ineffable manifeste of his Love to them. they
shall see as much Love in G[od] towards them as they Can desire so & so at fully
to satisfy them & so they they neither will nor Can desire mo Can Crave any
more.152

For Edwards, the sight of God both excites love and gratifies love. With the former,
Edwards comes close to affirming that desire for God will continue forever.153

Needless to say, also on this score, Thomas is much more radical in excluding desire
from eschatological happiness. “[M]an is not perfectly happy,” insists Thomas, “so

147 Ibid.; emphasis added.
148 Ibid.; emphasis added.
149 Thomas cautions that God cannot be comprehended if we mean by it an “inclusion of the compre-

hended in the comprehension” (ST I-II, q.4, a.4).
150 Aquinas speaks of this comprehension as “holding of something already present and possessed:

thus one who runs after another is said to comprehend him” (ibid.).
151 Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 43v.
152 Ibid., 44r.
153 In this particular sermon, he maintains that though desire will cease, the soul “shall be inflamed

with love, and satisfied with pleasure,” so that “the soul will desire no greater” (ibid.). In Misc 822
(c.1740–42), however, he cautiously suggests that perhaps desire is compatible with the perfection of the
beatific vision. There will be “no uneasiness of craving,” he suggests, “but not so as to leave no desire of
increasing: for doubtless when they study and contemplate [it will be] with a desire of gaining knowl-
edge, and the satisfaction that arises from it; so we are told the angels desire to look into these things.
But they shall have no uneasy desires. Their desires shall be no more than a suitable preparation for
delight in their satisfaction” (“Degrees of Glory. Perfection of Happiness,” WJE 18.533–34; square brackets
in original).
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long as something remains for him to desire and seek . . ..”154 Because Thomas
believes that sight of the essence of God brings about the rest that we seek, desire
must be excluded from heavenly happiness.

Edwards, by contrast, wants us to know that the end of history does not bring
eternal boredom.155 It is not as though, once we will have been satisfied with the
sight of God in Christ, there will be no further joys awaiting us. To be sure, the joy
of the saints’ sight of God is satisfying, “the fountain that supplies it being equal to
man’s desires and capacities.”156 The human soul, Edwards explains, is like a
“vessel,” which God, as the infinite fountain of joy, is able fill to the brim.157 Because
the fountain is infinite, the vessel cannot possibly contain all the water that streams
from it. Edwards comments:

The understanding may extend itself as far [as] it will; it doth but take its flight
out into an endless expanse and dive into a bottomless ocean. It may discover
more and more of the beauty and loveliness of God, but it never will exhaust the
fountain. Man may as well swallow up the ocean as he can extend his faculties
to the utmost of God’s excellency. . ..

How blessed therefore are they that do see God, that are come to this exhaustless
fountain! They have obtained that delight that gives full satisfaction; being come
to this pleasure, they neither do nor can desire any more. They can sit down
fully contented, and take up with this enjoyment forever and ever, and desire no
change. After they have had the pleasures of beholding the face of God millions
of ages, it won’t grow a dull story; the relish of this delight will be as exquisite
as ever. There is enough still for the utmost employment of every faculty.158

Edwards is convinced that divine infinity (the “exhaustless fountain” of God) implies
that the creature will draw from this wellspring of joy forever. As Robert Caldwell
puts it: “Because God’s infinite fullness shall never be exhaustively communicated to

154 Aquinas, ST I-II, q.3, a.8. Thomas seems to struggle at this point, since he does believe that in the
intermediate state the soul desires the body to join it. He attempts to solve the dilemma by saying that
the desire of the separated soul is at rest with regard to the thing desired, but not with regard to the
desirer (ST I-II, q.4, a.5). Blond comments on Thomas’s ambivalence by commenting that for Thomas,
“though the soul is fully satisfied for itself it still experiences a lack in its other half. However the soul is
either satisfied or it is not. Self-evidently Aquinas concedes that it is not – yet he argues that the sepa-
rated soul is at rest, replete in its contemplation” (“Beatific Vision of St Thomas Aquinas,” 195).

155 Cf. Caldwell’s comment: “Edwards . . . argued that perfection is not a static state but admits
degrees. One who is perfected merely has no sin or natural defect; she still retains the potentiality for
growth and increase in holiness” (“Brief History of Heaven,” 62).

156 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.72.
157 Ibid. Cf. Amy Plantinga Pauw’s comment: “As the saints continue to increase in knowledge and

love of God, God receives more and more glory. This heavenly reciprocity will never cease, because the
glory God deserves is infinite, and the capacity of the saints to perceive this glory and praise God for it is
ever increasing. Edwards’ notion of divine increase in heaven is by far the most innovative aspect of his
reflections on heaven” (“‘Heaven Is a World of Love’ Edwards on Heaven and the Trinity,” Calvin
Theological Journal 30, no. 2 [November 1995]: 392–401, at 399).

158 Edwards, “Pure in Heart Blessed,” WJE 17.72–73.
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a finite creation, God shall never cease from communicating more and more of it to
the creature.”159

Edwards does not indicate the provenance of the metaphor of a vessel continuously
being filled with water from the divine fountain, but it has a long history, going back
to Gregory of Nyssa, who in turn had drawn from Plato and Origen.160 Origen specu-
lated about a supra-temporal fall of the soul because he believed that once the soul
would reach the perfection of the vision of God, it would reach satiety (koros), and,
unable to ascend higher, the satisfied soul would fall away from this satisfying sight of
God.161 Gregory of Nyssa struggled with the same problematic, but rather than accept
the notion of a supra-temporal fall, he argued that the vessel of the soul would expand
eternally, so as to be able to take in ever more of the perfection of God.162 In other
words, the finite vessel of the human soul would expand infinitely through its ever-
transforming vision of God, by which he would amplify the soul’s ability to see him.
Jean Dani�elou has termed Gregory’s doctrine of infinite progress epektasis, after
Gregory’s use of Philippians 3:13, where the Apostle Paul acknowledges that he has
not yet reached the perfection of the resurrection, but then mentions the one thing with
which he concerns himself: “[F]orgetting what lies behind and straining forward [epek-
teinomenos] to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward
call of God in Christ Jesus.” Paul’s “straining forward” (epekteinomenos) served for
Gregory as the main biblical support informing his theory of eternal progress.163

Edwards does not appear to have taken his understanding of eternal progress
directly from Gregory of Nyssa.164 Nonetheless, the Northampton pastor’s idea that
the saints can never “exhaust” the fountain, that beholding the face of God will
never grow “dull” since God’s fountain will always be equal to their desires and
capacities, picks up on the theme of infinite progress in a way remarkably similar to
Nyssen’s articulation of it.165 Along similar lines, Edwards suggests that in God’s
“Infinite Glory” there is enough “to Entertain their views & their Contemplations
forever & Ever without satiety. Go G. ever being Glutted fir [world] & he is also an

159 Caldwell, “Brief History of Heaven,” 54. Cf. also Paul Ramsey’s articulation of Edwards’s logic: “If
communicating his fullness was God’s end in any of his works, that communication must be as infinite
as that fullness is” (“Appendix III,” 712).

160 See Verna E. F. Harrison, “Receptacle Imagery in St. Gregory of Nyssa’s Anthropology,” Studia
Patristica 22 (1989): 23–27.

161 See Marguerite Harl, “Recherches sur l’orig�enisme d’Origène: la sati�et�e (j�oqo1) de la contemplation
comme motif de la chute des âmes,” Studia patristica 8 (1966): 373–405.

162 See Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco, “Epektasis,” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, edited by
Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco and Giulio Maspero, trans. Seth Cherney (Leiden: Brill, 2009).

163 See further Jean Dani�elou, Platonisme et th�eologie mystique: Doctrine spirituelle de Saint Gr�egoire de
Nysse, rev. ed., Th�eologie 2 (Paris: Aubier, 1953), 291–307; Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in
Gregory of Nyssa: An Anagogical Approach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 82–83, 243–45.

164 See Patricia Wilson-Kastner, “God’s Infinity and His Relationship to Creation in the Theologies of
Gregory of Nyssa and Jonathan Edwards,” Foundations 21, no. 4 (October–December 1978): 305–21, at 317.
Sang Hyun Lee writes that “Edwards was . . . acquainted with the Eastern tradition through the writings
of the Cambridge Platonist Ralph Cudworth and, indirectly, Gregory of Nyssa himself” (“Introduction,”
in Jonathan Edwards, Writings on the Trinity, Grace, and Faith, WJE 21.3). See also McClymond and
McDermott, Theology of Jonathan Edwards, 413–14.

165 For Nyssen, epektasis is driven by ever-increasing desire. As we have seen, for Edwards the ques-
tion of continuing desire is somewhat more complicated.
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Infinite fount[ain] of Love. a for G[od] is Love. yea Love an Ocean of Love without
shores & bottom.”166

Conclusion
The discovery of Aristotle in the thirteenth century, it has often been noted, set the
stage for a much greater focus on the created order. This is undoubtedly true, and
there is no need here to revisit this observation. A greater focus on the created order,
however, does not necessarily mean recognition of its sacramental character. It is the
Platonic notion of participation (methexis) that acknowledges the interconnectedness
of nature and the supernatural and that enables Christian theology to articulate a
sacramental ontology. It has been the argument of this essay that Edwards built on
these Platonic insights in his articulation of the doctrine of the beatific vision.

Concretely, this means that Edwards presented a Reformed articulation of this
doctrine remarkably similar to pre-modern and Eastern expressions of it. On the one
hand, an Edwardsean approach maintains that already the Old Testament theopha-
nies, and already the rapturous visions of the saints today, are instances of a vision
of God that genuinely anticipates the beatific vision that follows the bodily resurrec-
tion. So, there is genuine vision (not just faith) on this side of the eschaton. On the
other hand, an Edwardsean view also maintains that we will never have an immedi-
ate vision of the essence of God. If Christ is the “grand medium,” this means that
even the consummate vision of God is theophanic in character. So, while there is a
beatific vision of God in the hereafter, as finite creatures we will always desire to see
more of God’s infinite glory in Christ.

Christ is always the “grand medium”—throughout redemptive history and into
the eschaton; as well as throughout our lives and, again, into the eschaton. A sacra-
mental understanding of the beatific vision acknowledges that everything we see
with the eyes of the body today is a theophany of God in Jesus Christ and that
everything we will ever see with the eyes of the soul is also a theophany of God in
Jesus Christ. This is perhaps the deepest insight of Edwards’s theology of the beatific
vision: the recognition that wherever we turn our eyes we see God in Jesus Christ.

166 Edwards, Sermon on Rom. 2:10 (Dec. 17, 1735), L. 5v.
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