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Introduction


Thomas F O’Meara, OP


 


Thomas Aquinas—he has influenced an extraordinary number of men and women. The recent 800th Anniversary of the founding of the Dominican Order bears witness to how his thought has reached through centuries thousands of teachers, writers, and preachers from Croatia to the Philippines, from Peru to Armenia.


Aquinas’ theology led Catherine of Siena to urge reform on the papacy, and it inspired a Renaissance painter like Fra Angelico. The Dominican Archbishop Diego de Deza advised Christopher Columbus to explore what lay to the west of Portugal, while a little later Bartolomé de Las Casas defended the rights of the Native Americans against the Spanish conquerors. In this century his principles of intellectual life influenced MJ Lagrange to begin a modern school of Catholic biblical studies in Jerusalem, and guided Yves Congar to pioneer a Roman Catholic acceptance of ecumenism. Novelists as different as Sigrid Undset and Flannery O’Connor have learned from the pages of Aquinas. Bishops have condemned him, and popes have praised him.


The twentieth century rediscovered Thomas Aquinas. The scholars contributing to this book continue the work of Martin Grabmann, AD Sertillanges, Norberto del Prado, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Étienne Gilson, and Bernard Lonergan. The attention given to Aquinas after 1900 in historical research and intellectual analysis led to Vatican II where his thought addressed modernity and stimulated pastoral renewal. This theology in the course of the twentieth century existed in several modes: (1) a philosophical and limited neo-Thomism; (2) historical research on medieval thinkers; (3) applications of Thomism to ethical and political issues; (4) dialogues between Aquinas and modern philosophers; (5) expansive studies of grace present in church life and human history. Thus a fruitful time produced an expansion of Aquinas’ thinking, one active in psychology and aesthetics, present in the forms of human journey and cultural history, and focused on being and grace.


The following essays and sermons present interpreters of Aquinas in the twentieth century who are transmitting and applying his insights.


A) Marie-Dominique Chenu (1895–1990) was an outstanding scholar of the intellectual life of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. He also worked during his own time for the renewal of the Church’s pastoral situation in Europe. His writings presented society and nature as contexts for the Gospel and supported priest-workers. He could interpret medieval texts in their cultural contexts and then apply them to comparable situations in his own time.


B) Yves Congar (1904–1995) decided as a young Dominican that his vocation was to develop a theology aiming at church unity. Ideas given in talks and sermons were published into the book Divided Christendom in 1937, one of the first Roman Catholic books on ecumenism. Over the years he edited a series Unam Sanctam, a collection of eighty volumes treating what widely pertained to the church. Congar’s theological approach was not philosophical but historical, researching the history of the forms of the church in its various periods. His influence at Vatican II led to renewal in the areas of the episcopacy, ministry, papacy, and church unity.


C) Jean-Pierre Torrell (1927–) is a French Dominican and a specialist in the thought of Thomas Aquinas. He has taught at universities in Montréal, Toronto, Rome, and Fribourg (Switzerland). His bibliography lists over a hundred critical texts, books, and articles. Those studies on specialized questions and topics have led to the composition of a magisterial two-volume work on Aquinas’ person, works, and thought, the dominant study on the medieval Dominican from recent decades.


D) Carlos-Josaphat Pinto de Oliveira (1921–2020) was born in Brazil where he entered the Dominicans. In the 1960s he was involved in political turmoil there and moved to Europe. He is a specialist in moral theology, both individual and social. He has written studies on Aquinas’ Christian ethics and on issues in contemporary economics, on women’s rights and on theologies defending the Native Americans. His writings on Aquinas inevitably look at contemporary thought-forms in dialogue with medieval thinking.


E) Walter Principe (1922–1996) was a Canadian priest and a member of the Congregation of Saint Basil. His writings on medieval texts and theological perspectives have been influential. An important figure at the Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies in Toronto, he drew from the summae of the Dominican themes inspiring to the modern Christian and he composed one of the first essays on the modern field of spirituality as related to Aquinas.


Karl Rahner (1904–1984) drew Aquinas into dialogue with modern thinkers like Kant and Heidegger. The Jesuit wrote a doctoral dissertation on Aquinas’ epistemology that quickly became influential. For numerous theological issues he pursued their historical background and future theological development. An outstanding teacher at Vatican II he was particularly influential on theologians around the world after the Council in showing how traditional ideas could gain a new depth.


F) Edward Schillebeeckx (1914–2009), a Flemish Dominican, did his doctoral studies with M-D Chenu in Paris. He has been a leader in using forms from modern philosophy (phenomenology and existentialism) to serve the expression of Christian teaching. A commitment to relate the Christian tradition to human experience is seen in his writings on the sacraments, the structures of the church, and revelation. He has written a number of volumes on church and ministry, and on the incarnation and activity of Jesus Christ.


We are living in the late modern era, while Aquinas lived in the High Middle Ages. Aquinas and his contemporaries reflected European Christianity, but today Christianity is called to incarnation and inculturation in a wide world. Otto Pesch wrote: ‘Thomas is certainly an outstanding example of how basic problems of Christian theology, that is, basic questions of faith and existence, perdure through changing forms of expression. Recognising their lasting importance, however, and seeing their historical continuity with Thomas doesn’t happen without work or without living and thinking in another period. The reward is clear: the experience of an important and graced period in past history out of which we come and in which to some extent we still live.’1


Surprisingly with Aquinas and his theology there is always a ‘scandal’. A scandal of goodness, a scandal of reality, a scandal of limits. This independent thinker who drew on the resources of a great epoch to re-think Christianity had a confidence in the creature’s potential and in God’s love. This can frighten some.


Thomas Aquinas believed that faith and knowing touch realities, that education should not be divorced from spirituality, and that study should lead to teaching others. For him, the energy of human existence with its share in Trinitarian life holds from age to age the potential for renewing Christianity and humanity.


This collection comes out in a period of anniversaries associated with Aquinas’ life and work. 2023 marked the 700th anniversary of Aquinas’ canonization. 2024, the 750th anniversary of his death and 2025 will be the 800th anniversary of his birth.


 


1. Thomas von Aquin: Grenze und Grösse mittelalterlicher Theologie: Eine Einführung (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald, 1988), 27.





Thomas Aquinas, an Innovator in a New World


M-D Chenu, OP


 


‘Having been named a bachelor-professor and beginning to unveil what his quiet personality had held in his spirit, Friar Thomas appeared to have received from God remarkable knowledge. He surpassed all the professors. In his courses he stated new problems, discovered new methods, and used new sequences of proofs. To hear him teach was to be in contact with a new doctrine supported by new argumentation. One could not doubt that God by touching him with a new light and with a newness of inspiration led him to teach, from the beginning of his professorship, openly and directly, in word and in writing, new views.’1 These are the words of William of Tocco, the most extensive biographer of Thomas Aquinas. He was qualified to describe this because he had heard Aquinas lecture at the University of Naples from 1272 to 1274. Later he was one of those who convinced Pope John XXII to begin the process of canonization. One can hardly avoid noting that in these ten lines the word ‘novus’ appears eight times. This must be an intentional repetition. Is not the word itself a direct indication of the situation William observed?


I am emphasising the frequency of the word ‘new’ because the documents of the church in the past century treating Aquinas never mention this aspect. In fact, those church documents envision mainly a ‘philosophia perennis’, something outside of time and space, a teaching valuable in itself but beyond any instance of newness and change.


In William’s view, Friar Thomas, stimulated by the cultural changes of his time, found in them an impetus to give newness to teaching. Content and method, spirit and technique, principles and conclusion, style and inspiration—all the elements of this lofty knowledge of God came together to manifest a new kind of theology. The encounter of faith with a new culture was the reason and the motivation for this theology. Here we have an eminent case and daring lesson in the difficult encounter that takes place whenever culture moves in a significant way towards the new.


Novus, novitas. Looking at Aquinas’ use of words with ‘new’ in their root is informative. Today we see the pride which the new brings to the course of social evolution, to the various sectors of science and culture, to groups of scholars and institutions, and to the media. They all offer an important context for the enterprise of Thomas Aquinas within the coherent phenomena of civilisation.


‘New’ is the appropriate adjective expressly given to Gothic architecture in full creative expansion after the Romanesque period. That extraordinary flourishing of cathedrals includes a church which Friar Thomas walked past in his daily life: Notre Dame in Paris. A strengthening of verticality and at the same time the horizontal strength of the ogival supports and the vaults permit the walls to sustain considerable weight and to open more and more space for windows of light. The splendor of the cathedral’s beauty is the effect of a rigorous calculation of forces not possible up to that time. It is not just a romantic cliché that there are parallels between the cathedrals of stone and the summae of theology. They are a dual domain of cultural creation. Rational enterprises in different disciplines can be legitimately interpreted by each other: they express both rationality and mystery. There is a homology of phenomena in medieval civilisation.


A new style of decoration in sculpture represented plants and animals in a naturalistic way. We see human persons in their daily activities, their jobs; we see their expressions and their personalities. This style replaced an imagination of fantasy, an empty corporeality, and the symbolic monsters of Romanesque sculpture. Now all of humanity—located in the Christian mystery where Christ is the brother of men and women—appeared in earthly imagery with real surroundings. The world passed from allegory to natural science.


In the world of literature, poets and theoreticians had a vital awareness (sometimes aggressively stated against the opponents of this modernity) of new directions in speculative grammar, literary analysis, and technical categories. Matthew of Vendôme, fifty years before Aquinas, proclaimed in his Ars poetica: ‘In our time what is arriving has put to an end the old.’2 The novel replaced the narrative song; the refined poetry of courtly life replaced the descriptions of wars in the feudal era. In new forms and values a purification of sensibility and a refinement of emotions occurred. To give a classical analysis of this modernism of new generations, Ovid was rediscovered. A small work, one read and re-read, is De Amore where André le Chapelain puts into scholastic form in 1184 the doctrine of courtly love.3 That book will be condemned in 1277 at the same time that Thomas Aquinas was being condemned as a naturalist. Dante will soon appear as the central witness to this new art, while Brunetto Latini, a contemporary of Aquinas and Secretary of the Communità of Florence, has composed in French an allegorical poem on nature and love under the title The Book of the Treasure, an encyclopedia of the history of the world and the laws of society.4 Dante, who did not like him, will say that he taught ‘how man can be eternal’.5


Whatever ambiguity there might be in an ethics of the world of courtly sensibility, still it bears witness to the dawn of a positive awareness of the perceptions and values of interior experience. Abelard (who was also a knight of the new logic against a vulgarly objective casuistry) authored poems in the courtly style for his Eloise. He reintroduced the primacy of the intention in the evaluation of human actions even as he reduced the role of the priest in the sacrament of penance. Opposing his bishop in Paris, William of Auvergne, Thomas Aquinas will support the subjective criterion of conscience. This discovery of the subject, however, does not at all block the dialectical analysis of the age considering objects. The new sciences reveal their structures, causes, and rules. They bring a depth not only to the epistemology of knowing but also to the description of the human person.


The study of ancient writings is being rediscovered: it vitalizes a variety of disciplines and reestablishes the philosophy of Aristotle, discovered little by little in successive waves of translations (from Arabic and Greek). Aristotle draws the curiosity of the age to physics and politics. Psychology and ethics are now understood in a higher way as human sciences. Empiricism opposes ideology.


Should we call that age imitative? No, it is a renaissance, a new birth. The intoxication it aroused in so many led the conservatives to stand against the novatores of the University of Paris (as later they stood against the Renaissance in Florence). That era inspired those seeking something new to find models. Aquinas does not imitate Aristotle any more than the Gothic artists imitate the art of antiquity, or the poets of courtly love imitate the ars amandi of Ovid. In all this Dante is an outstanding witness of true creativity.


One knows that Albert the Great, the teacher of Friar Thomas, had to the amazement of many and despite official prohibitions sought ‘to render Aristotle intelligible to the Latins’.6 This enterprise produced tremors lasting fifty years. The results were striking in higher studies, sacred as well as profane, where Aquinas developed his world-view. At that time new generations sought realism. That realism takes a special form in the raw naturalism of the Roman de la Rose of Jean de Meung who lived near Friar Thomas on the Rue Saint-Jacques. One cannot read Thomas without pondering a cultural relationship with Jean de Meung as well as with Dante in the following generation. Is Dante a disciple of St. Thomas? This is a good question, for at first Dante and Thomas seems to be likeminded witnesses to the same mentality.


Institutions too, both those of the church and of the state, were being drawn into these changes, even as they provoked them. In secular society there were new forms of economic and political life, emerging sometimes with violence. Little by little the feudal regime lost its reason to exist and much of its efficacy. Guilds and communes set up bonds of solidarity among people outside the paternalistic authority of the lords. A social field of new experiences, unforeseen structures, and a wider political consciousness seemed to represent a regime of God. Those ‘cultural communes’ called universities were founded in an independence from the monastic schools that in the new kind of cities were increasingly marginalized. The universities are the places for learning, cultural and spiritual. Friar Thomas cannot be conceived outside of them; they are his environment. If he had stayed at Monte Cassino according to the feudal hope of his parents, he would not have been Thomas Aquinas. Similarly Francis of Assisi cannot be imagined outside the world of people with their trades or outside of the new social connections of the world of business and production in which he recreates the evangelical power of the word ‘brothers’. Thomas and Francis, out of social change and out of the Gospel message, challenge the Church’s feudalism.


Patterns of change, an atmosphere of change, contagious alterations moving from institution to institution and from individual to individual influence the enterprise of Aquinas as he was conceiving his works and writing them down. This is his world: this is the society in which he reads the Bible in a new way and in which he looks in a new way at the intellectual life of antiquity. To understand faith, a new theology emerges, one aspiring to be a wisdom but faithfully fashioned by the mystery of an incomprehensible God.


That age, far from reducing the value of theology, gave it a deeper expression through the reality of incarnation. The theology of Aquinas has value certainly in its conclusions but even more in its systematic construction. This importance comes in a basic way from the lucid and direct encounter with the culture of his time. It was a time when faith and structure in the church were also being flooded by the ideas of ancient culture. Thanks to the translations of great works of antiquity, scientific as well as philosophical texts, the metaphysical principles of Aristotle and Plato presented in professorial elaborations led to a keen intellectual awareness of the dignity of nature and the demands of reason. The resurgence of nature, reason, and human realities provoked in the young universities of the West (Paris, Bologna, Naples, Oxford, Cologne) a strong reaction against feudal conservatism, passive faith, and a monastic Church.


The result was unique and complex and (as in our own times) dramatic. Without doubt the key point is the conception of the human person. Anthropology calls forth, even determines theology (as it does today). When God speaks to people, he speaks the language of people.


The orientation of Aquinas (underlying his many writings) goes contrary to the dualism inherited from Augustine according to which the soul exists apart from the body in a mainly spiritual zone. Does the soul inhabit the body like a boat or prison? Aquinas says, No. There is a consubstantial unity for matter and spirit; a reciprocal coexistence and a common activity. Everything emerges in matter and everything is penetrated by spirit. In a unique form not only do I have a body but I am my body. All that is in my intellect comes from outside, from what is coming through my senses. There is no totally autonomous interiority. If here the immortality of the soul is questioned and death seems to be an absurdity, still the beatific vision gives the presence of the body an element of a perfect happiness. On earth emotions are physiological and corporeal realities, places for virtues and not just as little pockets of spiritual activity.
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