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Making a lasting impact




Editorial


The 4th of March 2024 marked the750th anniversary of the death of Thomas Aquinas. This is a good occasion to remember a theologian, Doctor of the Church and Dominican who has never been forgotten and is as present in the intellectual world today as ever! The aim of this issue of Interface Theology is to take an interdisciplinary approach to Aquinas in order to shed light on his oeuvre using different hermeneutics. Protestant theologian Volker Leppin (Yale), for example, evaluates Thomas from the perspective of his denomination and finds that he can be permanently exposed to criticism, Protestant theology can re-appropriate him, or it can win him back as an authority for common Christian teachings. Yoshinori Ueeda (Tokyo) shows how the medieval theologian was received in Japan—and only from 1905 onwards due to the publication of a programmatic writing. Benedikta Rickmann OP (Regensburg) chose a different approach to the interdisciplinary debate and asked about God in psychotherapy. Thomas would approach the topic from the point of view of spirituality and ask about the quality of spiritual and therapeutic interventions. American Dominican Andrew Hofer OP approaches the work of Aquinas as a patristic scholar and traces its reception by the Church Fathers. Thomas Eggensperger OP (Berlin) attempts to prove that Thomas Aquinas’ Summa theologiae can be understood in its composition as ‘ethics’. Ulrich Engel OP in his article reconstructs the philosophical-theological approach of the Aquinas expert Ignatius Eschmann OP in his resistance to authoritarian systems. Finally, Christoph J Bergmann OP recalls the description of the life of the honoured man published by Willehad P Eckert OP through his secretary Wilhelmv. Tocco.
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Thomas Aquinas and the Jesuits


Bernhard Knorn SJ


Dominicans and Jesuits have a long history of conflict. Even before the order was founded, Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556) had unpleasant experiences with the inquisition carried out by Dominicans in Spain because his spiritual fervour was a thorn in the side of church theologians. The new order then attracted the harsh criticism of the influential Dominican Melchior Cano (1509–1560), who never tired of claiming that the Society of Jesus was claiming the name of Jesus exclusively for itself.1 From the end of the 16th century, Dominicans and Jesuits were implacably opposed to each other in the dispute over grace and accused each other of teaching heresies regarding the work of God and the freedom of human beings. In the Neo-Scholasticism of the 19th/20th century, representatives of the two orders argued about what faithfulness to St Thomas meant exactly. Until well into the 20th century, it was believed that a Jesuit-Molinist view of God, the world and humanity was fundamentally in conflict with a Dominican-Thomist view—with consequences for the respective theology, spirituality and mindset.2


A Shared Enthusiasm for Thomas Aquinas


However, these conflicts would not have arisen if the Order of Preachers and the Jesuit Order did not share numerous spiritual and apostolic ideals. Many Jesuits admired Thomas Aquinas (1224/25–1274), who epitomised the theological character of the Dominican Order like no other. From Ignatius onwards, they took their cue from Thomas, were inspired by him, and engaged in dialogue with him—which shaped the Jesuit order in its spiritual, theological and pedagogical orientation more than is generally assumed today.


A common root lies in Second Scholasticism. In the 16th century, Dominicans such as Francisco de Vitoria (around 1483–1546) and Domingo de Soto (1495–1560) rediscovered Thomas and began to adopt his teachings and methodology. A new recourse to the source texts of the Christian faith was added in the Renaissance. The humanist study reform with its orientation towards the learning subject made this new approach so attractive that many early members of the Jesuit order, founded in 1540, also studied with the Dominicans.3 Like their teachers, the Jesuit professors began to comment on the Summa theologiae. This decision in favour of Thomas Aquinas was made for the long term, as both the statutes and the study regulations of the Society of Jesus designated him as the primary theological teacher. In a time of upheaval and uncertainty due to the Reformation, the doctor communis stood for sound church doctrine. But it was not just about orthodoxy.


The Summa theologiae in particular, with its systematic structure and the method of disputation, helped professors to organise the content of their subject and successfully convey it didactically. The methodically organised disputation became the central practice and examination instrument in Jesuit studies and the primary method of scholarly debate. Ultimately, it was not Thomism that prevailed in terms of content, but rather the desire to know and be able to discuss the variety of positions that were appropriate for a particular case—as in the case of Francisco Suárez (1548–1617), for example, who was to determine Jesuit theology until the nineteenth century.4


Differences in Spirituality?


Despite the reception of Thomas in theology, the spirituality of the Jesuits seems to be characterised less by the great Dominicans of the 13th century than by the ideals of the early modern period: The individual, free subject and his personal salvation, the direct call of God to every person, missionary worldliness, the pursuit of the magis instead of fitting into the ordo—all these characteristics of Ignatian spirituality contradict the high medieval understanding of Christian life and classical religious life. In depth, however, connecting lines can certainly be discovered.


Ignatius already gives a hint in his autobiographical account of his pilgrimage: the first religious ideal figures that came to his mind as a young man after his life-changing wound were Francis and Dominic.5 In addition to this enthusiasm for the mendicant orders’ ideal of poverty, the contemplation of Jesus’ life became important to him. Getting to know and love Jesus more in his earthly life, standing with him in the Passion and rejoicing with the Risen One are central moments of the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, in which the mysteries of Jesus’ life explicitly serve as points of contemplation.6 Already in Thomas’ Summa theologiae, the questions about Christ’s earthly life are characteristic of his Christology. Later, great Jesuit theologians from Francisco Suárez to Karl Rahner (1904–1984) sought to integrate this then often neglected topic into their systematic theology.7


They were not only concerned with a theology that lived from reference to Holy Scripture. Rather, for these Ignatian theologians, human life refers sacramentally to God, and God works in the world precisely through humanity. Like Thomas, they are convinced that the work of grace presupposes nature as an indispensable foundation and perfects it.8 The natural dispositions of human beings are therefore to be promoted in order to express God’s action through them, because God acts in the world in no other way than through secondary causes. In Ignatius’ time, which was characterised by Nominalism, the doctrine of second causes, which was so important to Thomas, was not very popular. Rather, human freedom in the modern era came into conflict with God’s sovereign action. But was this self-development of freedom not ultimately a consequence of the Thomistic-Aristotelian appreciation of empirical reality?


A Spiritually Orientated Theology


While in Thomas’ philosophical theology God as first cause, as actus purus, could appear to people as distant and impersonal, his hymns and prayers speak a different language: Adoro te devote, latens veritas.9 The goal of his theology consists in the worship of the permanently hidden essence of God—on the basis of this insight Thomas also broke off the completion of the theological Summa. Similarly, Ignatius also advises in the Spiritual Exercises that deep spiritual consolation without any recognisable earthly cause is more convincing than any rational consideration.10 He would not share Thomas’ statement of principle that a contemplative life should be valued more highly than one of physical activity.11 In any case, Ignatius was not one for declarations of principle. However, he could all the more agree with the statement that immediately followed: Even more perfect is an active life modelled on that of Christ, which in preaching and teaching communicates to others what is profoundly recognised in contemplation (contemplata aliis tradere). This motto of the Dominicans, taken over from St Thomas, also speaks to Jesuits. The apostolate of the soul, which ultimately traces its apostolic activity back to the contemplation in the Spiritual Exercises.
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