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			SAINT THOMAS AQUINAS


			KEY INFORMATION


			

					
Born: 1225 in the castle of Roccasecca, Kingdom of Sicily.


					
Died: March 1274 in Fossanova Abbey, Papal States.


					
Impact: the development of Thomism, which reconciled Catholic dogma and Aristotelian thought, and was adopted as the official doctrine of the Catholic Church.


			


			INTRODUCTION


			We tend to think of the Middle Ages as a dark period of human history, characterised by obscurantism, in contrast to the Renaissance, which saw the emergence of humanism and important scientific advances. However, this does not do the medieval era justice, as it was actually a time of considerable intellectual activity.


			Thinkers from the three major monotheistic religions (Christianity, Judaism and Islam) sought greater knowledge of God during this period, and Muslim and then Western scholars began rediscovering the philosophical writings of antiquity from the 9th century onwards. In the 12th century, European thinkers in the continent’s newly founded universities participated in lively intellectual discussions, and their debates influenced theology and philosophy for centuries to come. One of the best-known of these thinkers was Thomas Aquinas, a physically imposing Doctor of the Church who taught at universities in Paris, Rome and Naples and left behind a vast body of work combining philosophy and theology. He was a prolific commentator on the Bible and the writings of Aristotle, as well as a firm believer in the importance of of and contemplation, and used his writings to show that, far from being incompatible, reason and faith are in fact two valid ways of attaining knowledge of God. He also wrote texts that paved the way for democratic and even secular thought and promoted the ideal of happiness, and his thinking plays a key role in Catholic intellectual debates even today.


		




		

			BIOGRAPHY
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			Portrait of Thomas Aquinas.


			JOINING THE DOMINICAN ORDER


			Thomas Aquinas was born to a noble family in the castle of Roccasecca, near the village of Aquino from which he takes his name, in 1225. On his father’s side, he was a great-nephew of Frederick I, (Holy Roman Emperor, 1122-1190). His family intended him to embark on an ecclesiastical career, so he was sent to the first Benedictine monastery at Monte Cassino to study Latin literature. During his time there, he discovered prayer and contemplation, which would be constant companions for him throughout his life and a major influence on his work. In 1240, he went to Naples to undertake more advanced studies in grammar, science, theology and above all philosophy. He also discovered the recently founded Dominican Order, which he joined as a novice after the death of his father in 1243. This displeased his mother, Theodora of Teano, who set out to look for him in Naples and then Rome in order to bring him back to the family castle and force him to pursue the career that had been chosen for him. Theodora’s initial attempts to track down her son were unsuccessful, but he was eventually captured and brought home. He was kept at Roccasecca for almost a year, but refused to renounce his Dominican vows.


			A LIFE DEDICATED TO TEACHING


			He continued his studies in Paris after his release in 1245, and went on to study in Cologne in 1248. He was taught by Albertus Magnus (German theologian and philosopher, c. 1200-1280), one of the first theologians to base their ideas on the rediscovered works of Aristotle (Greek philosopher, 384-322 BCE). After completing his studies, Aquinas also became a teacher, initially in one of the two Dominican schools incorporated in the University of Paris. In 1259, he was recalled to Italy by Pope Alexander IV (1199-1261) and appointed theological advisor and lecturer to the papal Curia. Although he had been nicknamed “the dumb ox” by his fellow students because of his size and reserved nature, his renown and influence were by now such that Pope Urban IV (1200-1264), Alexander IV’s successor, asked him to write a text challenging Aristotelian philosophy as it was taught by the Averroists at the Sorbonne.


			

				

					Albertus Magnus


					Although Albertus Magnus is nowadays virtually unknown outside the fields of history and philosophy, it is probable that a distorted version of his name gave rise to the “Maubert” in Place Maubert, a square in Paris near the Sorbonne, which was a hub of theological education during the Middle Ages.
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					Portrait of Albertus Magnus.


				


			


			In 1269, Aquinas returned to the University of Paris and continued to reflect on the controversy surrounding interpretations of the works of ancient Greek philosophers, before accepting a post as the leader of a new Dominican school in Naples. In December 1273, he had a vision of his imminent death and decided to put an end to his work. Pope Gregory X (1210-1297) then summoned him to the Second Council of Lyon, which was to pronounce a judgement on the Crusades in the Holy Land and the union of the Western and Eastern Churches. He set off in January 1274, but never arrived at his destination as he fell ill on the way and died in the Cisterian abbey of Fossanova. His relics are currently housed in the Church of the Jacobins in Toulouse.


			His ideas, as set out in his two masterpieces the Summa theologiae and the Summa contra gentiles, in his numerous commentaries on the Bible and the works of Aristotle, and in records of issues discussed in the course of his teaching career, were debated at length and with passion after his death. He was eventually canonised by Pope John XXII (1245-1334) on 18 July 1323 and made a Doctor of the Church in 1567.
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