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he great achievement of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225—1274) was that he
brought together into a formidable synthesis the insights of classical
philosophy and Christian theology. More specifically, Aquinas “Chris
tianized” the philosophy of Aristotle. Although his philosophical mien
tation was dominated by Aristotle, he was aware of the vast scope of thought
produced by the ancients, the Christian fathers, and the earlier medieval writers,
including the Arabian and Jewish writers. By the time he began his literary work,
a large part of Plato’s and Aristotle’s writings had become available in Western
Europe. Augustine had formulated an earlier synthesis of philosophy and theol
ogv by combining the Christian faith with elements of Plato’s thought, which he
had discovered in the writings of the Neoplatonist Plotinus. Shortly after Augtis
tine, in the sixth century, Boethhis made a portion of Aristotle’s works available
in Latin for the first time and thereby stimulated philosophical speculation again.
From about the seventh to the thirteenth centiuy there were several lines of
development, leading toward differences and controversies between Platonists
and Aristotelians. This conflict continued after the thirteenth century as a confro

•

•

versy between Augustinians and Thomists, insofar as each of these theologians
built his thought around Plato and Aristotle, respectively. In these formative
centuries, medieval thinkers wrestled with the problem of relating philosophy
and theology, expressing this problem as the relation behveen faith and reason.
There was also the problem of universals, which not only reflected the different
viewpoints of Plato and Aristotle but also had important ramifications for the
Christian faith. On all these matters, Aquinas now exerted a decisive influence by’
clarifying the precise questions involved, acknowledging alternative solutions of
fered by different authorities, and answering the major objections to his Aristote
lian-Christian solutions. In this way, Aquinas perfected the “scholastic method,”
The term scholasticism in this context is derived from the intellectual ac
tivity carried on in the medieval cathedral schools, and its proponents were called
doctares scholastici. Eventually, scholasticism came to refer to the dominant
system of thought developed by the doctors in the schools and to the special
method they utilized in teaching philosophy. Scholastic philosophy was an at
tempt to put together a coherent system of traditional thought rather than a
pursuit of genuinely novel forms of insight. The content of this system was for
the most part a fusion of Christian theology and the philosophies of Plato and
especially Aristotle. Most distinctive in scholasticism was its method, a process
relying chiefly upon strict logical deduction, taking on the form of an intricate
system and expressed in a dialectical or disptitational form in which theology
dominated philosophy.
Thomas was born in 1225 near Naples. His father was a Count of Aquino
who had hoped that his son would someday enjoy high ecclesiastical position. For
this reason, Thomas was placed in the Abbey of Monte Cassino as a boy of five,
and for the next nine years he pursued his studies in this Benedictine abbey. At
the age of fourteen, he entered the University of Naples, but while in that city he
was fascinated by the life of some Dominican friars at a nearby convent and
decided to enter their Order. As the Dominicans were particularly dedicated to
teaching, Thomas had, upon entering their Order, resolved to give himself to a
religious and also a teaching vocation. Four years later, in 1245, he entered the
University of Paris, where he came tinder the influence of a prodigious scholar
whose enormous intellectual achievements had earned him the names “Albert
the Great” (Albeftus Magnus) and the “Universal Teacher.” During his long and
intimate association with Albert both at Paris and Cologne, Thomas’ mind was
shaped in decisive ways by the vast range of Albert’s learning and by his views on
particular problems.
Albert had recognized the significance of philosophy and science for
grounding Christian faith and for developing the capacitics of the human mind.
While other theologians looked askance at secular learning, Albert concluded that
the Christian thinker must master philosophical and scientific learning in all its
fonns. He had respect for all intellectual activity, and his writings attest to his
acquaintance with a vast amount and variety of learning. He knew virtually all
the ancient, Christian, Jewish, and Arabian writers. his mind was encyclopedic
rather than creative. Still, it was Albert who had recognized the fundamental
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difference between philosophy and theology, sharpening more accurately thai]
his predecessors had the boundaries between them. Mbert thought that such
writers as Anselm and Abelard, for example, had ascribed too much competence
to reason, not realizing that from a rigorous point of view much of what they
ascribed to reason was in fact a matter of faith. Albert’s particular objective was
to make Aristotle clearly understandable to all of Europe, hoping to put into
latin all of Aristotle’s works. He considered Aristotle the greatest of all philos
ophers, and much of the credit for the dominance of Aristotle’s thought in the
thirteenth century must be given to him, It was inevitable, tinder these circum
stances, that his pupil Thomas Aquinas would also see in Aristotle the most
significant philosophical support for Christian theology.
Unlike Albert, who did not change anything in the philosophers he quoted
in his works, Thomas used Aristotle more creatively, systematically, and with a
more specific recognition of the harmony between what Aristotle said and the
Christian faith. After an interval of teaching under the auspices of the Papal
Court from 1259 to 1268, Thomas returned once again to Paris arid became
involved in the celebrated controversy with the Averroists. In 1274, Pope Gregmy X called him to Lyons to participate in a council, and while on his way there,
he died in a monastery between Naples and Rome, at the age of forty-nine.
Thomas left a huge literary legacy, the vastness of which is all the more
remarkable when one recalls that it was all composed within a twenty-year span.
Among his principal works are his commentaries on many of Aristotle’s writings,
careful arguments against the errors of the Greeks and the Averroists, a brilliant
early work on essence and existence, a political treatise on rulers, and many other
notable works. His most renowned literary achievements are his two major theo
logical works, the Summn contra Gentiles and Summa Theologica.

Aquinas (The Bdnn,ann Archive)

The University of Paris The first universities grew out of what were called
“cathedral schools.” The University of Paris evolved from the Cathedral School
of Notre Dame, its formal rules of organization and procedures being approved
officially by the Papal representative in 1215. Originally, like all early universities,
Paris consisted of masters and students without any special buildings or other
features we now associate with universities, such as libraries and endowments.
These were added in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. But the most irnpor
tant ingredients were there, namely, masters and students with a passion for
learning. Being originally church institutions, universities shared a common theo
logical doctrine. This meant, too, that of the four faculties, theology, law, medi
cine, and arts, the theological faculty enjoyed undisputed supremacy.
Besides its theological orientation, the University of Paris had a receptivity
to universal knowledge. This accounts for the gradual acceptance and triumph of
Aristotle’s philosophy at Paris. It is easily apparent, however, that the invasion of
Aristotelianism would raise problems of orthodoxy. There was, however, not only
the concern over the impact of Aristotle’s philosophy upon Christian thought,
but also serious questions over whether Aristotle had been faithfully and accu

rately interpreted by the Arabians. In addition, whereas Augustine and Platonism
had triumphed at Oxford, this mode of thought, although not dominant at Pans,
was nevertheless strongly represented there at this time by Bonaventtwa, a con
temporary of Aquinas. Bonavenhira was critical of Aristotle, holding that by
denying the Platonic doctrine of Ideas, Aristotle’s thought would, if incorporated
into theology, produce serious errors. For example, to deny the Platonic Ideas
would mean that God does not possess in Himself the Ideas of all things and
would therefore be ignorant of the concrete and particular world. In turn, this
would deny Cod’s providence or His control over the universe. This would also
mean that events occur either by chance or through mechanical necessity. Even
more serious was Bonavenhin’s charge that if Cod does not think the Ideas of
the world, He could not have created it. On this point Aquinas was later to have
serious difficulties with the church authorities, for in following Aristotle, he could
discover no decisive reason for denying that the world always existed instead of
being created at a point in time. But, said Bonavenhira, if the world always
existed, there must have existed an infinite number of human beings, in which
case there must be either an infinite number of souls, or, as Avenoists argued,
there is only one soul or intellect, which all human beings share. II this Averroist
argument were accepted, it would annul the doctrine of personal immortality.
This was strongly urged by the leading Averroist of the thirteenth century, Siger
de Bnbant, who said that there is only one eternal intellect and that while
individual men are born and die, this intellect or 501d remains and always finds
another human being in which to carry’ out its functions of organizing the body
and the act of knowing. In shod, there is only one intellect, which all men have
in common.
Against Aristotelian plulosophy, which Bonavenhira considered dangerous
to Christian faith because of all these errors it engendered, he offered the insights
of Augustine and Platonism. Still, because Aristotle’s thought was so formidable
and so systematic, particularly concerning matters of nature and science, its
forward march was irresistible, and its triumph virtually inevitable. If most parts
of the University were to be oriented to Aristotle’s thought, the theologians could
not avoid coming to terms with this monumental thinker. If Aristotle was to be
accepted, the specific task of the theologians would now be to harmonize his
philosophy with Christianity, that is, they would have to “Christianize” Aristotle.
This is what Aquinas set out to do, contending at the same time against Bonaven
bra’s Augustinianism and Siger de Brahant’s version of Aristotle.

PHILOSOPHY AND TELEOLOGY
Aquinas thought and wrote as a Christian. He was primarily a theologian. At the
same time, he relied heavily upon the philosophy of Aristotle in writing his
theological works. That he brought together philosophy and theology did not
mean that he confused these two disciplines. On the contrary, it was his view
that philosophy and theology played complementan’ roles in man’s quest for
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truth. Like his teacher Albert the Great, Aquinas vent to great pains to delineate
the boundaries between faith and reason, indicating what philosophy arid theol
ogy respectively could and could not provide to the human mind. That he wished
to combine the insights of these two disciplines reflected the dominant religious
orientation of thirteenth-century thought, in that knowledge of God was consid
ed of decisive importance. That made the correct knowledge of God so essen
tial was that any basic errors on this subject could affect the direction of a
person’s life, directing him either toward or away from God, who is man’s ulti
mate end. Philosophy and theology were therefore viewed in relation to man’s
end, being distinguished by their different ways of contributing to man’s knowl
edge of God. Philosophy proceeds from principles discovered by human reason,
whereas theology is the rational ordering of principles received from authorita
tive revelation and held as a matter of faith. Aquinas’ philosophy, then, consists
for the most part in that portion of his theology that we should call natural
theology and that Aquinas considered rationally demonstrable.
Aquinas saw specific differences between philosophy and theology, be
hveen reason and faith. For one thing, philosophy begins with the immediate
objects of sense experience and reasons upward to more general conceptions
until, as in Aristotle’s case, the mind fastens upon the highest principles or first
causes of being, ending in the conception of God. Theology, on the other hand,
begins with a faith in God and interprets all things as creatures of God. There is
here a basic difference in method, since the philosopher draws his conclusions
from his rational description of the essences of things, whereas the theologian
rests the demonstration of his conclusions upon the authority of revealed knowl
edge. Again, theology and philosophy do not contradict each other, hut not
everything that philosophy discusses is significant for mall’s religious end. Theol
ogy deals with what man needs to know for his salvation, and to ensure this
knowledge, it was made available through revelation. Some of the truths of revelation could not ever be discovered by nahrnil reason, whereas other elements of
revealed truth could be known by reason alone but were revealed to ensure their
being known. For this reason, there is some overlapping between philosophy and
theology. For the most part, however, philosophy and theology are two separate
and independent disciplines. Wherever reason is capable of knowing something,
faith, strictly speaking, is unnecessan’, and what faith uniquely knows through
revelation cannot be known by natural reason alone. Both philosophy and theol
ogy deal with God, but the philosopher can only infer that God exists and cannot
by reflecting upon the objects of sensation understand God’s essential nature.
There is, nevertheless, a coalescence of the object of philosophy and theology
since they are both concerned with truth. Aristotle had considered the object of
philosophy the study of first principles and causes, the study of being and its
causes, and this led to a First Mover, which he imderstood as the ground of truth
in the universe. This is the philosophical way of saying what the theologian has
set as his object of knowledge, namely, God’s being and the truth this reveals
about the created world. To discover the chief aspects of Aquinas’ philosophy,
then, it is necessary to take from his theological writings those portions of it in
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which he attempts to demonstrate truths in a pm-ely rational way. His philosophi
cal approach is particularly evident in his attempts to demonstrate the existence
of God.

thing that is moved and also the mover. Something potentially in motion cannot
move itself. Whatever is moved must be moved by another. The last domino to
fall was potentially in motion, but so was the next to the last. Each domino could
become a mover only after it had been moved by the one prior to it. Here we
come to Aquinas’ decisive point: If we are to account For motion, we cannot do
so by going back in an infinite regress. If we must say about each mover in this
series that it in turn was moved by a prior mover, we would never discover the
source of motion, because every mover would then be only potentially in motion.
Even if such a series went back infinitely, each one would still be only potential,
and from that no actual motion could ever emerge. The fact is, however, that
there is motion. There must therefore be a Mover, which is able to move things
but which does not itself have to be moved, and this, says Aquinas, “everyone
understands to be Cod.”
Two things need to be noticed about this proof. First, Aquinas does not
limit his concept of motion to things such as dominoes, that is, to locomotion. He
has in mind the broadest meaning of motion so as to include the idea of genera
tion and creation. Secondly, for Aquinas the First Mover is not simply the first
member of a long series of causes, as though such a Mover was just like the
others, its only distinction being that it is the first. Clearly, this could not be the
case, for then this Mover would also be only potentially in motion. The First
Mover must therefore be pure Actuality without potentiality and is therefore
First not in the series but in actuality.

PROOFS OF GOD’S EXISTENCE
Aquinas formulated five proofs or ways of demonstrating the existence of God.
His approach was the opposite of Anselm’s. Anseim began his proof with the idea
of a perfect being “than which no greater can be conceived,” from which he
inferred the existence of that being inasmuch as the actual existence is greater
than the mere idea of a perfect being. By contrast, Aquinas said that all knowl
edge must begin with our experience of sense objects. Instead of beginning with
innate ideas of perfection, Aquinas rested all five of his proofs upon the ideas
derived from a rational understanding of the ordinary objects that we experience

with our senses. The chief characteristic of all sense objects is that their existence
requires a cause. That every event or every object requires a cause is something
the human intellect knows as a principle whenever, but not until, it comes in
contact with experience. By the light of natural reason, the intellect knows, by
experiencing events, that for every effect there must be a cause, that n nihilo
nihil fit, nothing comes from nothing. To demonstrate that God exists, Aquinas
relied, then, first upon his analysis of sense objects and secondly upon his notion
that the existence of these objects requires a finite series of causes and ultimately
a First Cause, or God.
Proof from Motion Ve are certain, because it is evident to our senses, that in
the world some things are in motion. It is equally clear to us that whatever is in
motion was moved by something else. If a thing is at rest, it will never move until
something else moves it. When a thing is at rest, it is only potentially in motion.
Motion occurs when something potentially in motion is moved and is then actu
ally in motion; motion is the transformation of potentiality into actuality. Imag
ine a series of dominoes standing next to each other. When they are set up in a
row, it can be said that they are all potentially in motion, though actually at rest.
Consider a particular domino. Its potentiality is that it will not move until it is
knocked over by the one next to it. It will move only if it is moved by something
actually moving. From this fact, Aquinas drew the general conclusion that noth
ing can be transformed from a state of potentiality by something that is also in a
mere state of potentiality. A domino cannot be knocked over by another domino
that is standing still. Potentiality means the absence of something and is therefore
nothing for this reason, potential motion in the neighboring domino cannot
move the next one because it is nothing and you cannot derive motion from nonmotion. As Aquinas says, “nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality
except by something in a state of actuality.” Moreover, it is not possible for the
same thing, for example a domino, to be at the same time in actuality and
potentiality regarding motion. What is actually at rest cannot be simultaneously
in motion. This means that the particular domino cannot be simultaneously the
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Proof from Efficient Cause We experience various kinds of effects, and in every
case we assign an efficient cause to each effect. The efficient cause of the statue
is the work of the sculptor. If we took away the activity of the sculptor, we
should not have the effect, the statue. But there is an order of efficient causes; the
parents of the sculptor are his efficient cause. Vorkers in the quarry are the
efficient cause of this particular piece of marble’s availability to the sculptor.
There is, in short, an intricate order of efficient causes traceable in a series. Such
a series of causes is demanded because no event can be its own cause; the
sculptor does not cause himself, and the statue does not cause itself. A cause is
prior to an effect. Nothing, then, can be prior to itself; hence, events demand a
prior cause. Each prior cause must itself have its own cause, as parents must have
their own parents. But it is impossible to go backward to infinity, because all the
causes in the series depend upon a first efficient cause that has made all the other
causes to be actual causes. There must then be a first efficient cause “to which
everyone gives the name of God.”
Proof from Necessary versus Possible Being In nature we find that things are
possible to be and not to be. Such things are possible or contingent because they
do not always exist; they are generated and are corrupted. There was a time when
a tree did not exist; it exists, and finally it goes out of existence. To say, then, that

is possible for the tree to exist, must mean that it is also possible for it not to
exist. The possibility for the tree not to exist must be taken two ways; first, it is
it
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possible for the tree never to come into existence, and secondly, once the tree is
in existence, there is the possibility that it will go out of existence. To say, then,
that something is possible must mean that at both ends of its being, that is, before
it comes into being and after it goes out of being, it does not exist. Possible being
has this fundamental characteristic, namely, that it can not-be. It can not-be not
only after having existed but more importantly before it is generated, caused, or
moved. For this reason something that is possible, which can not-be, in fact “at
some time is not.”
All possible beings, therefore, at one time did not exist, will exist for a time,
and will finally pass out of existence. Once possible things do come into existence,
they can cause other similar possible beings to be generated, as when parents
beget children, and so on. But Aquinas is making this argument, namely, that
possible beings do not have their existence in themselves or from their own
essence; and that if all things in reality were only possible, that is, if about
everything one could say that it could not-be both before it is and after it is, then
at one time there was nothing in existence. But if there was a time when nothing
existed then nothing could start to be, and even now there would be nothing in
existence, “because that which does not exist begins to exist only through some
thing already existing.” But since our experience clearly shows us that things do
exist, this must mean that not all beings are merely possible. Aquinas concludes
from this that “there must exist something the existence of which is necessary.”
We must therefore admit, he says, “the existence of some being having of itself
its own necessity, and not receiving it from another, but rather causing in others
this necessity. This all men speak of as God.”

directed by something that does have intelligence, as the arrow is directed by the
archer. Aquinas concludes, therefore, that “some intelligent being exists by
whom all natural things are directed to their ends; and this being we call God.”

Proof from the Degrees of Perfection In our experience we find that some
beings are more and some less good, true, and noble. But these and other ways of
comparing things are possible only because things resemble in their different
ways something that is the maximum. There must be something that is truest,
noblest, and best. Similarly, since it can be said about things that they have more
or less being, or a lower or higher form of being, as when we compare a stone
with a rational creature, there must also be “something which is most being.”
Aquinas then argues that the maximum in any genus is the cause of everything in
that genus, as fire, which is the maximum of heat, is the cause of all hot things.
From this, Aquinas concludes that “there must also be something which is to all
beings the cause of their being, goodness, and every other perfection; and this we
call God.”

To prove that God is does not tell us positively what God is. There is a vast gulf
between the powers of human knowledge and the infinitude of God’s nature.
Aquinas was always aware of this virtually unbridgeable gulf, saying that “the
divine reality surpasses all human conceptions of it.” But each of the five proofs
adds something to the conception of God. As First Mover, God is seen as un
changeable and therefore eternal. As First Cause, God is seen all powerful to
create. To say that God is necessary rather than possible being is to say that God
is pure actuality. As the ultimate truth and goodness, God is perfection itself.
And as the orderer or designer of the universe, God is the supreme intelligence
directing things.

Proof from the Order of the Universe We see that things such as parts of the
natural world or parts of the human body, which do not possess intelligence,
behave in an orderly manner. They act in special and predictable ways to achieve
certain ends or functions. Because these things act to achieve ends always, or
nearly always, in the same way and to achieve the best results, “it is plain that
they achieve their end, not foruiltoussly, but designedly.” But things that lack
intelligence, such as an ear or a lung, cannot carry out a function unless it be

Summary The two major characteristics of these five proofs are (1) their foun
daion in sense experience and (2) their reliance upon the notion of causality. In
addition, the first three proofs do not as obviously lead to the idea of what all
men call God, a personal being. These are, however, proofs that Aquinas consid
ered philosophical corroborations of the religious notion of God, and they, it must
be remembered, were composed in the context of his theological task. Moreover,
many of Aquinas’ illustrations, as, for example, that fire is the maximum of heat,
and his assumptions, that order, for example, presupposes an intelligence in
dependent of the natural process, raise for the modern mind critical questions.
Still, Aquinas was deliberately employing the insights he had derived from Aris
totle, Maimonides, and Albert the Great in order, by means of these philosophi
cal arguments, to make the religious claim of God’s existence intellectually defen
sible. His own view was that the argument from motion was the most obvious of
all. The third one, comparing possible and necessary being, appears, however, to
contain the most philosophical rigor and the basic assumption of all the other
proofs, namely, that possible beings must derive their existence from something
that has its existence necessarily in itself.

KNOWLEDGE OF GOD’S NATURE

I

t

The Negative Way (Via Negativa) The knowledge about God derived from the
five pmofs does not clarify positively what the essence of God is. We know what
we do about God only in a negative way by knowing what God is not. The proof
shows only that God is unmoved, and that therefore he must he unchangeable.
11th must mean that God is not in time, and is therefore eternal. Similarly, to
account for motion, it is necessary that there be something that does not have
potentiality—it is matter in particular that has potentiality—therefore, in God
them is nothing material. God is pure act and immaterial. Since there is neither
matter nor potentiality in God, He is then simple, without any composition. This
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idea 01 God’s simplicity is achieved not by our direct apprehension of it but via
the negative way, whereby we remote from our conception of God such notions
as compositeness and corporeality. Philosophically, God’s simplicity means that
unlike creatures that possess both potentiality and actuality, God is simply pure
act. WThereas a creature has its being, God is Flis being. Whereas in creatures
existence is one thing and essence another, God’s essence is His existence. But
even these positive-sounding attributes of God are in the end ways of saying
what God is not, saying that God is other than creatures.
Knowledge by Analogy All human language is inevitably derived from our
experience with things in our sensed worki. For this reason, as Aquinas realized,
the names men apply to God are the same ones the)’ use when describing human
beings and things. These names, such as wise or bring, certainly cannot mean
the same thing when applied to finite man on the one hand and to the infinite
God on the other. If, then, these names and words mean different things to us
when we use them respectively to describe creatures and God, the critical ques
tion is whether we can know anything at all about God From our knowledge
about creatures.
Aquinas distinguishes between three ways in which God might be related
to human beings. The first type of relation would he uniuccal, in which case
words, such as TVISC, used about God and men would mean exactly the same
thing and would imply that God and man are alike in nature. This clearly cannot
be the case since God and man are not alike. God is infinite, arid man is finite. A
second type of relation might be ‘hat Aquinas calls eqniroral, where tenns
applied to both would mean totally different things for each, implying that God
and man are totally unlike. In this case our knowledge of juan votdd give u.s no
knowledge whatsoever about God. Aquinas insists, however, that insofar as man
is a creature of God, he must in some degree, even though imperfectly, reflect the
nature of God. The third and final possibility is that man arid God are neither
totally aiike nor totally unlike, that their relationship is analogicnl. When a word
such as wise is used to describe both God and man, it does not mean that God
and man are vise in exactly the same sense, nor does it mean that they are wise
in completely different ways.
Analogy for Aquinas is an ontological term; it means that what is in God is
also in man. This is more than mere metaphor or simile. To say that there is an
analogical relationship between God and m;ui is to say that man resembles God.
Resembles here means that man has in some degree or certain proportion what
God uniquely is. For example, Aquinas says that man has a certain mode or
degree of being. God, on the other hand, is Being. What makes the relationship
between God and man analogical is, therefore, the fact that God and man am
linked together by common attributes. Man derives his very existence From God,
and this fact accounts for the common elements in both God and man. When we
use a word such as wise, we refer to (but do not fully comprehend) an attribute
perfectly realized in God and only partially realized in man. Wisdom is some
thing that exists both in God and man, and the relationship between the two

univocal and equivocal. That
wisdoms is analogical. which is midway between
mind is located in lus physical body
makes wisdom different in man is that his
XThen man thinks and speaks, he does so
and is dependent upon the senses.
idea at a time. God, being pure act
discursively, saying and thinking a word or an simultaneous
ly. Analogy would
things
with no material substance, knows all
God knows but not everything that God
mean, then, that man knows what
what makes this analogical relation
knows and not the way God knows it. Again,
likeness to God. Analogy means, then, that
possible is that God’s creatures bear a
To know what man is like is to have
man is simultaneously like and unlike God.
reason, names and terms that men
some degree of knowledge about God. For this
have some meaning when applied to
formulate first of all about human beings
each case are adjusted to reflect the different
God, provided that the meanings in
degrees and modes of being of God and man.

CREATION
God’s existence and of God’s nature,
Throughout his discussion of the proofs of
The objects of our sense experience.
Aquinas assumes the doctrine of creation.
their existence from themselves but mnusi
according to the proofs, cannot derive
Necessary Being, Perfect Being, anc
have it from the First Mover, First Cause,
certain specific problems concern
Orderer of the Universe. There are, however,
considers from a philosophical point o
lug the doctrine of creation that Aquinas
view.
to Biblical revelation, creation O(
Is the Created Order Eternal? According
this doctrine of Faith be supported b
cuned at a point in time. How could
that it is possible to decide in
philosophical reasoning? Aquinas did not think
existed from eternity or whether
philosophical manner whether the world has
created must follow from the revealed nature
was created in time. That it was
willed to create. Creation, as a free act,
God. Being pure act and free, God
emanation, as taught by plotinus. Bi
distinguished by Aquinas from a nccessanf
acted to create the world from eternity. I
since God is pure act, He could have
that God created and that He creatE
short, there is no contradiction in saying
question of contradiction if one argia
eternally. There might be a more serious
belo
could imply potentiality in God in that
that God created in time, since this
somewh
was
Aquinas
a creator. That
He created things He was potentially
about his orthodoxy. But he mai
questions
raised
inconclusive on ills point
God had created from eternity, con
tamed that Aristotle, who had argued that
attempts to do so. In the end, Aquin
not be refuted, in spite of Bonaventufl’s
authority of revelation, concluding ft
settled the question by accepting the
philosophically either solution is possible.
-

that God creates out of nothing. cx nihi
Es Nihilo That does it mean to say
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evil is the unavoidable corollary of the greater good that conies from man’s
freedom to love and serve God. Aquinas therefore concludes that Cod is not the
cause of evil even though by creating human beings with freedom He permitted
the possibility of it. Moral evil, under these circumstances, is the product of the
will whereby the essentially good element in the willed act lacks its true end.

other source of being. There is, in short, no useful comparison between Cod and
an artist at this point. An artist rearranges already existing materials, as when a
sculptor fashions a statue. Prior to creation there’ is only God: God does not act
upon any existing material since no such primary matter exists. Only God exists
originally, and whatever comes to be derives its existence from God. Everything,
then, is related to God, is a creature of God because it came ultimately from God,
there being no independent source of being other than Cod.
Js This the Best Possible World? Aquinas argued that to answer such a question
requires that one bear in mind two things. First, unlike God, who is infinite, man
is finite, and man’s perfection will therefore be less than Cod’s. Secondly, the
universe cannot he an)’ better than or any different from what creatures are
capable of by their nature. Throughout this discussion, Aquinas stresses that
certain limitations must pervade the universe only because to create certain kinds
of beings sets limits on others. The world is the best only in the sense that it
contains the best arrangement possible of the kinds of things that have been
created.
Evil as Privation The problem of evil is aggravated by the argument that every
thing that exists comes from God. Since there is evil in the world, it would appear
that evi], too, comes from Cod. But Aquinas accepted Augustine’s solution of the
problem of evil, saying that evil is not anything positive. Cod is not the cause of
evil because evil is not a thing. Moral evil represents the absence or privation in
something that in itself is good. In this sense, absence or privation consists of an
inappropriate mode of action where the action as such is not evil. The act of the
adulterer, says Aquinas, is evil not in its physical aspects but in that which makes
it adultery, namely, the absence of propriety. Similarly, in the natural order evil
is not a positive thing but a privation, as in the case of blindness, which consists
in the absence of sight. Still, in the moral realm, there appear to be those who
choose to indulge in ways that are obviously wicked. As Plato, Aquinas argues
that men always will their acts, however diabolical they may seem, tinder the
assumption, and with the hope, that some good will come out of them. The
adulterer never wills his acts solely as an evil hut rather for that aspect of his act
that is good and affords pleasure. The question remains, however, why Cod
should permit defects both in physical nature and in man’s moral behavior.
Aquinas replies that the perfection of the universe required the existence of
various kinds of beings, including corruptible as ‘veil as incorruptible beings, thus
providing the possibility, but riot the necessity, for defect and suffering. But
having created corruptible things, there will be corruption, that is, alteration in
things.
In the moral order, the primary fact is that man possesses freedom. With
out freedom men could not love Cod; with freedom they possess the capacity to
choose for or against God, right, just, and good. Evil is the possibility for ‘wrong
choice that accompanies man’s freedom. Its actual occurrence was not willed by
Cod even though Cod willed that man should have freedom. The possibility of

L

t

j

j

F

The Range of Created Being: the Chain of Being Aquinas descrihes the uni
verse as consisting of a full range, or hierarchy, of different things, as if there
existed a great chain of being. These beings differ in species and in the degree of
their being. That such a bill range of beings exists is required so that Cod’s
perfection can be most adequately represented in the total created order. Be
cause no single creature could ever reflect God’s perfection suitably, Cod creatcd
many levels of being, which overlap in such a way that there are rio gaps in the
structure of being. Thus, below Cod is the hierarchy of angels. Aquinas calls
these intelligences and says that they are immaterial. These can be known to exist
both by revelation (the Bible speaks of them in various temis, such as principles,
powers, seraphim, etc.) and reason. Reason requires their existence in order to
account for the frill continuity of beings from the lowest to the highest without
any unaccounted-for spaees. Below these angels are human beings, whose nature
includes both material and spiritual aspects. Then come animals, plants, and
finally the four elements of air, earth, fire, and water.
Aquinas points out that there are no gaps between the various levels of
beings: they interlock like links in a chain. For example, the lowest species of
animals overlap with the highest forms of plants, the highest fonns of animals
correspond to the lowest form of human nature, and the highest element in man
(intelligence) corresponds to what wuquely constitutes angels. What distin
guishes the beings on all these levels is their particular composite nature, or the
way their form and matter are related. In man, the soul is the form, and the body
is the material substance. Angels have no material substance, and because they
do not possess the kind of matter that designates the particular qualities of a
specific individual, each angel is its own species. Each angel, then, occupies a
separate grade in the hierarchy of being, differing from other angels in the degree
or amount of its being. The highest angel is nearest Cod and the lowest nearest
man, and below man are the animals, plants, and single elements, all representing
the full range of created beings.

MORALITY AND NATURAL LAW

I

Aquinas built upon Aristotle’s theory of ethics. Like Aristotle, he considered
ethics or morality a quest for happiness. Moreover, following Aristotle’s lead,
Aquinas argued that happiness is connected closely with man’s end or pnq)ose.
To achieve happiness one must fulfill his purpose. But whereas Aristotle envi
sioned a naturalistic morality whereby men could achieve virtue and happiness
by flilfiffing their natural capacities or end, Aquinas added to this his concept of
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man’s supernatural end. As a Christian, Aquinas viewed human nature as having
both its source and ultimate end in Cod. For this reason, human nature does not
contain its own standards of fulfillment. It is not enough for a man simply to be
a man and to exercise his natural functions and abilities in order to achieve
perfect happiness. Aristotle thought such a naturalistic ethics was possible, Aqui
nas agreed with most of this claim, adding only that the Aristotelian ethics is
incomplete. Aquinas therefore argued that there is a double level to morality
corresponding to man’s natural end and to his supernatural end.
The ingredients of man’s moral experience are provided by man’s nature.
For one thing, the fact that man has a body inclines him to certain kinds of acts.
His senses become the vehicle for appetites and passions. His senses also give him
a certain level of knowledge about sensible objects so that he is attracted to some
objects, which he perceives as pleasurable and good (concupiscent appetite), and
repels some objects, which lie perceives as harmful, painful, or bad (irascible
appetitey This attraction and rejection are the rudiments of man’s capacity for
love and pleasure, and hate and fear.
In animals these irascible and concupiscent appetites immediately control
and direct behavior. In man, however, the will, in collaboration with the power
of reason, consummates the human act. The will is the agency that inclines man
toward the achievement of good. That is. man’s full range of appetites seeks to be
satisfied, and in man the process of satisfaction requires that choices be made
between alternative objects. This choice must be made by the will under the
direction of reason. If the right choices are made, a person achieves happiness.
But not every choice is a correct one. For this reason, the will by itself cannot
always make the right move; the intellect must be the guide. Nor is the intellect
the final source of knowledge, for man’s supernatural end requires Cod’s grace
and revealed truth. Still, the will represents man’s appetite for the good and right,
whereas the intellect has the function and capacity for apprehending the general
or universal meaning of what is good. The intellect is man’s highest faculty, and
man’s natural end reqm’res that the intellect, as well as all the other faculties, seek
its appropriate object. The appropriate object of the intellect is truth, and truth
in its fullness is Cod. When the intellect directs the will, then, it helps the will
choose the good. The intellect knows, however, that there is a hierarchy of goods,
that some goods are limited and must not be mistaken for mali’s most appropri
ate and ultimate good. Riches, pleasure, power, and knowledge are all goods and
are legitimate objects of the appetites, but they cannot produce man’s deepest
happiness because they do not possess the character of the universal good that
man’s soil seeks. The perfect happiness is found not in created things but in
Cod, who is the supreme good.
Man’s moral constitution consists, then, of sensuality, appetites, the will,
and reason. What confers upon man the attributes of morality is that these
elements are the ingredients of free acts. If a man were moved to act by his
appetites in a mechanical or rigorously determined way, his acts would not be
free and could not be considered from a moral point of view. Not only is freedom
a prerequisite for an act to be considered moral; Aquinas adds that an act is

human only if it is free. For freedom is possible only where there is knowledge of
alternatives and the power of will to make choices. Virtue, or goodness, consists
in making the right choices, the mean between extremes. Aquinas agreed with
Aristotle that the virtues of the natural man are achieved when the appetites are
duly controlled by the will and reason. The dominant or cardinal natural virtues
are courage, temperance, justice, and prudence. In addition to these particular
virtues, the natural end of man is further realized through man’s knowledge of
the natural law or the moral law.
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Natural law Morality, as Aquinas viewed it, is not an arbitrary set of rules for
behavior, The basis of moral obligation, he thought, is found, first of all, in the
very nature of man. Built into man’s nature are various inclinations, such as the
preservation of his life, the propagation of his species, and, because he is rational,
the inclination toward the search for truth. The basic moral truth is simply to “do
good and avoid evil.” As a rational being, then, man is under a basic natural
obligation to protect his life and health, in which case suicide and carelessness
are wrong. Secondly, the natural inclination to propagate the species forms the
basis of the union of man and wife, and any other basis for this relation would be
wrong. And thirdly, because man seeks for truth, he can do this best by living in
peace in society with his fellow men who are also engaged in this quest. To
ensure an ordered society, human laws are fashioned for the direction of the
community’s behavior. All these activities of preserving life, propagating the
species, forming an ordered society under human laws, and pttrsiung tire quest
for truth—all these, again, pertain to man at his natural level. The moral law is
founded upon human nature, upon the natural inclinations toward specific modes
of behavior, and upon the reason’s abffity to discern the right course of conduct.
Because human nature has certain fixed features, the rules for behavior that
correspond to these features are called natural law.
Much of this theory of natural law was already developed by Aristotle. In
his Ethics, Aristotle distinguished behveen natural justice and conventional jus
bce. Some forms of behavior, he said, are wrong only because, and only after, a
law has been made to regulate such behavior. To use a modem example, it is
wrong to drive a vehicle at certain speeds only because a speed limit has been set,
but there is nothing in nature that requires that velucles travel at that speed.
Such a law is therefore not natural but conventional, because hefore the law was
passed, there was nothing wrong with traveling at speeds exceeding the new
limit. On the other hand, there are some laws the precepts of which are derived
from nature, so that the behavior they regulate has always been wrong, as in the
case of murder. But Aquinas did not limit his treatment of natural law to the
simple notion that in some way man’s reason is able to discover the natural basis
for human conduct. Instead, he reasoned that if man’s existence and nature can
be hilly understood only when seen in relation to Cod, then natural law must he
descrihed in metaphysical and theological terms, as the Stoics and St. Augustine
had done.
Law, says Aquinas, has to do primarily with reason. The nile and measure
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of acts is the reason, because it belongs to reason to direct a man’s whole activity
toward his end. Law consists of these rules and measures of human acts and
therefore is based upon reason. The natural law is dictated by the reason. But
Aquinas argues that since God created all things, human nature and the natural
law are best understood as the product of Cod’s wisdom or reason. From this
standpoint, Aquinas distinguishes four kinds of law.
Eternal Law This law refers to the fact that “the whole community of the
universe is governed by Divine Reason. Wherefore the very Idea of the govern
ment of things in God the Ruler of the universe, has the nature of a law. And
since the Divine Reason’s conception of things is not subject to time but is
eternal
therefore it is that this kind of law must be called eternal.”
,

.

For Aquinas, natural law consists of that portion of the eternal
law that pertains particularly to man. His reasoning is that “all things partake
somewhat of the eternal law.. from its being imprinted on them” and from this
all things “derive their respective inclinations to their proper acts and ends.” This
is particularly true of man, because his rational capacity “has a share of the
Eternal Reason, whereby it has a natural inclination to its proper act and end.”
And, says Aquinas, “this participation of the eternal law in the rational creature
is called the natural law,” and, again, “the natural law is nothing else than the
rational creature’s participation of the eternal law.” We have already indicated
the basic precepts of the natural law as being the preservation of life, propagation
and education of offspring, and pursuit of truth and peaceful society. Thus the
natural law consists of broad general principles that reflect Cod’s intentions for
man in creation.
Natural Law

.

This refers to the specific statutes of governments. These statutes
or human laws are derived from the general precepts of natural law. Just as “we
draw conclusions of the various sciences” from “naturally known indemonstrable
principles,” so also “from the precepts of the natural law
the human reason
needs to proceed to the more particular determination of certain matters.” And
“these particular determinations, devised by human reason, are called human
laws....” What was so far-reaching about this conception of human law was that
it repudiated the notion that a law was a law only because it was decreed by a
sovereign. Aquinas argued that what gives a nile the character of law is its moral
dimension, its conformity with the precepts of natural law, its agreement with
the moral law. Taking St. Augustine’s formula, namely, that “that which is not
just seems to be no law at all,” Aquinas said that “every human law has just so
much of the nature of law, as it is derived from the law of nature.” But, he adds,
“if in any point it deflects from the law of nature, it is no longer a law bitt a
perversion of law.” Such laws no longer bind in conscience, but are sometimes
obeyed to prevent an even greater evil. Aquinas ‘vent further than simply deny
ing the character of law to a command of a government that violated the natural
moral law; such a command, he said, should not be obeyed. Some laws, he said,
Human Law

.

.
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“may be unjust through being opposed to the Divine Good: such are the laws of
tyrants inducing to idolatry, or to anything else contrary to the Divine Law....”
He concluded that “laws of this kind must nowise be observed, because
we
ought to obey God rather (lion men.
.

.
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Divine Law The function of law, said Aquinas, is to direct man to his proper
end. Since man is ordained to an end of eternal happiness, in addition to his
temporal happiness, there must be a kind of law that can direct him to that
supernatural end. Here, in particular, Aquinas parted company with Aristotle, for
Aristotle knew only about man’s natural purpose and end, and for this purpose
the natural law known by man’s reason was considered a sufficient guide. But the
eternal happiness to which man is ordained, said Aquinas, is “in proportion to
man’s natural faculty.” Therefore, “it was necessary that besides the natural and
the human law, man should be directed to his end by a law given by God.” The
divine law, then, is available to man through revelation and is found in the
Scriptures. It is not the product of man’s reason bitt is given to man through
God’s grace to ensure that men know what they must do to fulfill both their
natural and, especially, their supernatural ends. The difference between the natu
ral law and divine law is this: The natural law represents man’s rational knowl
edge of the good, by which the intellect directs the will to control man’s appetites
and passions, leading men to fulfill their natural end by achieving the cardinal
virtues of justice, temperance, courage, and prudence. The divine law, on the
other hand, comes directly from God through revelation, a gift of God’s grace,
whereby men are directed to their supernatural ends, having obtained the higher
or theological virtues of faith, hope, and love, not through any of man’s natural
powers, for these virtues are “infused” into man by God’s grace. In this way,
Aquinas completed and surpassed the naturalistic ethics of Aristotle, showed how
the natural desire of man to know God can be assured, indicated how revelation
becomes the guide for reason, and described the manner in which man’s highest
nature is perfected through God’s grace.

-

THE STATh
The state, said Aquinas, is a natural institution. It is derived from the nature of
man. In this view, Aquinas was following the political theory of Aristotle, from
whom he had taken the phrase that “man is by nature a social animal.” But
insofar as Aquinas had a different view of human nature, he was bound to have
a somewhat different political philosophy also. The difference lay in the two
conceptions of the role or task of the state. Aristotle supposed that the state could
provide for all the needs of man because he knew only about man’s natural
needs. Aquinas, on the other hand, believed that in addition to his material or
natural needs, man also has a supernatural end. The state is not equipped to deal
with this more ultimate end of man. It is the church that directs man to this end.
But Aquinas did not simply divide these two realms of human concern, giving
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one to the state and the other to the church. Instead, he looked upon the state,
and explained its origin, in terms of God’s creation.
The state, in this view, is willed by Cod and has its God-given function. It
was required because of the social nature of man. The state is not, for Aquinas,
as it was for Augustine, a product of man’s sinfulness. On the contrary, Aquinas
says that even “in the state of innocence man would have lived in society.” But
even then, “a common life could not exist, unless there were someone in control,
to attend to the common good.” The state’s function is to secure the common
good by keeping the peace, organizing the activities of the citizens into harmoni
otis pursuits, providing for the resources to sustain life, and preventing, as far as
possible, obstacles to the good life. This last item concerning threats to the good
life gives to the state not only a function tied to man’s ultimate end; it also
accounts for the stat&s position in relation to the church.
The state is subordinate to the church. To say this did not mean that
Aquinas considered the church a superstate. Aquinas saw no contradiction in
saving that the state has a sphere in which it has a legitimate function and that at
the same time it must subordinate itself to the church. Within its own sphere the
state is autonomous. But, insofar as there are aspects of human life that bear
upon man’s supernatural end, the state must not pitt arbitrary hindrances in the
way to frustrate man’s spiritual life. The church does not challenge the autonomy
of the state; it only says that the state is not absolutely autonomous. Within its
own sphere, the state is what Aquinas calls a “perfect society,” having its own
end and the means for achieving it. But the state is like alan; neither the state nor
man has only a natural end. Man’s spiritual end cannot be achieved, as Aquinas
says, “by human power, but by divine power.” Still, because man’s destiny does
include attaining to the enjoyment of Cod, the state must recognize this aspect of
human affairs; in providing for the common good of the citizens, the sovereign
must pursue his community’s end with a consciousness of man’s spiritual end.
Under these circumstances, the state does not become the church, but it does
mean that the sovereign “should order those things which lead to heavenly beau
t-iide and prohibit, as far as possible, their contraries.” In this way, Aquinas
affirmed the legitimacy of the state and its autonomy in its own sphere, subordi
nating it to the church only to ensure that the ultimate spiritual end of man be
taken into account.
As the state i-tiles the behavior of its citizens through the agency of law, the
state is in turn limited by the requirements of just laws. Nowhere is Aquinas’
rejection of the absolute autonomy of the state so clearly stated as when he
describes the standards for the making of human or positive law. We have at.
ready analyzed the different types of law, eternal, natural, human and divine.
The state is particularly the source of human law. Each government is faced with
the task of fashioning specific statutes to regulate the behavior of its citizens
under the particular circumstances of its own time and place. Lawmaking, how
ever, must not be an arbitrary act but must be done tinder the influence of the
natural law, which is mall’s participation in God’s eternal law. Positive laws must

consist of particular rides derived from the general principles of natural law. Any
positive human law that violates the natural law loses its character as law, is a
“perversion of law,” and loses its binding force in the consciences of mcii. The
lawmaker has his authority to legislate from Cod, the source of all authority, and

to Cod he is responsible. If the sovereign decrees an unjust law by violating
Cod’s divine law, such a law, says Aquinas, “must nowise be observed.”
The political sovereign has his authority from Cod, and the purpose of his
authority is to provide for the common good. Authority is never to be used as an
end in itself or for selfish ends. Nor must the common good be interpreted in
such a way that the individual is lost sight of in the collective whole. The com
mon good must be the good of concrete persons. Thus Aquinas says that “the
proper effect of law is to lead its subjects to their proper virtue
to make those
.
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to whom it is given good
The only “true ground” of the lawgiver is his
intention to secure “the common good regulated according to divine justice,”
and thus it follows that “the effect of the law is to make men good....” This is
to say that the phrase common good has no meaning for Aquinas except insofar as
it results in the good of individuals. At the same time, Aquinas says that “the
goodness of any part is considered in comparison with the whole
Since then
every man is a part of the state, it is impossible that a man be good tuiless he be
well proportionate to the common good.” The entire scheme of society and its
laws is characterized by the rational elements in it. Law itself, says Aquinas, is
“an ordinance of reason for the common good, made by him who has care of the
community, and promulgated.” Thus, although the sovereign has authority and
power, the laws must not reflect this power in a naked sense but as domesticated
by reason and aimed at the common good.

MAN AND KNOWLEDGE
Man Aquinas had a distinctive conception of man. Man, he said, is a physical
substance. What made this a unique conception was that Aquinas insisted upon
the unity of human nature. Plato had talked about the soid as being imprisoned
in the body. Similarly, Augustine considered the soul as a spiritual substance.
Both Plato and Aristotle agreed that the soul is the form of the body but did not
see, as Aquinas thought he did, that the soul of man is as dependent upon the
body as the body is upon the soul. To say, as Aquinas did, that man is a physical
substance underscored the substantial unity of man. Man is his unity of body and
soul. Without the soul, the body would have no form. Without the body, the soul
woixid not have its required organs of sense through which to gain its knowledge.
As a physical substance, man is a composite of soul and body. The angels are
pure intelligence and have no body, but although man, too, is a rational creature.
his special attribute is to exist and fimction as man only when unified as body and
soul. Since the soul confers upon man his form, it is the soul that gives man his
life, understanding, and special physical functions. ‘The soul accoLints also for
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man’s capacity for sensation and the powers of intellect and will. Man’s highest
capacity is located in his intellect, making him a rational animal and conferring
upon him the means by which to attain the contemplation of Cod.
Knowledge Aquinas follosved Aristotle’s theory of knowledge. He was espe
cially impressed with Aristotle’s answer to those who doubted that the human
mind could arrive at certainty on any subject. Some ancient philosophers had
argued that since man’s knowledge is limited to sense perception, there could be
no certainty because each man senses things differently and the objects of sense
are always in flux. Plato agreed with this estimate of sense knowledge saying that
it could give us no certainty. But he avoided intellectual pessimism by assuming
the existence of a separate world, the intelligible world, contrasting it with the
visible world, saying that in it there existed Ideas or Forms, which possess eternal
being and provide the basis for knowledge. St. Augustine adapted this Platonic
theory of Ideas to Christian thought by saving that God possesses these Ideas in
His mind and that human beings are able to know the truth insofar as these Ideas
illumine their minds through the divine light. But Aquinas accepted Aristotle’s
approach, saying that the human mind knows what it does through its eonfmnta
Hon with actual concrete objects. The mind is able to grasp what is permanent
and stable within sensible things. When we sense things or persons, we know
their essence, for example, tree and man, even though they are in the process of
change. That we know abont them, given the fact that they are in flux, is that
they are either more or less a tree or a man, but we are not in doubt about what
they are. In short, the intellect sees the universal in the particular thing; it
abstracts the universal from the particular. The mind does not possess any innate
ideas, but is rather in potentiality to knowledge. Unlike angelic intelligences, the
human mind, set in the composite of soul and body, has as its natural object of
knowledge the essential properties of physical things. Man’s active intellect is
able, says Aquinas, to recognize the intelligible aspect of sense objects, discover
ing in individual things the universal essence. Aquinas denied that the universal,
for example man, has any existence separate from particular concrete men. There
is only the abstracted concept, not an existing Idea, which the actual intellect
formulates and which makes knowledge possible. It was Aquinas’s view that
there could be no knowledge without sense experience, for nothing could be in
the intellect that was not first in the senses (nthil in intellectu quad pdus non
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fuerit in scasu).

SOME REACTIONS TO AQUINAS: VOLUNTARISM,
NOMINAUSM, AND MYSTICISM
If Aquinas’ most important achievement was to synthesize theology and philoso
ph’, the most significant reactions to his work were those that tended to dissolve
this synthesis. Among those whose thinking led to the gradual dissolution of the
thirteenth-cenhiw synthesis was John Duns Scotus (1265—1308). William of Ock
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ham (ca. 1280—1349) and Johannes Eckhart (ca. 1260—1327). These men did not
disagree with everything Aquinas had taught. Indeed, on many matters the?
were in general agreement with his ideas. At the same time, they each set forth
a basic criticism that had the effect of driving a wedge between philosophy and
theology, between faith and reason. Against Aquinas’ notion of the supremacy of
reason, Scotus argued that in God the will is supreme, and this became known as
the doctrine of voluntarisrn. Against Aquinas’ notion that universals as such have
some form of existence, Ockham argued that universals are only vords, and this
view became known as tenninisin or nominalism. And against the highly rational
and technical articulation of theology as he found it in both Albert the Great and
Aquinas, Eckhart urged the more immediate experience of the divine reality in
the spiritual exercise of mysticism.
‘Thy should these three developments have the effect of separating philoso
phy and theology? The problem becomes at once clear when we consider some of
the implications of voluntarism. Aquinas had argued that both in man and Cod
the will is subordinate to the intellect, that reason guides or determines the ‘ill.
Scotus maintained, however, that if God’s will were subordinate to reason, or
were limited by an eternal truth, God Himself would appear to he limited. He
cannot do whatever He wills since He is bound or detennincd b’i a norm in some
sense above Him. If God is to be free, He must be conceived as having an
absolutely free will, in which case His will is His dominant faculty.
The consequence of saying that God’s will, and not His iT]Iellect, is pdinaiy
is that Cod’s actions and moral commands are acts of will and as such irrational.
If Cod’s actions in creation and in the giving of the moral law do not represent
His adherence to the standards of rationality, the created world is not the em
bodiment of God’s rational nature. God, in this view, could have willed any kind
of universe and whatever moral niles He chose. Again, Aquinas said that God
commands certain moral rules because they are good and His wisdom recognizes
them as good. Scotus, on the contrary, maintained that a moral nile is good
because God willed or commanded it. Morality therefore cannot be discovered
rationally. Aquinas had made much of the point that moral principles are known
by a natural light, that men habitually contain these principles in their con
science. Most important of all, Aquinas assumed that morality is capable of an
intellectual discipline insofar as the principles of good can be discovered ration
ally. Scotus and Ockham both argued, however, that morality is grounded not in
mason but in will. Consequently, morality cannot be a subject of philosophy, of
rational inquiry, but only a matter of faith and acceptance.
Nor could there be a natural theology whereby, for example, human reason
could discover a rational order in which cause and effect are linked in such a vav
that reason could move reliably, by inference, from effect to cause. Aquinas had
assumed that his demonstrations had rational rigor and werc therefore valid.
Scohis, on the other hand, would not agree that reason could discover a rational
relationship between the world of experience and God. The existence of Cod,
apart from merely probable demonstrations, became for Scotus and Ockham a
matter of faith, and the domair of reason was limited to the empirical world. In
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this way, the subject matter and the concerns of philosophy were separated from
those of theology. Religious knowledge was now seen again more in Platonic and
Augustinian terms as a product of divine illumination or revelation and not at
tainable by philosophical discovery.
In a similar way, Ockham’s nominalism separated faith arid reason. Ock
ham had raised critical questions about the status of universal terms. The central
question was whether such terms as man refer to any reality other than particular
men, James and John. Is there a substance in addition to these part icular men to
which the universal term man refers? To a keen logician such as Ockham these
critical questions had far-reaching consequences. Most important of all was his
conclusion that in using universal terms, the mind is not doing anything more
than thinking in an orderly way about particular things. Only concrete individual
things exist. Universal terms such as man refer equally to James and John not
because there is some real substance of “man-ness” in which both James and
John share or participate, but only because the nature that is James is like the
nature that is John. Universal terms such as man are simply signs or names
(hence nominalism) for designating those concepts that particular things engen
der in human reason. Human reason, then, is limited to the world of individual
things. Ockham’s view was genuinely empirical. The mind, be said, does not
know anything more than individual things and their qualities even though the
mind is able to use universal terms. Such terms are nothing more than terms or
names for classes of individual things: above all, universal terms do not refer to a
realm of reality above or beyond the world of concrete individual things.
How did this view differ from Aquinas’ treatment of the problem of univer
sals? For the most past Ockham’s view was in harmony with what Aquinas had
said, inasmuch as Aquinas argued that universals are found in re, in particular
things, and are abstracted from things post rem, after our experiences of them.
But Aquinas also accorded universals a metaphysical status when he said that
they exist before individual things do as Ideas in the mind of God, as universals
ante rem. If universals exist in the mind of God, two men are alike because they
share in this metaphysical reality in God’s mind. Also, the human mind, when it
thinks universals, shares in some way in God’s thought. This was the point Ock
ham wished to reject. He rejected the doctrine of divine Ideas for the same
reason Scotus had, holding that in God the will has supremacy. Men are what
they are because God chose to make them that way and not because they reflect
an eternal pattern that exists in Cod’s mind as an Idea. Hence, says Ockham, “no
universal is anything existing in any way outside the [mind of man]..,.”
If man’s thought is restricted to individual things in experience, his knowl
edge of these things does not lead him in any logical way to any reality beyond
experience. Those who believed that universal terms signified something real as
existing beyond individual things were confident that their use of such tents
gave them reliable knowledge about reality beyond the empirical scene. And if
one assumed that universals were Ideas in God’s mind, he would conclude that
philosophical reasoning about the origin, nature, and relationships of individual
things could lead to various theological truths. There could be a naturaL that is,
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rational, theology. But Ockham’s strict interpretation of universals had the effect
of severing philosophy from metaphysics, making out of philosophy sometliiiig
more like science. Theology and religiolLs truth could not be achieved by philoso
phy or science. Indeed, his position implied the doctrine of double truth, that one
kind of truth is available through science or philosophy, and another kind of truth
is received through revelation, tie first truth is the product of hirnian reason, and
the other is a matter of faith. One kind of truth, moreover, cannot influence the
other kind. The ultimate consequence of the dorible-tnith doctnne was that theo
logical and philosophical truths were riot only independent and not derivable
from each other but that these different truths could even contradict each other.
This was the explicit teaching of the followers of Averroes who held, for example,
that while it is true in philosophy that there is no personal immortality, such a
doctrine is false for theology. Ockham had not gone that far iii separating faith
and reason. He had, nevertheless, set the stage For an empirical -and scieutiGc way
of thinking about the facts of experience. His nominalism had the effect of
separating science from metaphysics. tie study of natural things became more
and more independent of metaphysical or theological explanations. His cele
butted fonntda, which we know as Qckham ‘s razor, stated one of ins guiding
principles, namely, that ‘what can be explained on fewer principles is explained
needlessly by more.” Thus, muversal tenns, he felt, can be adequately explained
as being simply names for concepts that similar individual things engender in the
human mind. Such terms do not refer to reality beyond visible things. Hence, the
combined force of Ockham’s nominalism and Scotus’ vohnitarisrn did much to
dismantle the medieval synthesis by separating philosophy and theology, faith
and reason.
Finally, Eclthatt’s mysticism shifted the medieval emphasis from reason to
feeling. Actually, he appeared simply’ to cam’ to a further extreme ‘chat Albert
the Great and Thomas Aquinas had done. While these great masters, especially
Aquinas, constructed elaborate rational systems of theology, Eckhart attempted
to articulate as far as possible his deep feeling of piety. Eckhart was not a careful
systematic philosopher. Though he considered in great detail many systematic
questions concerning God’s nature, creation, and the natnre of man, he was
primarily a mystic who wanted to share with others his rich experiences of units’
with Cod. In translating his piety into theological language, he made many bold
statements, as for example that Cod is “above being,” and that apart from God
there is ‘‘nothing.” More important was his notion that being and knowledge are
one. If therefore God is above being, He is also above knowledge; He is particu
Ian>’ heyond human concepts and categories. Consequently, the union of nun
and God is an experience beyond rationality, arid Eckhart is forced to use such
terms as wilderness or darkness to express this mystical union. And tins union
cannot be reached except by liberating oneself from the objects of the world.
Whereas Aquinas built his demonstrations of God’s existence upon his explaini
tion of finite things, Eckhart urged men to pass beyond senson’ knowledge,
which is after all limited to material objects. But imion with God is not achieved
by’ human effort. Only through Cod’s grace and illumination is union consnm
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mated, and only in the deepest reaches of the soul does one grasp Cod in His
fullness. When this happens, says Eckhart, man becomes one with Cod, for “we
are transformed totally into Cod and are converted into Him in a similar manner
as in the sacrament the bread is converted into the body of Christ.”
Eckhart’s teachings contained many contradictions; he was not a precise
philosopher or a highly systematic theologian. His use of earlier ideas gained from
Albert and Aquinas shows the strong influence of Neoplatonism into which he
cast most of his thought. What is significant about his writings is that they
focused upon the inner world of mysticism, where faith and piety are dominant.
There followed after Eckhart a flowering of mystical writers, among whom some
of the more notable were Tauler (1300—1361), Heinrich Suso (1300—1366), and
Huysbroeck (1293—1381). The element of feeling that mysticism exalted and the
scientific mood that the empiricism of Ockham required received new emphasis
as the Middle Ages merged into the Renaissance.

