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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.

					[image: ]

					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.

		


		
			CONTEXT

			THE FOUNDING OF THE DOMINICAN ORDER

			Two mendicant orders, which practised poverty and an iterant lifestyle, emerged in the 13th century. These were the Order of Friars Minor, also known as the Franciscan Order after its founder Francis of Assisi (1182-1226), and the Order of Preachers, also known as the Dominican Order, founded by the Castilian priest Dominic de Guzmán. Dominic was born in 1170 near Burgos, and studied theology and was ordained as a priest in Osma (Castile) in 1190. He was renowned for his talents as a preacher, and on two occasions he accompanied Diego de Acebo, the Bishop of Osma, to Denmark in order to help arrange the marriage between the heir to the Castilian throne and a Danish princess. Their journey took them through the south of France, where they discovered the thriving religious movement of Catharism. This provided the perfect opportunity for the young Dominic to put his ideals of preaching and evangelisation into practice.

			In 1206, he founded an abbey in Prouilhe, France and gathered his first followers. He subsequently travelled around the Lauragais and the area around Carcassonne, Toulouse and Montpellier in order to convert the local inhabitants back to Catholicism from what he saw as the heresy of Catharism. He founded the Order of Preachers in 1216 with the aim of establishing a stable network of preachers, which was largely made possible by the support of Pope Innocent III (1160-1216), who saw the austerity of the new order as a good way of responding to the criticisms levelled at Catholicism by heterodox religious groups. Taking inspiration from the Roman Doctor of the Church Augustine of Hippo (354-430), the friars followed the example set by the apostles and embarked on a mission of itinerant preaching. Dominic himself travelled through France, Spain and Italy to spread the Order’s message. He died in Bologna in 1221.

			The Dominican Order’s vocation was to preach the laws and moral teachings of Catholicism, and its ideas were based on a solid understanding of theology, canon law and philosophical doctrines. Consequently, Dominican monasteries were primarily centres of learning and instruction. Preachers went there to learn, and returned regularly during the course of their travels for fresh ideas and inspiration. Many of its members held doctorates, and although they lived itinerant lives of poverty, the Dominicans had expert knowledge of theology, philosophy and science and were influential, insightful thinkers. 
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			Emblem of the Dominican Order.

			THE DEVELOPMENT OF UNIVERSITIES

			Throughout the Middle Ages, the Church provided education in its school and abbeys, and in 1179 Pope Alexander III (1105-1180) decreed that education should be free and scholars could teach the subjects they saw fit. In light of this increased freedom and the fact that there were more centres of learning than ever before, some scholars decided to bring students and teachers together in independent establishments dedicated to learning and instruction. These new institutions were still attached to the Church, but enjoyed their own special status. This marked the creation of the earliest European universities, such as Bologna, which specialised in law, and Salerno, which was home to the first medical guild. Philip II of France (1165-1223) gave teachers in Paris special freedoms and privileges, and granted the University of Paris its charter in 1200. The city’s schools had previously been collectively known as the studium generale, but this name was now changed to universitas magistrorum et scolarium parisiensium, meaning “all the teachers and students of Paris”. This is where the word “university” comes from.

			
				
					The Sorbonne

					Before long, students and teachers from all over Europe began flocking to the University of Paris. They often lived in colleges, which resembled boarding houses and were a place for living and studying rather than teaching. In 1253, Robert de Sorbon (1201-1274), chaplain and confessor to King Louis X (1214/1215-1270), founded a college on Montagne Saint-Geneviève, a hill overlooking the Seine in Paris. It offered its first teaching chair in the 16th century and became the University of the Sorbonne, one of the best-known and most prestigious seats of learning in Europe.
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					The Sorbonne in 1550.

				

			

			The universities’ main privilege was their independence from both the Church (they still came under papal authority, but no longer answered to priests or bishops) and from royal power (royal officials has no authority over university affairs, and the universities had their own security forces and courts). They also had jurisdiction over their own curriculum: they were free to research, discuss and debate the subjects they saw fit, although they regularly clashed with the authority of the pope. Most of the universities established in the 13th century, such as those of Naples (1224), Toulouse (1229) and Rome (1244), were created on the initiative of the pope.

			Most of the universities’ teaching was focused on four areas: canon law, theology, medicine and the arts (meaning the liberal arts, such as mathematics, philosophy, grammar and rhetoric), and most of their students went on to pursue ecclesiastical careers, although this was not necessarily the case. The members of mendicant orders, which came into existence at around the same time as the universities, were particularly well represented, as one of their key missions was to develop a Catholic doctrine and spread it through evangelism.

			FROM PLATO TO ARISTOTLE

			Until the 12th century, the most important influence on religious philosophy was Augustine of Hippo. Augustine came from a family of modest landowners and studied in Carthage, where he garnered recognition for his skill as a rhetorician, then in Rome. He was raised as a Christian by his mother, and briefly dabbled in Manichaeism before reconverting while teaching in Milan. He was baptised and then returned to Carthage and became Bishop of Hippo Regius, in modern-day Algeria. In his 35 years as bishop, he developed a school of doctrinal thought which combined Christianity and Neo-Platonism, studied human free will, faith and divine grace, and worked on a philosophy of knowledge which focused on intelligible truth. “Phenomena”, as described by Plato (c. 427-348/347 BCE) could be uncovered by reason and knowledge, whereas Augustine, as a Christian, discussed the concept of “eternal truths” which could only be revealed by faith. This means that faith is essential for a true understanding of the world, and in Augustinian thought, faith is more important than knowledge. The free will that allows humans to choose between good and evil can only be exercised correctly with God’s help. Augustine believed that our perception often deceives us, and was therefore highly sceptical of anything related to the material and physical world, largely as a result of his dissolute youth and the urges that he tried to repress. His monumental body of work laid the foundations of Catholic doctrine, and to this day the Church’s teachings are influenced by his thought.
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			Portrait of Augustine of Hippo by Philippe de Champaigne.

			From the 9th and 10th centuries onwards, the brilliant work of Arab scholars revolutionised philosophy, and by extension Western theology. The scientific revolution that was sweeping through the Islamic world was accompanied by the large-scale translation of ancient Greek authors, whose work combined science and philosophy. In the 9th century, Baghdad became the hub of this new movement, and texts by Ptolemy (Greek scholar, c. 100-c. 170), Galen (Greek doctor, c. 131-c. 201) and Aristotle were retranslated. In the 12th century, Arabic translations, and above all the commentaries that accompanied them, in particular those by Avicenna (Iranian philosopher and doctor, 980-1037), Averroes (Muslim philosopher, 1126-1198) and Maimonides (Jewish theologian, philosopher and doctor, 1138-1204), which had in turn been translated into Latin, circulated throughout Europe. Aristotle’s texts, particularly his Physics and Metaphysics, were met with unprecedented enthusiasm, although the papal authorities were decidedly less convinced, and initially banned them. Indeed, the main subject of the passionate debates between 13th-century thinkers, including Thomas Aquinas, was Aristotelian philosophy and its myriad interpretations.
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