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THE AQUINAS LECTURES

T h e A q u in as le c tu re is g iv en an n u a lly a t  

M arq u e tte U n iv e rs ity u n d e r th e au sp ice s o f  

th e A ris to te lian S o c ie ty . I t w as in itia ted in  

1 9 3 3 b y  th e  R ev . G eo rg e  H . M ah o w a ld , S .J ., 

h ead  o f  th e  d ep a rtm en t o f  p h ilo so p h y , fo r th e  

p u rp o se  o f b rin g in g to M ilw au k ee o u ts tan d ­

in g  le ad e rs in  T h o m is tic th o u g h t in b o th  its  

h is to rica l  an d  its  th eo re tica l asp ec ts .

T h is y ea r th e A ris to te lian S o c ie ty tak es  

p leasu re  in  p resen tin g  th e  le c tu re  o f th e  R ev . 

Jo h n F . M cC o rm ick , S .J ., fo u n d e r o f th e  

so c ie ty , fo rm er h ead o f th e d ep a rtm en t o f  

p h ilo so p h y  a t M arq u e tte , an d  p resen t h ead  o f  

th e  d ep a rtm en t o f p h ilo so p h y  in  L o y o la U n i­

v e rs ity , C h icag o . F a th e r M cC o rm ick is th e  

au th o r o f a tw o v o lu m e w o rk o n Scholastic 

Metaphysics an d  h as  co n trib u ted  m an y  a rtic le s  

an d rev iew s to The New Scholasticism, 

Thought, The Modern Schoolman, The Com­

monweal, an d  o th e r p u b lica tio n s .

F a th e r M cC o rm ick d ied Ju ly 1 2 , 1 9 4 5 .

Requiescat in Pace.





St. Thomas and The Life 

Of Learning

F
R O M  th e  tim e  w h en  as  a  ch ild  h e  w earied  

th e  m o n k s  o f  th e  ab b ey  o f  M o n te  C ass in o  

w ith  h is q u es tio n , * W h at is G o d ? ” u p  to  th e  

d ay  w h en h e w av ed as id e h is sec re ta ry w ith  

th e  w o rd s , ' I can d o  n o  m o re ,” an d le ft th e  

Summa Theologica an u n fin ish ed m o n u m en t 

to h is g en iu s , S t. T h o m as h ad g iv en a ll h is  

y ea rs to a life o f le a rn in g , a lo n g w ith w h a t 

to  h im  w as its n ecessary  co m p lem en t, th e  life  

o f te ach in g . F o r h e th o u g h t it w as u n fa ir to  

th e s tu d en t an d w o u ld tak e fro m  h im  th e  

g rea te s t sp u r to  s tu d y , if a t th e  en d  o f s tu d y  

th e  r ig h t to  te ach  w as n o t acco rd ed h im ; ju s t  

as it w O u ld b e d iscou rag in g to th e f ig h tin g  

sp irit o f th e  so ld ie r if a fte r th e to il o f b a ttle  

th e  fru its  o f v ic to ry  w ere  w ith d raw n .1

T h is life o f le a rn in g a lo n g  w ith h is in n e r  

life  w ith  G o d  m ak es u p  h is  w h o le  b io g rap h y .  

N o t as if th e se w ere tw o liv e s liv ed  s id e b y  

s id e : th e life o f le a rn in g an d th e in n e r life  

w ith  G o d . H e w o u ld  n o t h av e d ese rv ed to
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b e ca lled " th e sa in tlie s t o f th e le a rn ed an d  

th e  m o st le a rn ed  o f th e  sa in ts ,” u n le ss le a rn ­

in g an d h o lin ess m ad e o n e life in h im , in  

w h ich  th e re  w as  n o  d isco rd  b e tw een  s tu d y  an d  

p ray e r, o r b e tw een th e lab o r o f w ritin g  an d  

th e rep o se o f co n tem p la tio n . S t. A u g u stin e  

h ad  sk e tch ed  o u t th e  p lan  o f  su ch  a  life  w h en  

h e  w ro te :

T h e  ch a rity  o f  tru th  seek e th  a  h o ly  le isu re  ; 

th e  co n s tra in t o f  ch a rity  tak e th  u p  a ju s t b u s i­

n ess , th e b u s in ess, th a t is , o f th e ac tiv e life .  

B u t if  n o  o n e  im p o ses th is  b u rd en  u p o n  u s , w e  

a re to  b e a t le isu re fo r th e recep tio n  an d th e  

co n tem p la tio n o f tru th . If it is im p o sed , w e  

m u st tak e it u p , b ecau se o f th e co n s tra in t o f  

ch a rity . Y et, n o t ev en  th en  m u st w e  re lin q u ish  

th e  d e lig h t o f  tru th , le s t th e  ch a rm  o f tru th  b e  

w ith d raw n fro m  u s , an d  th e n ecess ity o f th e  

ac tiv e  life  b ear  u s  d o w n .’

W h eth e r S t. T h o m as  w as a  b it n a iv e  w h en t 

h e  sa id : " In  itse lf th e  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f tru th  

is to ev e ry o n e lo v ab le ,” 9 th e re can b e n o  

d o u b t th a t  it  w as  lo v ab le  to  h im  an d  n o  d o u b t  

th a t h e  so u g h t tru th  eag e rly  an d  w ith  s in g le ­
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n ess o f p u rp o se an d u n tir in g ly . T h o u g h h e  

cam e o f a s to ck th a t w as tu rb u len t en o u g h ,  

h e h ad  so d isc ip lin ed h is n a tu re in h is ea rly  

sh a rp b a ttle s fo r th e p o ssess io n o f h is so u l  

th a t h e  co u ld  b rin g  to  th e life  o f le a rn in g  in  

th e p u rsu it o f tru th  th e u n d iv id ed en e rg y  o f  

a s tro n g an d c lea r in te llec t. Jo h n o f S a lis ­

b u ry  q u o te s 4 a rec ip e fo r th e life  o f le a rn in g  

in  w h ich  th e  p resc rip tio n s  a re : a  h u m b le  m in d  

an d  eag e rn ess in  seek in g  tru th ; a  life  o f q u ie t  

w ith  s ilen t s tu d y ; p o v e rty  an d  a  fo re ig n  lan d . 

T h ese p resc rip tio n s w e f in d fu lf illed in th e  

life o f S t. T h o m as , an d co n sp icu o u s ly th e  

h u m b le m in d  an d eag e rn ess in th e q u es t o f  

tru th . T h e life o f q u ie t w h ich  h e fo u n d f irs t 

am o n g th e B en ed ic tin e s w as d es tin ed to re ­

m ain  h is fo r th e m o st p a rt, an d if it w as to  

b e in te rru p ted a t tim es b y h is fam ily ’s am b i­

tio n  fo r h im , o r b y th e  p o litic a l s tr ife o f th e  

tim es o r b y th e acad em ic sq u ab b le s o f th e  

U n iv e rs ity  o f  P aris , s till th e  in te rru p tio n s  w ere  

n o n e  o f h is seek in g . A n d  ea rly  in  h is s tu d en t  

life  h e  b eg an  to  b e  w o n d erfu lly  sp a rin g  in  h is  
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sp eech , as W illiam  o f T o co te lls u s .5 W h en  

th e tim e cam e to  sp eak  h e  w o u ld sh o w  h im ­

se lf n o t la ck in g  in f lu en cy , b u t in th e m ean ­

tim e , if th e leg en d s o f h is ea rly  s tu d en t d ay s  

a re  to  b e  tru s ted , h e  w as  u n co n ce rn ed  th a t h is  

fe llo w s tu d en ts sh o u ld n ick n am e h im th e  

d u m b o x , o r th a t h is q u ie tn ess m ig h t m ak e  

h im ap p ea r u n d is tin g u ish ed in sch o la s tic  

ach iev em en t. In h is eag e rn ess in th e p u rsu it  

o f tru th  su ch  th in g s w o u ld  m ean  n o th in g  to  

h im , an d  s in ce tru th  rew ard s th o se th a t seek  

it s in ce re ly , th e rew ard  o f h is s in g le -m in d ed ­

n ess seem s to  h av e  b een  w h a t th e  sam e W il­

liam  o f  T o co  te lls  u s  o f  h im : W h at  h e  g rasp ed  

in  h is  read in g  h e  a lw ay s  re ta in ed .®  H e  fu lf illed  

in  h is  life  ev en  th e  la s t  tw o  o f  th e  p resc rip tio n s  

q u o ted  b y  Jo h n  o f S a lisb u ry : p o v e rty , w h ich  

h e v o lu n ta rily ch o se am o n g th e p reach in g  

fr ia rs , an d  th e fo re ig n  lan d s to  w h ich  h is re - t 

lig io u s  o b ed ien ce  sen t h im .

W h en  S t. T h o m as h im se lf is lay in g  d o w n  

th e co n d itio n s u n d e r w h ich k n o w led g e is to  

b e  acq u ired , h e  te lls  u s  th a t  m an  a rriv e s  a t th e  
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k n o w led g e o f tru th in tw o w ay s: F irs t, 

th ro u g h  w h a t h e rece iv es fro m  an o th e r, an d  

seco n d ly , th ro u g h w h a t h e g e ts b y h is o w n  

s tu d y . U n d er w h a t h e rece iv es fro m  an o th e r  

is in c lu d ed w h a t h e rece iv es fro m  G o d an d  

w h a t h e  rece iv es fro m  m an . F o r w h a t w e re ­

ce iv e fro m  G o d , p ray e r, h e te lls u s , is n eces ­

sa ry , acco rd in g to  th e  w o rd s o f th e b o o k  o f  

Wisdom (V II, 7 ), 1 asked and there came upon 

me the spirit of wisdom. F o r w h a t w e rece iv e  

fro m  m en  w e m u st b e p rep a red to g iv e : a t­

ten tiv e lis ten in g , to le a rn  fro m  th e w o rd s o f  

th e  sp eak e r, an d read in g , to  g a th e r w h a t h as  

b een h an d ed  d o w n  in w ritin g . B u t fo r w h a t 

w e  g e t in  th e  seco n d  w ay , th a t is , b y  o u r o w n  

s tu d y , m ed ita tio n  is req u ired . 7

In  th is  o u tlin e  o f  a  m eth o d  o f  le a rn in g  th e re  

is o n e item  th a t m erits o u r sp ec ia l n o tice fo r  

th is rea so n , if fo r n o o th e r, th a t it is o ften  

o m itted  in su ch  o u tlin e s . T h is is h is reco g n i­

tio n  th a t m an  le a rn s  b y  w h a t h e  rece iv es fro m  

G o d  an d  th a t to rece iv e fro m  G o d p ray e r is  

n ecessa ry . S t. T h o m as k n o w s th a t th e re can  
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b e  n o  le a rn in g  fro m  an  o u ts id e  so u rce u n le ss  

th e re is in th e le a rn e r an in tr in s ic p rin c ip le  

o f k n o w led g e . T h is p rin c ip le is th e in te llec t  

an d  th e  n a tu ra lly  k n o w n  p rin c ip le s  o f k n o w l­

ed g e . A n d  th is p rin c ip le  is fro m  G o d .8 If it  

h as b een so o ften fo u n d tru e th a t le a rn in g  

p u ffe th u p , m ay  w e n o t say it is b ecau se  ju s t  

so  o ften  th e  p a rt in  le a rn in g  th a t m en  rece iv e  

fro m  G o d  h as b een fo rg o tten ? T h e h u m b le  

m in d , w h ich th e q u o ta tio n o f Jo h n o f S a lis ­

b u ry req u ire s fo r k n o w led g e , m ay co m e a t  

tim es fro m  th e aw aren ess o f th e v as tn ess o f  

th e u n k n o w n co m p ared to th e littlen ess o f  

w h a t  h as  b een  le a rn ed , b u t it h as  a  su re r fo u n ­

d a tio n in th e co n sc io u sn ess th a t th e lig h t in  

w h ich  w e  k n o w  is lig h t rece iv ed  fro m  ab o v e .  

T h e e ld e r O liv e r W en d e ll H o lm es w ro te  

so m ew h ere  th a t th e re  a re  o n e -s to rey  in te llec ts , 

tw o -s to rey  in te llec ts  an d  th ree -s to rey  in te llec ts  

w ith  sk y lig h ts . A ll fac t co llec to rs , w h o h av e  

n o  a im  b ey o n d  th e ir  fac ts , a re  o n e -s to rey  m en . 

T w o -s to rey  m en  co m p are , rea so n , g en e ra lize , 

u s in g  th e  lab o rs o f th e  fac t co llec to rs as w ell
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as  th e ir  o w n . T h ree-s to rey  m en  id ea lize , im ag ­

in e , p red ic t; th e ir b es t illu m in a tio n co m es  

fro m  ab o v e , th ro u g h th e sk y lig h t. N o w  th is  

d iv is io n is p e rh ap s p u re ly  a rb itra ry an d th e  

co m p ariso n  n o t v e ry  s ig n ifican t, ex cep t fo r  th e  

ad m iss io n th a t th e  b es t in te llec ts  a re  o p en  to  

lig h t fro m  ab o v e . T h is w as em in en tly  tru e  o f  

S t. T h o m as , an d  it d o es  n o t d e trac t a t a ll fro m  

h is  in te llec tu a l g en iu s to  co n ced e  th a t h is  b es t 

illu m in a tio n w as fro m  ab o v e . B u t th e lig h t  

fro m  ab o v e co m es to th o se th a t ask fo r it. 

H en ce fo r S t. T h o m as th e life o f le a rn in g  

w o u ld n ecessa rily b e u n ited to th e life o f  

p ray e r. W e h av e am o n g h is Opuscula h is  

P ray e r b e fo re  S tu d y , an d  fro m  w h a t h e ask s  

in  th a t p ray e r w e  m ay  ju d g e  h is  rea liza tio n  o f  

h is d ep en d en ce o n th e lig h t th a t is fro m  

ab o v e . G iv e m e, h e  ask s , k een n ess o f u n d e r­

s tan d in g  an d th e cap ac ity  to re ta in , m easu re  

an d  ease in le a rn in g , su b le ty in in te rp re tin g  

an d  th e f lu en t g race o f sp eech . S e t r ig h t m y  

b eg in n in g , d irec t m y  p ro g re ss , g iv e  co m p le te ­

n ess to  th e  is su e . A n d  if th e re  is an y  tru th  in
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th e w o rd s o f a recen t w rite r th a t,9 "h is v as t 

in te llec tu a l ach iev em en ts a re o u t o f th e n a t­

u ra l o rd e r an d  ap p ro p ria te  to  a  m irac le ,” th e  

ex p lan a tio n  w o u ld  seem  to  lie  in  th is , th a t h e  

so u g h t fo r w isd o m  a t its so u rce , an d h is  

p ray e r w as  h ea rd .

A s a re su lt o f w h a t h e w as b y  n a tu re an d  

w h a t h e b ecam e th ro u g h s tu d y an d p ray e r, 

th e re  w as co n sp icu o u s in  th e  life o f le a rn in g  

as  S t. T h o m as  led  it a  n o t to o  co m m o n  p h ase  

o f th e p h ilo so p h ic a ttitu d e w h ich m ay p e r ­

h ap s b e d esc rib ed  as lig h t w ith o u t h ea t. T h e  

lo v e o f th e im m ate ria l g o o d is in te llec tu a l  

p re fe ren ce , n o t em o tio n . N o w  S t. T h o m as  

to o k se rio u s ly th e im p lica tio n o f th e n am e , 

p h ilo so p h e r, an d  s tro v e to  b e  in  rea lity  w h a t  

th a t n am e m ad e p ro fess io n o f— a lo v e r o f  

tru th . H e  g av e  h im se lf to  th e  p u rsu it o f tru th  

to  th e ex ten t th a t h is ab so rp tio n  in  it e lim i­

n a ted  th e  p e rso n a l e lem en t w h ich  is to o  o ften  

th e  fru itfu l so u rce  o f  h ea t  in  co n tro v e rsy , ev en  

in  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l a ren a . H e  co u ld  trea t h is  

o p p o n en ts fa ir ly  b ecau se  h e h ad  n o  p e rso n a l  
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h o s tility to w ard s th em , h o w ev e r m u ch h e  

m ig h t ab h o r th e ir d o c trin e s . A n d  h e h ad  n o  

p e rso n a l h o s tility  to w ard s  th em  b ecau se  it w as  

tru th h e lo v ed an d n o t h im se lf . H e seem ed  

n o t to  b e  co n ce rn ed  ab o u t h is  o w n  rep u ta tio n  

if tru th  w as se rv ed . T h ere fo re h e  co u ld  m ee t 

h is o p p o n en ts o n  th e g ro u n d  o f rea so n an d  

le t th e  d ec is io n  fa ll to  th e  w eig h t o f rea so n .

H e h im se lf h as g iv en u s a p ic tu re o f h is  

o w n  a ttitu d e  to w ard s co n tro v e rsy  in  w h a t h e  

te lls u s in h is co m m en ta ry o n th e De Caelo 

et Mundo.10 W e  a re to  se t fo rth  th e  s tan d  o f  

o u r o p p o n en t an d  re fu te  it an d  g iv e  o u r rea ­

so n s fo r th e  o th e r s id e . W h en  w e h av e d o n e  

th is , h e  te lls  u s , w e  a re  le ss lik e ly  to  co n d em n  

an o th e r ’s v iew  w ith o u t rea so n , as so m e h av e  

d o n e , h e  ad d s , o u t o f d is lik e fo r th e ir ad v e r­

sa rie s . B u t su ch d is lik e seem s to h im  m o st 

u n b eco m in g  in  a  p h ilo so p h e r  w h o  se ts  h im se lf  

u p as a sea rch e r a fte r th e tru th . T o ju d g e  

o b ec tiv e ly in m atte rs o f o p in io n w e m u st 

k eep  free  fro m  h o s tility  to  th e  p e rso n s w h o se
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o p in io n s w e  o p p o se . R ath e r w e m u st b e lik e  

a rb itra to rs an d  in v es tig a to rs  o f b o th  s id es .

B u t ev en  fo r h im  it w as h a rd a t tim es to  

av o id  a ll h ea t w h en th e  e rro rs to  b e re fu ted  

w ere esp ec ia lly ex asp e ra tin g . In th e Summa™ 

h e  a llo w ed  h im se lf th e  u se  o f th e  su p e rla tiv e  

stultissime to ch a rac te rize D av id o f D in an t  

in  h is id en tif ica tio n  o f G o d  w ith  p rim e  m at­

te r . S u ch  sh o w  o f em o tio n  w as m o st u n u su a l 

w ith  h im , b u t h e re  w e  m u st ad m it th e  ep ith e t  

w as d ese rv ed . T h en  th e re  is m o re  th an  a  h in t  

a t sa rca sm  in  h is w o rd s a im ed  a t th o se w h o  

th o u g h t th ey  h ad es tab lish ed th e im p o ss ib il­

ity o f e te rn a l c rea tio n : "S o th o se w h o h av e  

so  su b tly  es tab lish ed  th is  im p o ss ib ility  a re  th e  

o n ly m en an d w isd o m  b eg an w ith th em .” 1 2  

A n d  h is  ch a llen g e  to  th e  A v erro is ts  to  an sw er  

h is re fu ta tio n o f th e ir e rro r sh o w s th a t h is  

u su a l re s tra in t w as n o t d u e en tire ly to  g o o d  

n a tu re , b u t th a t th e re w as f ig h tin g  b lo o d in  

th e  s to ck  fro m  w h ich  h e  cam e . "T h is  is  w h a t I  

h av e  w ritten  to  o v e rth ro w  th e  a fo re sa id  e rro r, 

n o t b y m ean s o f d o cu m en ts o f rev e la tio n ,

T H E  L IF E O F  L E A R N IN G 1 1  

b u t b y  th e  rea so n s  an d  th e  tex t o f th e  P h ilo s ­

o p h e r. B u t if an y o n e , p rid in g  h im se lf o n  h is  

sc ien ce , fa lse ly so ca lled , w ish es to say an y ­

th in g  ag a in s t w h a t I h av e  w ritten , le t h im  n o t  

sp eak  in  co rn e rs , n o r b e fo re  b o y s  w h o  a re  u n ­

ab le  to  ju d g e  in  d ifficu lt m atte rs . B u t le t h im  

co m e in to th e o p en ag a in s t th is w ritin g o f  

m in e  if  h e  d a re s . H e  w ill f in d  [a s  an tag o n is ts ]  

n o t  o n ly  m e  w h o  am  th e  le a s t o f  a ll, b u t m an y  

o th e rs  w h o  a re  lo v e rs o f tru th .” 1 3 T h ere  is a  

b it o f h ea t h e re , b u t p len ty  o f ex cu se fo r it, 

s in ce  h e  th in k s  e rro r in  reg a rd  to  th e  in te llec t 

w h ich  n a tu re  h as  g iv en  u s to  av o id  e rro r an d  

f in d tru th , is m o re th an  o rd in a rily  u n b eco m ­

in g  ( indecent ior

T h ere is so m e th in g o f th e p e rso n a l n o te  

h e re to o . O th e rw ise it is m o st u n u su a l fo r  

h im  to m ak e u se o f th e f irs t p e rso n a l p ro ­

n o u n , ex cep t in th o se opuscula w h ich a re an ­

sw ers  to  req u es ts  fo r  h is  o p in io n s . I can  th in k  

o f  o n ly  o n e  o th e r  p lace  in  w h ich  th e  p e rso n a l 

n o te  is ad m itted . I t is in  th e  b eg in n in g  o f th e  

Contra Gentiles,1 5 b u t h e re it is w ith o u t h ea t.
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H e is te llin g u s h o w , re ly in g o n th e d iv in e  

g o o d n ess ,  h e  is  ab o u t to  tak e  u p o n  h im se lf th e  

o ffice o f th e w ise m an , h o w ev e r m u ch th is  

m ay  su rp ass h is p o w ers , an d  is g o in g to se t 

fo rth  th e  tru th  o f  th e  C ath o lic  fa ith  acco rd in g  

to  th e  m easu re  o f h is ab ility .

B u t as w e  g o  o n  s tu d y in g  th e  life  o f le a rn ­

in g as ex em p lif ied in th e p e rso n o f S t. 

T h o m as , w e can h a rd ly escap e th e g ro w in g  

co n v ic tio n  th a t th is  is n o t th e  life  o f le a rn in g  

as it is u n d e rs to o d to d ay . T h ere is an u n ­

b rid g eab le  d iffe ren ce b e tw een  th e  m in d  o f S t. 

T h o m as  an d  th e  ty p ica lly  m o d ern  m in d . T h is  

d iffe ren ce , I th in k , re s ts o n  th e  d iv e rg en ce  o f  

th e ir re sp ec tiv e co n cep tio n s o f w h a t th e life  

o f  le a rn in g  is  an d  w h a t it is fo r. F o r th e  m o d ­

e rn m in d le a rn in g is th e p a th to th e a tta in ­

m en t o f tru th , an d th e en d o f th e p a th is  

k n o w led g e . F o r S t. T h o m as , th o u g h  le a rn in g  

is s till th e p a th to th e a tta in m en t o f tru th , 

th e  en d  o f  th e  p a th  is  w isd o m . A n d  th u s  b o th  

S t. T h o m as an d th e ty p ica l m o d ern can b e  

d ed ica ted  to  th e  life  o f  le a rn in g ,,  b u t.  th e  o u t-
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co m e  o f  th e  d ed ica tio n  w ill b e  en tire ly  d iffe r­

en t in  each  case . T h e  m o d ern m in d  s to p s a t  

th e w ay -s ta tio n ; S t. T h o m as g o es o n to th e  

te rm in u s .

P erh ap s w e can see th is d iffe ren ce in th e  

th in g s th a t w o u ld  b e co n s id e red  m o st w o rth  

w h ile to k n o w  acco rd in g  to S t. T h o m as an d  

acco rd in g  to  o u r m o d ern  m an o f le a rn in g . I  

d o  n o t th in k  it is lib e lin g  th e  m o d ern  m an  o f  

le a rn in g  to  say  th a t, s in ce  th e  es tab lish m en t in  

th e d ay s o f T h o m as H u x ley o f th e d ic ta to r­

sh ip  o f w h a t th e m o d ern  ca lls sc ien ce , th o se  

th in g s o n ly  a re th o u g h t w o rth  w h ile o b jec ts  

o f se rio u s p u rsu it as k n o w led g e w h ich a re  

am en ab le to th e m eth o d s o f sc ien ce . T h ese  

a re  th e  th in g s th a t a re  m easu rab le  an d  can  b e  

su b m itted  to  th e  lab o ra to ry  te s t. S u ch a re , o f  

co u rse , m ate ria l th in g s . N o w  th e se  th in g s a re  

m an y  an d  d iv e rse . A n d  s in ce  sc ien ce , w h e th e r  

in  th e  sen se  o f S t. T h o m as  o r in  th e  m o d ern  

sen se d o es n o t a im  an y fu rth e r th an th a t  

w h ich is th e u ltim a te en d in so m e g en u s o f  

th e  k n o w ab le , an d  s in ce  th e re  a re  m an y  g en -
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e ra  o f  th e  k n o w ab le  an d  th e re fo re  m an y  en d s ,  

th e re w ill b e m an y  sc ien ces .1 8 If th e en d  o f  

th e p a th to tru th is sc ien ce , th en , th e re w ill 

b e  n o  u n ity  o f tru th . I w o n d er if th is is n o t  

th e ty p ica l m o d ern  in te llec tu a l c lim a te : m an y  

tru th s , b u t n o  T ru th .

B u t to S t. T h o m as th e th in g s w o rth  w h ile  

k n o w in g a re th e h ig h e r th in g s , an d in h is  

m in d  th e  h ig h e r th in g s  a re  d iv in e  th in g s. F o r  

s in ce th e  p e rfec tio n  o f m an  is in  u n io n  w ith  

G o d , m an  sh o u ld  em p lo y  h is in te llec t in  co n ­

tem p la tio n an d h is rea so n in in q u irin g in to  

d iv in e tru th .1 7 A n d ev en th o u g h th e re m ay  

b e  m o re  ce rta in ty  in th e  sc ien ces w h ich  h av e  

fo r th e ir su b jec t-m a tte r le ss h o n o rab le th in g s , 

s till a  little  k n o w led g e  o f th e  m o re  h o n o rab le  

th in g s  is  b e tte r , ev en  w h en  le ss  ce rta in , o f  le ss  

n o b le th in g s .1 8 F o r th e h u m an in te llec t d e ­

s ire s m o re an d lo v es an d d e lig h ts in th e  

k n o w led g e  o f  d iv in e  th in g s , h o w ev e r  little  w e  

m ay  b e  ab le  to  g rasp  o f th em , th an  in  p e rfec t 

k n o w led g e  o f lo w er th in g s .1 ’
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T h is  is  su ch  a  fa r rem o v e  fro m  th e  a ttitu d e  

o f th e  m o d ern  m in d  th a t w e  f in d  o u rse lv es in  

an en tire ly d iffe ren t in te llec tu a l a tm o sp h e re . 

F o r th e m o d ern m in d ap p ea rs to h av e lo s t  

s ig h t o f w h a t A ris to tle h ad sa id , th a t each  

th in g  is m o stly th a t w h ich is p rin c ip a l in it, 

an d th a t m an  is m o stly  in te llec t, b ecau se in ­

te lle c t is th a t w h ich is p rin c ip a l in  h im . A n d  

so  it m ay  b e  s lo w  to  g rasp  w ith S t. T h o m as  

th a t to  b e  d ev o ted  to  th e  in te llec tu a l co n tem ­

p la tio n  o f tru th  is to  h av e  reach ed  h ap p in ess  

so fa r as h ap p in ess can b e reach ed in th is  

life .2 0

B u t in  w h a t h e  th in k s  th e  life  o f le a rn in g  

is for, S t. T h o m as is , if an y th in g , fu rth e r re ­

m o v ed fro m  th e m o d ern m in d . M en sp eak  

n o w ad ay s o f ad d in g to th e su m  o f h u m an  

k n o w led g e as a w o rth y  g o a l fo r su ch a life , 

w ith o u t m u ch sp ec ific reg a rd fo r w h a t th e  

ad d itio n to h u m an k n o w led g e is , b ey o n d a  

ce rta in  lib e ra tio n  o f th e h u m an  sp irit, w h ich  

th e in c rea se o f k n o w led g e is b e liev ed , p e r ­

h ap s to o  o p tim is tica lly , to  ach iev e . T h e  b o as t
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o f  o u r  in te llec tu a l  p ro g ress  is th a t it h as freed  

m an  fro m  su p e rs titio n . B u t in  p u ttin g  o ff an  

e rro r y o u  d o  n o t n ecessa rily  p u t o n  tru th . In ­

te lle c tu a l p ro g re ss o u g h t to  b e  m easu red , n o t  

ju s t b y w h a t w e h av e b een led o u t o f, b u t  

esp ec ia lly b y  w h a t w e  h av e  b een  led  in to . Is  

th e  m o d ern  m in d  a t ease  in  th e  b e lie f th a t th e  

en d o f th e life o f le a rn in g is ag n o s tic ism ?  

Ignoramus et ignorabimus is b u t a lam e an d  

im p o ten t co n c lu s io n  fo r th e  h e ro ism  o f u n tir ­

in g  re sea rch .

S t. T h o m as o n  h is  p a rt is  in  n o  d o u b t ab o u t 

w h a t th e  life  o f le a rn in g  is fo r. I t is to  b e  d i­

rec ted  to w ard s th e  k n o w led g e  o f G o d  as th e  

u ltim a te h ap p in ess o f m an . T h e s tu d y o f  

c rea tu re s is th e s tu d y o f th e w o rk s o f G o d ,  

an d  sh o u ld  le ad  to  a fu lle r reco g n itio n  o f th e  

w isd o m  o f G o d , a g rea te r rev e ren ce fo r. th e  

p o w er o f G o d , an d a g rea te r lo v e fo r th e  

g o o d n ess o f G o d as m an ife s ted in th e u n i­

v e rse . A n d th e sam e s tu d y  o f c rea tu re s, to o ,  

can  sa feg u ard  u s ag a in s t e rro rs  reg a rd in g  th e  

n a tu re  o f  G o d , w h ich  ig n o ran ce  o f  th e  n a tu re  
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o f c rea tu re s m ay  eas ily  le ad  in to . I t is ig n o r ­

an ce o f th e n a tu re o f c rea tu re s th a t m ak es  

m en  id o la te rs an d p lu n g es th em  in to su p e r­

s titio n . A n d th e re fo re r ig h t k n o w led g e o f  

c rea tu re s is o f h ig h  im p o rtan ce , b ecau se  r ig h t  

k n o w led g e o f G o d d ep en d s u p o n it.2 1 S t 

T h o m as , to o , b e liev es th a t ad v an ce  in  k n o w l­

ed g e  lib e ra te s th e  sp irit o f  m an  w h en  it le ad s  

h im  o u t o f ig n o ran ce in to th e p o ssessio n o f  

th a t tru th  w h ich is th e o rig in  o f ev e ry tru th  

b ecau se  it is  th e  p rin c ip le  o f  a ll th in g s an d  th e  

f in a l en d  o f a ll.2 2 A n d th is is w isd o m , to se t 

a ll th in g s in  o rd e r w ith  re fe ren ce  to  th e f in a l 

en d  o f  a ll. A n d  h e re  a lo n e , in  w isd o m , d o  w e  

f in d  th e  u n ity  o f tru th .

L earn in g , th en , as in te llec tu a l k n o w led g e ,  

m u st tak e th e seco n d p lace to w isd o m , an d  

th a t is w h ere S t. T h o m as p u ts it. Y et h e  

n ev e r seek s to  d isp a rag e  le a rn in g , b u t sp eak s  

o f it a lw ay s as g o o d  an d  d es irab le .2 3 A ll sc i­

en ce is g o o d , h e  te lls u s , an d  n o t o n ly  g o o d , 

b u t a lso h o n o rab le . I t is g o o d b ecau se it is  

th e p e rfec tio n o f m an as su ch . B u t am o n g
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th in g s th a t a re  g o o d , so m e a re  p ra isew o rth y ,  

b ecau se th ey  a re  u se fu l fo r an  en d  b u t o th e rs  

a re h o n o rab le , b ecau se th ey a re fo r th em ­

se lv es ; fo r w e  p ay  h o n o r to  en d s . In  th e  case  

o f  th e  sc ien ces , so m e  a re  p rac tica l, so m e  sp ec ­

u la tiv e ; th e p rac tica l b e in g fo r th e sak e o f  

so m e th in g to b e d o n e ; th e sp ecu la tiv e fo r  

th em se lv es . H en ce th e sp ecu la tiv e sc ien ces  

a re  g o o d  an d  h o n o rab le , b u t th e  p rac tica l sc i­

en ces a re p ra isew o rth y o n ly .2 4 Y et k n o w l­

ed g e , g o o d  as it is in  itse lf , m ay  b e  ev il acc i­

d en ta lly b ecau se o f co n seq u en ces f lo w in g  

fro m  it, as w h en m an g ro w s p ro u d o f h is  

k n o w led g e  o r u ses it to  d o  w ro n g .2 3 A n d  it is  

b e tte r fo r u s n o t to  k n ow  ev il th in g s an d  tr i­

f lin g th in g s , if su ch k n o w led g e o ccu p ie s th e  

m in d  to  th e  ex c lu s io n o f b e tte r th in g s , o r in ­

c lin e s  th e  w ill to  ev il.2 ®

A n d th u s b ecau se th e re m ay b e ev il in  

k n o w led g e , ev en th o u g h o n ly acc id en ta lly , 

th e  d es ire  to  k n o w , w h ich  S t. T h o m as fo llo w ­

in g  A ris to tle  say s  is n a tu ra l to  a ll m en , n eed s  

to b e m o d era ted . K n o w led g e o f tru th  is in ­

d eed  th e g o o d o f m an . S till m an ’s h ig h es t 

g o o d  is n o t fo u n d  in th e k n o w led g e o f an y  

an d  ev e ry  tru th , b u t in  th e  p e rfec t k n o w led g e  

o f th e h ig h es t tru th . A n d so th e re m ay b e  

ev il in  th e  k n o w led g e  o f  so m e  tru th s , b ecau se  

th a t k n o w led g e  is  n o t  p ro p e rly  reg u la ted  w ith  

re fe ren ce to th e k n o w led g e o f th e h ig h es t  

tru th .2 7 T h e d es ire to k n o w  a ll, w ith o u t re ­

g a rd  to  th e  su itab len ess  o f w h a t w e le a rn to  

th e  o n e  tru th  th a t is th e  u ltim a te  en d , is w h a t 

S t. T h o m as ca lls th e  v ice o f cu rio s ity .2 8 A n d  

in  sh o w in g  h o w  th is  v ice m ay  b e  in cu rred  h e  

q u o te s a p assag e fro m  S t. A u g u stin e w h ich  

co u ld  eas ily  b e  ap p lied  to  o th e r tim es  th an  S t. 

A u g u stin e ’s o w n : "T h e re  a re ,’ ’ h e  say s , "so m e  

w h o  g iv in g  u p  th e  p u rsu it o f v irtu e  an d  n o t  

k n o w in g  w h a t G o d  is  o r  h o w  g rea t is th e  m aj­

es ty  o f th a t n a tu re  w h ich  a lw ay s rem a in s th e  

sam e , th in k th ey h av e acco m p lish ed so m e ­

th in g  g rea t, w h en w ith th e u tm o st cu rio s ity  

an d in ten s ity th ey h av e in q u ired in to th is  

b o d ily  m ass w h ich  w e  ca ll th e  w o rld . H en ce  

su ch  g rea t p rid e  is  b eg o tten  in  th em  th a t th ey



2 0 S T . T H O M A S  A N D

seem  to  th em se lv es to  b e  a lread y  d w e llin g  in  

th e  sk ie s  ab o u t w h ich  th ey  so  o ften  d isp u te .” 2 9

Is n o t th is ag a in  ty p ica l o f th e  m o d ern  in ­

te lle c tu a l c lim a te : m in u te k n o w led g e ab o u t  

th in g s  in  n a tu re , an d  ag n o s tic ism  ab o u t G o d  ?

B ecau se  it is p o ss ib le  fo r u s th en  to  d es ire  

k n o w led g e  to  o u r o w n  h u rt, th e re  is n eed  to  

m o d era te  th e  n a tu ra l d es ire to  k n o w . M an  is  

n o t p e rfec tin g  h im se lf b y  m ere  in d isc rim in a te  

le a rn in g , b u t o n ly b y a tta in in g k n o w led g e  

th a t is o rd a in ed to th e f irs t tru th . T h e p o e t  

w as n o t w ro n g  w h o  sa id ,

K n o w led g e is as fo o d  an d  n eed s  n o  le ss  

H er tem p eran ce  o v e r ap p e tite .

N o r w as S t. T h o m as w ro n g w h en  h e fo u n d  

ro o m  am o n g  th e m o ra l v irtu e s su b o rd in a ted  

to tem p eran ce fo r a sp ec ia l v irtu e w h ich h e  

ca lled s tu d io u sn ess an d w h ich is co n ce rn ed  

w ith  th e  m o d era tio n  o f th is d es ire  to  k n o w .’ 0  

B u t b ecau se  o f th e  co m p lex ity  o f h u m an  n a ­

tu re th e ex e rc ise o f th is v irtu e m ee ts w ith  a  

co n flic t o f in c lin a tio n s . O n th e p a rt o f th e
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m in d is th e d es ire to k n o w , w h ich o f itse lf  

k n o w s n o  lim ita tio n , b u t n eed s to  b e h e ld  in  

ch eck  acco rd in g  to th e n ecessa ry  m o d era tio n  

o f v irtu e . O n th e s id e o f th e b o d y  is th e in ­

c lin a tio n to sh irk th e lab o r o f sea rch a fte r  

k n o w led g e an d  th is s lack n ess m u st b e k ey ed  

u p to th e ten s io n th a t is d em an d ed fo r a  

p ro p e rly  reg u la ted  p u rsu it o f  tru th .3 1

T h en o n ly d o w e f in d in k n o w led g e th e  

p e rfec tio n  o f o u r n a tu re w h en o u r d es ire to  

k n o w  is r ig h tly tem p ered . A n d it is r ig h tly  

tem p ered o n ly w h en in g iv in g it sco p e th e  

k n o w led g e w h ich is so u g h t a fte r is a t th e  

sam e tim e ev a lu a ted in th e lig h t o f th e su ­

p rem e  tru th  w h ich  is th e  u ltim a te  en d  o f life . 

S t. T h o m as w ill n o t se t th e sea l o f ap p ro v a l  

o n  a life o f le a rn in g  as if le a rn in g  w ere its  

o w n  en d . F o r  h im  life  itse lf  w o u ld  b e  w ith o u t  

u n ity  an d , as it w ere , a t lo o se en d s if th e re  

co u ld  b e  m an y  in d ep en d en t en d s fo r h u m an  

ac tiv ity . O n ly th e life o f le a rn in g  th a t seek s  

tru th  w ith  w isd o m  as its en d  w o u ld  m easu re  

u p  to  w h a t h e  d em an d s . F o r it is o n ly  o f w is ­
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d o m  th a t h e  sp eak s  w ith  u n q u a lif ied  ap p ro v a l,  

te llin g  u s  th a t,

A m o n g a ll h u m an p u rsu its th e s tu d y o f  

w isd o m  is m o re p e rfec t, m o re su b lim e , m o re  

u se fu l an d m o re p leasan t. M o re p e rfec t it is  

b ecau se in  as m u ch as a  m an  g iv es h im se lf to  

th e p u rsu it o f w isd o m , in so m u ch h as h e  

a lread y  w o n  so m e  p a rt in  tru e  b ea titu d e  ; h en ce  

th e W ise m an  say s, Blessed is the man that 

shall continue in wisdom (E cc li. X IV , 2 2 ). I t  is  

m o re su b lim e , b ecau se th ro u g h it b e fo re a ll 

e lse m an ap p ro ach es to  th e s im ilitu d e  o f th e  

d iv in e w h ich has made all things in wisdom 

(Ps. C III, 2 4 ). A n d  h en ce , s in ce  s im ilitu d e  is  

a  cau se  o f  lo v e , th e  s tu d y  o f  w isd o m  esp ecia lly  

jo in s m an  in fr ien d sh ip  to  G o d . F o r th is rea ­

so n it is sa id in th e b o o k o f W isd o m , th a t 

w isd o m  is an infinite treasure to men, which 

they that use become the friends of God 

(V II, 2 4 ). A n d it is m o re u se fu l, b ecau se  

th ro u g h  w isd o m  itse lf is th e w ay  to  th e  k in g ­

d o m  o f im m o rta lity : The desire of wisdom 

brin get h to the everlasting kingdom (Wisdom 

V I, 2 1 ). A n d it is m o re  p leasan t, b ecau se  her 

conversation hath no bitterness, nor her com- 

pony any tediousness, hut joy and gladness 

(Wisdom V III, 1 6 )”

A n d in fo llo w in g w isd o m  h e f in d s n ew  

m ean in g in th e n am e an d th e p ro fe ss io n o f  

th e  p h ilo so p h e r, rea liz in g  w h a t S t. A u g u stin e  

h ad  sa id : " If W isd o m  is G o d  . . . th en is th e  

tru e p h ilo so p h e r th e lo v e r o f G o d .” 3 3
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