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erhaps No other Issue has eVoked such argumeNt betweeN phIloso-
phers and theologians-at least from among those in the two “camps” who take the work of  the other 
seriously-than the one as to whether or not philosophical investigation undertaken by the christian is as 
strictly “philosophical” as that of  the thinker who endeavors to discard his faith and engage in “pure” 

philosophizing. the question focuses, as anton pegis has suggested, on one of  the primary problems 
of  a “christian philosophy. “(1)

 certainly more than one philosopher has believed that the adjective in the phrase “christian philoso-
phy” seems to negate the noun. bertrand russell, for example, has written of  st. thomas aquinas that his “ap-

peal to reason is, in a sense, insincere, since the conclusion to be reached is fixed in advance.” There is, he adds, 
“little of  the true philosophical spirit in aquinas. before he begins to philosophize, he already knows the truth 

(2) The attitude of  Martin Heidegger is the same. He considers authentic philosophical reflection impossible for the 
christian. to ask why there is something rather than nothing is to put the totality of  the real in question in order to 
make it fully intelligible. heidegger contends that the christian thinker cannot give himself  over to such an enterprise: 
if  research is to bea serious, one must not be convinced he possesses the answer before starting the search. but, of  
course, for the christian there is no doubt-god stands at the origin of  the world, creating and sustaining it. thus, 
heidegger echoes the sentiment of  russell; indeed, the term “christian philosopher” is as nonsensical for him as the 
term “square circle.”(3)
 It is the primary contention of  this essay that such criticisms are ill-founded because they rest on a fundamen-
tal misunderstanding of  the role of  theology-or more accurately sacra doctrina-in the philosophy of  st. thomas. this 
contention will be developed, first, by a brief  indication of  the general relationship between philosophy and theology 
in aquinas, and, second, by an attempt to summarize what thomas means when he refers to sacra doctrina. such a 
glimpse into the thomistic conception of  christian theology which serves as a locus for his view of  faith reveals a 
relationship between faith and reason in thomas which is quite distinct from the one implicit in the remarks of  rus-

As John Franklin Johnson points out in the following article, it is quite a common opinion, in both 
philosophical and lay circles, that a true philosophical enterprise must begin with no information in 
view other than that which can be generated by the philosophical enterprise itself. In other words, 
“Christian philosophy “ is a contradiction in terms because the Christian knows from Revelation the 
answers to many of  the most important questions he can ask. This point of  view, argues Johnson, 
arises from a misunderstanding (or perhaps merely an unnecessary restriction) of  the meaning of  
philosophy and, equally to the point, of  theology. Turning to the pre-eminent Christian philosopher, 
Thomas Aquinas, Johnson finds some first principles which make it clear that Christians can really 

do philosophy after all.
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sell and heidegger.(4)

phIlosophY aNd theologY IN thomas

 In Science and Wisdom, Jacques maritain laments the 
fact that the intellectual order of  the medieval world has 
been fractured. “the modern world,” he writes, “has not 
been a world of  harmony between forms of  wisdom, but 
one of  conflict between wisdom and the sciences, and it 
has seen the victory of  science over wisdom.”(s) but in 
the thomistic perspective, says maritain, there are prop-
erly three sorts of  wisdom hierarchically ordered: infused 
wisdom or the wisdom of  grace, theological wisdom, and 
metaphysical wisdom. below these, the philosophy of  
nature exemplifies a type of  imperfect wisdom, which is 
superior, however, to the special sciences, which are not 
wisdom in any sense of  the word. unfortunately, aver-
roism and cartesianism separated philosophical wisdom 
from theological wisdom. man was, as it were, “cut into 
two parts, one being man according to pure nature, with 
his philosophic wisdom; the other being man according 
to grace and faith, with his theological wisdom. “(6) phi-
losophy became disengaged from the “spirituality which 
came down to it from the heights of  the soul. “(7) the 
name “wisdom” came to be applied only to philosophy 
and science came to preponderate over wisdom. In other 
words, the upshot of  this entire development was that, in 
separating philosophy from theology, the possibility of  
theology as a science was denied.

 the unity which maritain longed for serves as 
a key to the relationship established by st. thomas be-
tween philosophy and christian theology. there is, in 
that relationship, a unity between two sources of  knowl-
edge-what gilson alludes to as the twofold certitude of  
philosophy and revelation.(8) In the light of  this unity, 
far from seeing in revelation the downfall of  true philos-
ophy, thomas viewed philosophy as a kind of  praeparatio 
evangelica by which the minds of  men were prepared to 
receive divine truth.

 this notion is perhaps most clearly elaborated in 
the initial book of  the Summa Contra Gentiles. the object 
of  wisdom, or first philosophy, Aquinas argues, is the 
end of  the universe. a wise man, therefore, is one who 
can arrange things as they ought to be arranged. that is 
to say, to dispose it with a view to its end:

moreover, since the end of  an object is the same as its 
principle or cause, rational knowledge has for its object 
the study of  first causes: “It belongs to the wise man to 
consider the highest causes.”(10)

 thomas then takes under consideration that 
which is the first cause or the final end of  the universe. 
The final cause, he maintains, is that which its author, in 
making it, has in view. since it can be demonstrated that 
the first author of  the universe is an intelligence, the end 
which he has in view in creating it must be the end of  
intelligence which is truth.

Thus, truth is the final end of  the universe; and since 
the object of  first philosophy is the ultimate end of  the 
universe, it follows that its proper object is truth. but the 
disposition of  things in the order of  truth is the same as 
that in the order of  being-being and truth are equivalent. 
a truth, thomas reasons, which is to be the source of  all 
truth can be found only in a being which must be the first 
source of  all being. In a word, the true object of  meta-
physics or first philosophy is God. Philosophical inquiry 
is almost totally ordained to the cognition of  god as its 
end.

 In chapter three of  book I of  the Summa Contra 
Gentiles, aquinas moves to the way in which divine truth 

...they are to be called wise who order things rightly 
and govern them well. hence, among other things 
that men have conceived about the wise man, the 

philosopher includes the notion that ‘it belongs 
to the wise man to order’. Now, the rule of  gov-
ernment and order for all things directed to an 
end must be taken from the end. For, since the 
end of  each thing is its good, a thing is then best 
disposed when it is fittingly ordered to its end. 
and so we see among the arts that one functions 
as the governor and the ruler of  another because 
it controls its end. thus, the art of  medicine 
rules and orders the art of  the chemist because 
health, with which medicine is concerned, is the 
end of  all the medications prepared by the art of  
the chemist... .they are therefore said to be wise 
with respect to this or that thing; in which sense 
it is said that ‘as a wise architect, I have laid the 
foundation’ (I cor. 3:10).(9)

Now, the end of  each thing is that which is in-
tended by its first author or mover. But the first 
author and mover of  the universe is an intellect, 
as will be shown later. the ultimate end of  the 
universe must, therefore, be the good of  an intel-
lect. this good is truth.(11)
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is to be made know. man has at his disposal two means. 
The first means, of  course, is human reason. The natural 
reason is capable of  grasping such truths as the existence 
of  god, that he is one, and the like. In fact, aquinas 
observes, such truths about god have been proven de-
monstratively by the philosophers. the issue, rather, is 
whether the reason of  man is an instrument sufficient to 
reach the goal of  metaphysical inquiry, namely, the divine 
essence. thomas concludes that it is not. It is evident 
that certain forms of  knowledge concerning the nature 
of  god exceed the power of  human understanding:

perfect knowledge, therefore, consists in deducing the 
properties of  an object by using its essence as the princi-
ple of  the demonstration. accordingly, the mode in which 
the substance of  each thing is known to man determines 
the mode of  the knowledge which he can have of  the 
thing. god is a purely spiritual substance; man’s knowl-
edge, on the contrary, is only such as a being composed 
of  a soul and a body can reach. It originates necessarily in 
sensation. the knowledge man has of  god is only such 
as a person starting from sense data can acquire of  a be-
ing which is purely intelligible. thus, the understanding 
of  man, resting upon the testimony of  his senses, can 
indeed infer that god exists, but it is evident that a mere 
examination of  sensory objects, which are the effects of  
god and therefore inferior to him, cannot bring man to 
a knowledge of  his essence.

 this basic limitation of  human reason leads 
thomas to a second means man has in attaining the ob-
ject of  first philosophy: divine revelation. The necessity 
of  revelation is stressed by him in the first part of  the 
summa theologiae where aquinas argues that if  the end 
of  man is none other than god and man must possess 
knowledge of  his end to be able to order his intentions 
in relation to it, then revelation was necessary in order to 
bring to his knowledge a certain number of  truths which 
are incomprehensible to the light of  reason.(13)

 man has, then, a twofold certitude: aquinas 
thinks that the ultimate object of  both philosophical in-
quiry and theological inquiry is one and the same. there 
is, to be sure, an explicit and formal distinction between 
philosophy and theology for st. thomas, but yet there 
is essential agreement. The knowledge of  the first prin-
ciples evident to the mind has been implanted in man by 
god, who is the author of  his nature. the principles of  
human knowledge are part of  divine wisdom and thus 
one should trust implicitly the natural light of  reason.

the meaNINg oF sacra doctrINa

 the foregoing discussion of  the general relation-
ship between philosophy and theology in st. thomas 
introduces, however, a crucial problem of  terminology. 
and perhaps it is this problem which constitutes the basis 
for so many misleading interpretations of  the thomistic 
position on that relationship. the crux of  the problem is 
that thomas very seldom uses the word “theology”. In-
deed, in the entire introduction to the Summa Theologiae he 
employs the word only twice. The first time the reference 
is precisely not to what one commonly understands by 
theology, but to the fact that Aristotle had called his “first 
philosophy” by the name of  theology.(14) but this, as 
aquinas will subsequently note, is different in kind (secun-
dum genus) from the theology which pertains to sacram doc-
trinam.(15) the second mention of  the term is connected 
with a simple reference to the etymology of  the word 
which is said to indicate sermo de Deo-talk about god.(16)

 always and invariably, then, the discussion in the 
introductory question of  the Summa turns not on the na-
ture and meaning of  “theology”, but on the nature and 

that there are certain truths about god that to-
tally surpass man’s ability appears with the great-
est evidence. since, indeed, the principle of  all 
knowledge that the reason perceives about some 
thing is the understanding of  the very substance 
of  that being.. .it is necessary that the way in 
which we understand the substance of  a thing de-
termines the way in which we know what belongs 
to it. hence, if  the human intellect comprehends 
the substance of  some thing, for example, that of  
a stone or of  a triangle, no intelligible characteris-
tic belonging to that thing surpasses the grasp of  
the human reason. but this does not happen to 
us in the case of  god. For the human intellect is 
not able to reach a comprehension of  the divine 
substance through its natural power. For, accord-
ing to its manner of  knowing in the present life, 
the intellect depends on the sense for the origin 
of  knowledge; and so those things that do not fall 
under the senses cannot be grasped by the hu-
man intellect except in so far as the knowledge of  
them is gathered from sensible things.(12)
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meaning of  sacra doctrina. this is absolutely crucial to a 
proper understanding of  the thomistic perspective on 
philosophy and christian theology. the kind of  theol-
ogy he is talking about has little in common with the 
philosophical knowledge of  god except its object. the 
latter is roughly equivalent to what one calls natural the-
ology; the other is appropriately called “revealed theol-
ogy” or sacred teaching. philosophy is the cognition of  
god such as man can obtain it; sacred teaching proceeds 
from god and it imparts to man something of  god’s 
own self-knowledge so that through faith there is in man 
a part of  the divine knowledge god has of  himself. this 
accounts for the fact that any investigation of  philosophy 
and christian theology must involve a close analysis of  
what theology, in the uniquely thomistic sense of  the 
word, is.(17)

 The most efficient way to approach this task is 
to examine the ten articles of  the first question of  the 
Summa where aquinas deals extensively with the domain 
of  sacra doctrina. this procedure yields, in turn, three 
fundamental emphases.(18)

 First, st. thomas discusses the necessity of  sa-
cred teaching. The objections set forth in the first article 
attempt to exhibit the superfluity of  theological teaching 
distinct from philosophy by contending that philosophy 
or science covers the whole of  human thought.(19) Yet, 
against this all-sufficiency of  philosophy, as noted in the 
first segment of  this essay, Thomas maintains that a fur-
ther doctrine is required. the truths which concern the 
supernatural end of  man are beyond his rational com-
prehension. moreover, thomas argues, even in regard to 
those truths about god which are not beyond the reach 
of  reason, it was necessary that man be instructed by 
revelation. Few men, thomas realized, attain the knowl-
edge of  this kind of  truth about god, and then only after 
a long period of  study and with an admixture of  error. 
hence, in order that the salvation of  men could be at-
tained in a more certain manner, it was necessary that 
they be instructed in divine things through divine rev-
elation. therefore, besides the philosophical disciplines 
which carry on their investigations by way of  human rea-
son, another teaching was mandated-sacra doctrina.(20)

 a second component of  the thomistic concept 
of  sacred teaching deals with the possibility of  applying 
the term “science” to sacra doctrina. In order to approach 
this question aquinas delineates two kinds of  science: 
some, he says, work from premises recognized in the in-

nate light of  the mind (e.g., arithmetic, geometry, etc.); 
others work from premises recognized in the light of  a 
higher science. optics, for instance, begins from prin-
ciples marked by geometry and arithmetic.(21) the pri-
mary difference between these two kinds of  science is 
that in the first the principles are self-evident while in the 
second they are reducible to those of  a higher science. 
thomas then contends that sacred teaching is a science in 
the manner of  the second kind, “for it flows from founts 
recognized in the light of  a higher science, namely god’s 
very own which he shares with all the blessed.”(22)

 at this juncture, as gilson has commented, thom-
as is effecting a transposition. the notion of  science ap-
plies to sacred teaching only in an analogical way. since 
it proceeds from principles of  its own, sacred doctrine 
truly is a science, but with one difference. the principles 
of  the higher sciences from whose conclusions these sci-
ences themselves proceed are known by the natural light 
of  the intellect whereas sacred teaching proceeds, follow-
ing the light of  the intellect, from principles revealed by 
god.(23) this accounts, it would seem, for the previous 
statement of  aquinas that the theology of  the philoso-
phers and the theology that is part of  sacra doctrina do not 
belong to the same genus. the theology that is a part of  
sacred teaching enjoys the unique privilege of  proceed-
ing from principles made known by revelation, and suc-
ceeding articles endeavor to make this truth as clear as 
possible.

 In the third article, thomas argues that sacra doc-
trina is one science. he appeals to the principle that the 
unity of  a potency or habit must be judged from the 
unity of  its formal object. For example, a man, a donkey, 
and a stone, though different things, agree in that which 
is the formal object of  sight, that which is colored. the 
comparison applies to the case of  sacred doctrine be-
cause it borrows its principles from the science of  god 
made known to man by revelation. scripture deals with 
a variety of  objects but there is a formal object involved. 
the ratio formalis objecti is god’s revelation of  himself  
in scripture. therefore, whatever is revealed by god falls 
under the formal object of  one and the same science. 
Further, sacred doctrine treats of  the creator as well as 
of  the creatures not equally (for if  it did, there would 
not be one class of  objects) but of  god primarily. thus, 
sacred teaching is one, and therefore a science. In reply to 
the objection that because christian theology discusses 
angels as well as bodily creatures and human conduct it 
is not a unified science, Thomas contends that Christian 
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theology stands at the center of  all such philosophical 
disciplines, yet dominating them because it is able to 
unite them in its own unity.(24) this is a subtle albeit 
significant point. Every subject about which something 
has been revealed by god is included in a class. there 
is really nothing that philosophy can say which is not re-
lated to some object of  a possible revelation; therefore, 
sacra doctrina can treat objects which are the subject mat-
ter of  philosophical sciences. divine science is the one 
science of  everything-an imprint on man of  god’s own 
knowledge.(25)

 A third and final theme in the discussion of  sa-
cred teaching which is developed in the first question of  
the Summa is what gilson, for example, has termed the 
“transcendence” of  theology.(26) article four, for in-
stance, asks whether sacred teaching is a practical science. 
thomas responds that sacra doctrina is not chiefly con-
cerned with what man can do, as is the case with moral 
science, but rather with god, who is man’s maker. how-
ever, being the supreme science, sacred teaching does not 
exclude practical knowledge. other sciences are practical 
or speculative, but a science that is in the mind of  man as 
a stamp of  the divine science cannot suffer such circum-
scriptions. In other words, everything goes back to the 
same point of  departure: it considers in each thing the 
same formal object.(27)

 the important implications of  this idea are elu-
cidated in article five. Thomas addresses the question, 
“whether sacred teaching is of  greater value than oth-
er sciences.” he answers that sacred doctrine is indeed 
more valuable. since it is both speculative and practical, 
embracing both in the divino lumine it would naturally be 
higher than all other sciences. as speculative, it is more 
certain than all the others which are known through the 
fallible light of  human reason, while the certitude of  sa-
cred doctrine is derived from divine knowledge. too, the 
kind of  truth known in sacred doctrine transcends all hu-
man truths. since sacred teaching is aimed toward eternal 
beatitude it becomes the most important of  practical sci-
ences.(28)

 this leads aquinas to further underscore the su-
periority of  sacred doctrine in article six by asserting that 
it is the wisdom above all human wisdoms, an authority 
that adheres to it because its concern is with the highest 
cause of  the universe.

 In article seven, thomas discusses the subject of  

sacred teaching. the subject of  science is related to sci-
ence as object to habit or potency. the object of  some 
potency or habit is properly assigned as the object under 
that aspect according to which all things are related to 
the habit or potency; for example, man and stone are 
related to the potency of  sight in so far as they are col-
ored; hence, that which is colored is the proper object of  
sight. all things, aquinas reasons, are treated in sacred 
doctrine under the aspect of  god, either because they 
are god himself, or because they are ordered to god 
as to their principle and end. It follows, then, that god 
is the subject matter of  christian theology. everything 
discussed in sacred doctrine is discussed sub ratione dei; 
the principles of  sacred doctrine are the articles of  faith, 
and faith is about god.(29)

 Having arrived at a satisfactory definition (quod 
quid est) of  sacra doctrina, thomas next considers this “re-
vealed theology” in its method or modality (de modo). he 
asks in article eight whether sacred doctrine is argumen-
tative or whether it adduces proofs on its own behalf. In 
response, he says that proofs are utilized in two primary 
ways: to argue from one truth of  faith to another and to 
refute those who would contradict faith among believers 
by demonstrating the fallacy in their reasoning. No lower 
science argues to defend its principles. but, of  course, 
sacred doctrine is a wisdom; therefore, it not only argues 
to conclusions but also defends its own principles, which 
further demonstrates the philosophical character of  sa-
cra doctrina.(30) In fact, aquinas states that when arguing 
against Jews and heretics the principles admitted by them 
can be used effectively to prove the veracity of  the entire 
faith. (this is an important apologetic strategy.)

 In articles nine and ten, st. thomas quickly 
rounds out his discussion by pointing to certain unique 
features of  sacra doctrina which need to be understood to 
avoid confusion. The first such consideration is whether 
sacred doctrine should use metaphors or symbolic lan-
guage. on the one hand, metaphors and poetic language 
are not befitting the noblest of  all doctrines and such 
language tends to obfuscate the truth that sacred doc-
trine intends to teach. but on the other hand, christ used 
parables, poetry, and metaphors. thomas concludes that 
the scriptures used such language out of  necessity and 
convenience, taking into account the nature of  man, 
which is to arrive at truths through the senses and bodily 
images. consequently, “symbolic language lies at the very 
core of  sacred doctrine; it is the language god himself  
uses to communicate with men in sacred scripture.”(31) 
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the second consideration deals with the senses of  scrip-
ture.(32) Aquinas makes three points: first, God is the au-
thor of  scripture; consequently, everything in scripture is 
inspired by god. second, the literal sense of  scripture is 
what god and the human author intended by the words; 
this is the sole sense that can be used in theological ar-
gumentation. and third, only god can give to persons 
and events narrated a spiritual sense, which is allegorical, 
moral, and anagogical.(33) here we have expressed the 
most fundamental intrinsic modality of  sacred teaching. 
since the scriptures are the “holy writings” of  this doc-
trine, namely, sacra doctrina, their uniqueness imposes a 
basic characteristic on the whole of  sacred teaching or 
christian theology.

coNclusIoN

 the foregoing brief  analysis of  what st. thomas 
aquinas meant by theology should make it quite clear 
that everything in the Summa Theologiae is, in a very im-
portant sense, theological. but that does not lead us to 
the conclusion that it contains no philosophy. Nor does 
it prohibit, as russell and heidegger seemed to have 
suggested, genuine philosophizing. Indeed, the point 
aquinas conveys in his Exposition of  Beothius on the Trin-
ity regarding “natural desire” is quite germane: man is 
naturally orientated toward a supernatural destiny, and, 

accordingly, philosophy is naturally orientated toward a 
superphilosophical type of  knowledge.(34) such an ori-
entation does not eliminate the philosophical enterprise; 
rather, as the notion of  sacra doctrina outlined in this ar-
ticle also indicates, the philosophical enterprise is includ-
ed within the formal object of  theology and becomes, 
therefore, theological in its own right.

 Nor need there be any difficulty when sacred 
teaching utilizes the methods of  philosophy. In such cas-
es-scholastic theology in the “best” sense of  the phrase-
the theologian makes use of  human reason as a method 
of  expositing the truth of  faith, not proving it. truth 
cannot contradict truth.

 such conclusions are critical to any discussion of  
the theme of  faith and reason in the writings of  aqui-
nas. reason or philosophy can prove some of  the truths 
which are proposed by the christian faith, it can eluci-
date truth which cannot be proved, and it can defend 
the principles of  the faith against detractors. at the same 
time, given the analysis of  thomas in the introductory 
question of  the summa, the subjects with which the phi-
losopher is ultimately concerned are already proposed by 
sacred teaching. It is therefore natural that the two disci-
plines be allied.
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