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Foreword

That brevity is the soul of wit may seem an ironic remark when
we consider its connection with Polonius, but it contains an im-
portant, one might almost say Thomistic, truth. Simplicity in an
important sense rides on profundity. It is the mark of the wise man
that he can marshal and order vast amounts of material, and pos-
sesses a keen sense of the beginning, the middle, and the end of in-
quiry; only a very learned author could have provided the tour du
monde thomiste that Father Romanus Cessario gives us here.
Thomas Aquinas himself was not much given to historical surveys,
save for those he found in the Aristotelian treatises on which he
commented, but Cessario may be said to mimic his master in that
he has written a survey of the history of Thomism which will be
read with ease by the beginner and with delight and admiration by
those who have spent a lifetime with the text of Aquinas.

What is a Thomist? What is Thomism? In the introductory
part, Cessario puts before the reader, with a marvelous ease of eru-
dition his footnotes can only suggest, the ways these questions have
been understood and answered. Out of the discussion emerges his
own suggestion: he will write a histoire fleuve of the school as he has
defined it that emphasizes the unity of some seven hundred and
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more years, noting without overstating the influence of historical
events and the shifting geographical centers of gravity of Thomism.
The result will enable the reader to navigate those centuries under
the captaincy of an author who has a compass in hand and an eye
for the far horizon.

We are often rightly told that Thomas was principally a theolo-
gian, but the reminder has sometimes been made in order to
downplay the importance of Thomas as a philosopher. Cessario re-
minds us that Thomas as theologian has given us the most formal
distinction between theology and philosophy, a distinction that en-
ables us to identify philosophical discourse when we see it, in
Thomas and elsewhere, but which does not preclude the role that
philosophy plays within theology. Cessario emphasizes the unity of
theology for Thomas and gently chides those who would fragment
sacred doctrine into a number of constituent specialties. The sub-
ject of theology is God himself and the viewpoint is the sapiential
one vouchsafed us by revelation.

For all that, philosophy has its own integrity for Thomas, and
it is no accident that so many of the great Thomists of the twenti-
eth century were philosophers, and indeed laymen. Philosophy re-
mains the lingua franca enabling believers and non-believers to
come together in the recognition of naturally knowable truths. The
resulting wisdom can seem exiguous to the believer, and it is, but it
manifests the range of reason and the natural truths presupposed
by theology and put to a higher purpose.

Father Cessario enables us to see the long and checkered history
of Thomism, and he brings us into the present where temptations
to prophesy and predict present themselves. Whither Thomism?
The long and unbroken patronage of the teaching Church has
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proven a stimulus to generations of students of Thomas. In these
latter times, it is often suggested that Thomism lost its hegemony at
Vatican II, and that efforts to revive it are counter-revolutionary.
Perhaps. But as Cessario enables us to see, the supposed corpse did
not show up for its funeral. Moreover, there seems to be afoot a
new flourishing of Thomism, however we characterize those
thinkers who find inspiration in Thomas’s writings. It is not the la-
bel that is important, finally, nor indeed the man. Leo XIII wrote
that we find more in Thomas than Thomas himself. Indeed. And
that more is a truth that transcends personal ownership. Thomism
in the public domain is a good thing since, in philosophy at least,
the thought of Thomas is grounded in what everybody knows. This
wise little book will doubtless play a role in that flourishing.

Ralph McInerny
University of Notre Dame
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