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In his encyclical letter Fides et Ratio Pope (today Saint) John Paul II wrote
of “the fundamental harmony between the knowledge of faith and the knowledge
of philosophy”. In his words, “faith asks that its object be understood with the
help of reason; and at the summit of its searching reason acknowledges that it
cannot do without what faith presents.”2

The relationship between faith and reason is one of the fundamental issues
that both philosophers and theologians have had to come to grips with since the
first stages of development of speculative thought, especially in those instances
where reason came into conflict with the established religious doctrine. Western
civilization has known of three major instances that have contributed to a state of
equilibrium between faith and reason: (a) the Jewish and early Christian response
to Greek thought as formulated by Philo of �lexandria (d. c. 50) and the �polo-
getic movement initiated by Justin Martyr (d. 165); (b) the approach taken by
�ugustine (d. 430) to interpreting Platonic and Stoic thought in the light of the
Christian faith; and (c) the synthesis of Platonic, �ristotelian, and Neoplatonic
thought achieved by �lbert the Great (d. 1280) and Thomas �quinas (d. 1274).3

The latter set the standards both regarding perspective as well as the approach to
be taken in the ongoing debate.

The issue of the relation of faith and reason has been one of the most debat-
ed in the history of Western thought. Even in our times there has been a renewed
interest in this debate which has engaged the then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (to-
day Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI) and the German philosopher Jürgen Haber-

P� �� �0&�
''�'!���*���,����!�0���� ���64�2��7�����'�-�.2��-������� 4$�$�������'.������2
��0�� ,��-������� 4$�$��=�����*� 2��2��,�����F��-�'�.�*G���/24*��!���$������'��0��.�2�2��
,�� �� � '�*�'�-��� ���2� ���'�-�� 2� 	 '�*�*� ��20�$�4����-�� �� ,��$�,=.��� $��'�-��� =��� ��*� 2�
2��,�����

2 John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1998, n. 42.
3 See P. Zerafa, O.P., “�lterità Mitologika u �lterità Filosofika,” in KNISJ- 2000, n. 21(1992),

pp. 14-15.
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mas.4 In Islam, however, the debate that has taken place down through the centu-
ries was markedly different. Whereas in the West the fundamental issue centred
upon the question as to whether or not the conclusions of reason were contrary
to the truths of the Christian faith, the problem in Islam concerned the very exist-
ence of philosophy within its domains.
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Islam’s claim to be a revealed religion greatly influenced the reception of the
classical Hellenic tradition within its societies. With the passing centuries, Islam
saw increasing concern among its religious scholars ��������) about the legiti-
macy of what were referred to as the “foreign” or “rational” sciences (as opposed
to the “traditional” or “Islamic” sciences). In fact, the �rabic term applied to phi-
losophy was falsafa, a corruption of the Greek philosophia. This was in order to
highlight the alien roots of this science, thereby emphasizing its supposedly non-
-Islamic and, perhaps in the minds of some, anti-Islamic, nature. There is no ques-
tion that scholars who promoted Platonic or �ristotelian metaphysics were fre-
quently called on to defend themselves against a theological backlash from the
upholders of Islamic orthodoxy. �lready during the first centuries of Islam many
religious scholars questioned the need for the pursuit of philosophy when, in their
view, the Qur:ân contained all that was necessary for one to achieve happiness in
this world and in the next.

For their part, philosophers considered religion as the sole cohesive force of
society; without religion society would disintegrate. It could not, therefore, be
brushed aside, nor could it be dismissed as superstitious nonsense. It was a factor
that had to be taken into account and to be reckoned with. �s we shall see
throughout this article, Islam as a religion has consistently remained the tribunal
before which pursuit of the sciences was sometimes justified – when justification
was called for, something that became an increasingly frequent occurrence.

�t times philosophers were obliged to camouflage their ideas by way of dis-
simulation (�aqiyya��� ��� �����	
�� �� ����������������� ����������� �
����
� ��� ���
����� ��� ���� ������ ������	����������
�������	�������
�	���� ���������	���� �	�
����������� ���� ����� ���������:a scholars, especially commentators of the Qur’ân
(mufassi	
�) applied both an exoteric (����	) and an esoteric (���in�� �����������
����������������
��� ���!������"��
����#����$������%�������������%�����"�������
� �������� ������:a “often conformed in their writing to accepted views, while
confidentially communicating outrageous doctrines to their coteries or writing
esoterically”.5

N����� ���<�1��*� !� ���/�$2��-��!� D�
�����
�������?�)
�����������	G�	�*
���	��	$�*
�����	!
����5���.� .�!�	-��$�� ����  �MUUR�

5 J.L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992, p. 14.
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The two major Islamic philosophers who indirectly broached the issue of
religious discourse and ����������� "���� &�'� (�s��� ����)�)��� �
�� ��� *+,�� ��

&�'�&��� ������)� �
�� -,./������� ���� �����%� ����������%� ��
�������	�����������
�������, is absolutely and universally true, but accessible only to a small intel-
lectual élite. The masses therefore need something they could relate to, that is,
religion, which must be adapted to particular cultures.

&����
�����������)�)��%�0������������������������	���������	���������������
����1���� �����������������
�������� ���������%2�"�������0������������������� �����
��������y means of similitudes of them taken from corporeal principles and im-
itates them by their likenesses among political offices”.7 Such a doctrine flies in
the face of Muslim orthodox teaching on the role and the mission of Mu&� ammad.

!������)�
��"������same distinction between philosophy and religion by pre-
senting prophecy as the culmination of intellectual development, a grasp of the
intelligibles. The prophet must lay down laws about men’s affairs by the permis-
sion of God… [But] he ought not to involve them with anything [doctrinal] per-
taining to the knowledge of God, exalted be He, beyond the knowledge that He
is One, the Truth, and has nothing similar to Him. To go beyond this and obli-
gate them to believe in His existence as being not referred to in place, as being
not subject to verbal classifications, as being neither inside nor outside the world,
nor anything of this kind [is to ask too much].8

3���� ������)����� ��
� !��� ���)��� ������������ ���	���������� "���� ���
� ���
������� ��� 	���&������������������������ ��
� ����(�������������������� ���������
������������"����������������4�
 of the Qur’ân. But it also brought about an an-
gry reaction from the ���������
� (theologians),9 which led one of Islam’s most

6 By peripatetic schools I intend those schools of thought in Islam that embraced Platonic or
�ristotelian thought, or an interpretation of both in a Neoplatonic mode.

7���������)�)��%�The -ttainment of Happiness, in -lfarabi: Philosophy of Plato and -ristotle,
translated with an introduction by Muhsin Mahdi (revised edition), Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 2001, n. 55, p. 45.

8 See -vicenna: The Metaphysics of “The Healing”, translated, introduced, and annotated by
M.E. Marmura, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2005, pp. 365-366, nn. 4.5.

9 The �rabic term denoting ‘theology’ is ������������, meaning literally ‘the science of the
words”, that is to say, the words of the Qur’ân. Thus, the �rabic term expressing the equivalent of
“theologian” is mutakallim (pl. ���������
�), meaning “a scholar of the words”. Thomas �quinas
(as well as Bonaventure) applies a specific Latin term when referring to Muslim theologians, name-
ly Loquentes or Loquentes in lege Maurorum (see, for instance Summa contra Gentiles Book III,
Chapter 97:15), which expresses precisely their role in the Muslim community. �ccording to the
renowned scholar Louis Gardet, �quinas acquired his knowledge of the doctrines of the �������
���
� from Maimonides. See Gardet, “Saint Thomas et ses prédecesseurs arabes,” in �. Maurer
(ed.), St. Thomas -quinas 1274-1974, Commemorative studies, Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1974, I, pp. 419-448. This opinion is reinforced by the above-mentioned text
from the Summa contra Gentiles.
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illustrious scholars,�&�'�<� )��
����G
.
�5)�� (d. 1111), to articulate a robust defence

of Islamic orthodoxy.

8l-G
.
����������	
�����	���������	
�����

�l-G
.
�5)����� �����6	���� ������ �
���� ������� ��	������� The Incoherence of the

Philosophers (Ta�� âfut al-Fal����) is considered to have sounded the death-knell
of philosophical speculation in the Eastern Islamic lands. Others suggest that his
life’s work brought about the subsequent absorption of Islamic philosophy into
Islamic mysticism, despite the later efforts of Ibn Rušd (d. 1198) to revive it.10

But, far from being a reactionary theologian, al-G
.
�5)��� �
��----��"������������

���� ���������	�������������������� �	������ ����� ���������������������� !�� ��������
������������"��7�������������������"����������������"�����ek to undertake such
a method of procedure:

The harm inflicted on religion by those who defend it in a way not proper to it is
greater than [the harm caused by] those who attack it in a way proper to it. �s it has
been said: “� rational foe is better than an ignorant friend.”11

He was aware, as we see, that theology was in a weak position because of its
inability to answer philosophical criticisms. The above quotation is a clear wit-
ness to his fellow theologians’ insecurity when faced with profound philosophi-
cal questions that go right to the heart of the key beliefs of Islam. They merely
dismissed such questions as foreign and dangerous. �l-G

.
�5)��� ���6	��7� ��������

�	������%������
������	����
��������h, it is not necessary to dispute against philo-
sophical doctrines that do not clash with religious principle.

8�������� ���	��� �� ���� ���	����� �������� ���� ������������%� ��
�������	�����
����)�)�����
� !������)%� ��� ����� �������
�����
���
� ���� ������������ ��� Qur’ân
through their application of faulty metaphysical reasoning.12 He considers both
as “the most reliable transmitters and verifiers among the philosophers of Islam”13

of the words of �ristotle. For this reason they are singled out as the principal
object of his refutation:

10 See O. Leaman, art. IBN RUSHD, �BU ’L-W�LID MUH�MM�D in Edward Craig (Gen-
eral Editor), Encyclopedia of Philosophy, London: Routledge, 1998, pp. 638f.

11�l-G
.
�5)��%� The Incoherence of the Philosophers, � parallel English-�rabic text translated,

introduced, and annotated by M.E. Marmura, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2002,
[� second] introduction n. 16, p. 6. �ll the texts from the Ta�� âfut quoted in the article will be taken
from this translation.

12 See al-G
.
�5)��%�op. cit., [� first introduction], n. 10, p. 4.

13 �l-G
.
�5)��%�op. cit., [� first] introduction, n. 11, p. 4.
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Let it be known that [our] objective is to alert those who think well of the philoso-
phers and believe that their ways are free from contradiction by showing the [vario-
us] aspects of their incoherence.14

He formulates no less than twenty refutations of their ideas. While condemn-
ing their metaphysical arguments, al-G

.
�5)������������ ������������������ �������

���������� ���� ��	
���� �����9�0:���� ��������� ����� ���� �������� ����������	�����
�������
%�����������	���But logic is not confined to them.”15 In making this state-
ment he rightly points out that logic is not the sole preserve of philosophers, but
it is also a science that is applied by theologians. He himself had defended the
study of logic and claimed in his later intellectual autobiography -l-Munqid min
al-������ that the logic of the ������� (philosophers) was superior to the reason-
ing of the religious scholars:

Logic is concerned solely with the concept, which is a question of definition, and with
judging the truth of something, which is a question of proof. There is nothing in that
which should be rejected. Scholastic and speculative scholars already have made use
of it…
What connection is there between such logic and religious questions, which would
require one to reject or condemn it? If you condemned it you would gain a poor re-
putation among the logicians, first of all for your own poor mind, but above all for
the religion which you claim to be founded apparently on this denial.16

�?���I�J����������
��1���
�
1��

Ibn Rušd (in Latin, �verroes) defended the status of the philosophers as well
as the study of philosophy in three works, namely, the treatise ����� ��s��
���������������	�	��������������	��a wa ’l-�ikma min al-ittis��� (The Decisive
Treatise Determining the Connection between the Law and Wisdom), the Kašf ���
������� ���������� ������3id al-milla (Uncovering the Methods of Proofs with
Respect to the Beliefs of the Religious Community), and his monumental work
Ta���������������� (The Incoherence of the “Incoherence”). �s Oliver Leaman
judiciously affirms in his overall consideration of his writings, “�verroes’ style
is on the whole sober, careful, and considered. He makes his points fairly repet-
itively in many of his works in an attempt at expressing clearly what he is trying
to say.”17

14 �l-G
.
�5)��%�op. cit., [� third] introduction, n. 22, p. 7.

15 �l-G
.
�5)��%�op. cit., [� fourth] introduction, n. 25, p. 9.

16 �l-G
.
�5)��%�Deliverance from Error and Mystical Union with the -lmighty: -l-Munqidh min

al-������, English translation with introduction by Mu&� ����
�&�'�����%���
�;��������&�������� �
����������
�"����(	�����&�
	��<�&� ���<��at, Introduction and notes by G.F. McLean, Washing-
ton, D.C.: The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy, 2001.

17 O. Leaman, -verroes and his philosophy, Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1998, p. 8.
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Besides providing a lengthy and detailed refutation of al-G
.
�5)��������	�����

�������Ta���������������� (The Incoherence of the “Incoherence”), Ibn Rušd of-
fers in his �������s����������� a common defence of logic and philosophy, this
time, however, one that is couched in terms of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh). In-
deed, this work is nothing else but a fatwa, a decision handed by a judge con-
cerning a point of law upon which there appears to be a dispute or some sort of
doubt. Besides his immense contribution as a philosopher, Ibn Rušd was also
a ��$� � (judge) in the city of Cordoba could claim a pedigree in this profession
since both his father and grandfather before him occupied the same position.

=�������
���
������)�)�����
�!������)�����������������������	��������kufr)
brought against them by al-G

.
�5)��� ��� ������ 7��� ���	��� ������%� 0���� ���	����

���	������������ty of the world, that the Exalted does not know particulars – may
He be exalted above that – and the interpretation of what is set forth about the
resurrection of bodies and the way things are in the next life”18 He astutely be-
gins with logic, and carries the justification of the study of this subject still fur-
ther by arguing for its usefulness as an instrument for philosophy.

Throughout this relatively short treatise he frequently mentions al-G
.
�5)��%

"�������������������������������"��7 Ta���������������� had established itself as
an apologetical text and made inroads even in Muslim Spain. The environment
within which Ibn Rušd lived and worked was one fraught with tensions on both
the political as well as the intellectual levels. Concerning the former, it must be
noted that the military campaigns of the northern Christian kingdoms of �ragon
and Navarre against Muslim Spain were putting the Muslim caliphate of the �l-
mohads under constant pressure. What was required at this point was that society
close ranks and avoid debate which could lead to dissent and the disintegration
of the social order. On the intellectual level religious authorities were becoming
increasingly wary of philosophical discourse, and their interpretation of al-
-G

.
�5)����� "��7�� 
�
� ������� ��� �������� ���� ����������� �������	��� ����� �����
�


������ectual encounters.
Ibn Rušd begins his treatise by posing the status quæstionis:

The goal of this statement is for us to investigate, from the perspective of Law-based
reflection, whether reflection upon philosophy and the sciences of logic is permitted,

18 �verroës, The Decisive Treatise determining the Connection between the Law and Wisdom
& Epistle Dedicatory, Translation, with introduction and notes by Ch.E. Butterworth, Provo, Utah:
Brigham Young University Press, 2008, n. 16, p. 12. �ll the texts from the �������s�����������
quoted in the article will be taken from this translation. These charges are summarized by al-G

.
�5)��

��"��
��������
�������Ta�� ��������������� (see al-G
.
�5)��%�op. cit., [Twentieth] Discussion, nn. 40-

-43, pp. 220-221) and again referred to by Ibn Rušd at the end of his Ta�� �fut al-Ta�� ���� (see Ibn
Rušd, Ta�� ������������ ����, ‘�bout the Natural Sciences: The Fourth Discussion’).
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prohibited, or commanded – and this as a recommendation or as an obligation – by
the Law.19

He describes the study of philosophy as “nothing more than reflection upon
existing things and consideration of them insofar as they are an indication of the
�rtisan,”20 that is, God, as the Creator. Falsafa thus becomes natural theology,
aiming to prove the existence of the creator and to provide a better understand-
ing of God “through cognizance” (ma�rifa). Later on in the text Ibn Rušd would
apply this term when he addresses both the human cognizance of God (ma�rifa)
and God’s knowledge  ��ilm) of the particulars.

In this way Ibn Rušd seeks to counter al-G
.
�5)��������������������� ������� do

not really prove that the world has an �rtisan. In his ������� al-G
.
�5)�����
������

�����
������0<������������������ through will” whereas “If God, according to [the
philosophers], has neither will nor choice, he would be neither an agent nor
a maker except in a metaphorical [sense].”21

� crucial decision taken by Ibn Rušd’s in order to set philosophy within the
parameters of Islamic orthodoxy was to change certain key terms. In the title of
his Fas�����������, he does not apply the term falsafa but instead he opts in fa-
vour of the term �ikma. In the text of the same work he does not refer to Islam as
��� (the common phrase applied in order to denote ‘religion’), but instead ap-
plies the term ��	��a which, in the above quotation is translated as Law-based re-
flection.22 Concerning the first choice, it should be noted that one of the most
beautiful names of God mentioned in the Qur:ân is al-�� ����, the �ll-Wise;
whereas, concerning the second, he intends to place the study of philosophy be-
fore the ultimate tribunal of God’s classification of human acts. He is careful to
apply the terms current in classical Islamic jurisprudence regarding the five clas-
sifications under which human acts fall, namely: ����	 (obligatory), ����
�
(recommended), ����� (permitted), ���	
� (reprehensible), and ma��
	 (for-
bidden). In the text quoted above Ibn Rušd opts in favour of grouping ����	 and
����
� under the more comprehensive class of ma3�
	 (commanded), while
leaving out altogether the class of ���	
�.23

He begins the third section of the treatise by claiming that for every Muslim
there is a way to truth that suits his nature. He elaborates his assertion in the fol-
lowing manner:

19 �verroës, The Decisive Treatise determining the Connection between the Law and Wisdom
& Epistle Dedicatory, [I. Introduction], n. 1, p. 1

20 �verroës, op. cit., [II. That philosophy and logic are obligatory], n. 2, p. 1.
21 �l-G

.
�zâlî, The Incoherence of the Philosophers, Discussion 3 (13), p. 59.

22 In a note to the translation Butterworth states that the term ��	��a (or its equivalent šar�)
“are used only to refer to the revealed law of Islam.” See �verroës, op. cit., p. 51, n. 1.

23 See ibid.



34 ���
�<�
���

Thus, some assent by means of demonstration; some assent by means of dialectical
statements in the same way the one adhering to demonstration assents by means of
demonstration, there being nothing greater in their natures; and some assent by
means of rhetorical statements, just as the one adhering to demonstration assents by
means of demonstrative statements.24

He bolsters his argument by referring the reader to Q. 16:125, which states:
“Call to the path of your Lord by wisdom, fine preaching, and arguing with them
by means of what is finest.”25 He takes the term “wisdom” (�ikma) to be identi-
cal with “demonstration” (bur���), “fine preaching” (al-maw�i��a al-�asana) as
identical with “rhetorical statements” (�������������hi� �����), and “arguing with
them” (��������) with “dialectical statements” (�������������������

�). In this
manner he is eventually able to present philosophy as one of three ways towards
fulfilling the Qur:ânic injunction, one which is obligatory albeit for a very re-
stricted circle of individuals:

For people are of three sorts with respect to the Law.
One sort is in no way adept to interpretation. These are the rhetorical people, who are
the overwhelming multitude. That is because no person of unimpaired intellect is
exempted from this kind of assent.
�nother sort is those adept in dialectical interpretation. These are those who are dia-
lectical by nature alone, or by nature and by habit.
�nother sort is those adept in certain interpretation. These are those who are demon-
strative by nature and art – I mean, the art of wisdom. This interpretation ought not
to be declared to those adept in dialectic, not to mention the multitude.26

Thus, by setting aside some of the distinctions between the language of the
Qur:ân and technical Greek philosophical terms and concepts, Ibn Rušd is able
to claim at the end of the Treatise that “wisdom (�ikma but now rendered synon-
ymous with falsafa) is the companion of the Law and its milk-sister (s���ibat al-
��	��a wa ’l-uht al-ra$� ��a). These two are companions by nature and lovers by
essence and instinct.”27

24 �verroës, op. cit., [III. That demonstration accords with the Law], n. 11, p. 8.
25 In this particular paragraph I have opted for Butterworth’s translation in the text itself.
26 �verroës, op. cit., [V. On what is intended by the Law and its methods], n. 44, p. 26. This

distinction is already present in Plato’s Republic, VI wherein Socrates states that “those who are
able to grasp what is always the same in all respects are philosophers, while those who are unable
to do so and who wander among the many things that vary in every sort of way are not philoso-
phers.” Plato Republic VI:484b in Plato: Complete Works, Edited, with Introduction and Notes, by
J.M. Cooper,�!�
���������>;�����
��%�?������	�����9�=��7����@	���������;������%�-**/%����--,/�
&���)�)�� applied it to his political philosophy.

27 �verroës, op. cit., [VII. Conclusion], n. 9, pp. 32-33. This statement clinches the argument
that the treatise is indeed a fatwa. The term milk-sister (al-uht al-ra$� ��a) is a legal term used in
cases concerning the prohibition of a marriage on account of fosterage (breast-feeding). �l-�lami
and Hinchcliffe have very aptly described this legal issue:
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Too many interpreters, unaware of such shifts in terminology and of cultural
differences, have operated under the assumption that Ibn Rušd was particularly
concerned with the relation between philosophy and religious faith that was sim-
ilar to the one posed by the thirteenth century Scholastics in the wake of the
�verroist movement in Paris. However, as stated above, Ibn Rušd does not in fact
refer to religion but rather to ��	��a. What was at stake was the legitimacy of the
study of philosophy in Islam. �s is evident from the above-quoted text, this rela-
tion he asserts between philosophy and Law is one of accord, but only for a se-
lect few.

Thus religion (here identified with Law) and philosophy are not incompati-
ble. The Qur:ân enjoins its adherents to attend to rational arguments concerning
how they are to behave and think. For those who cannot, however, there are oth-
er forms of presentation of the truth which are more within the reach of the mul-
titude of people. Ibn Rušd expands his argument in his Ta����������������:

[T]he religions are, according to the philosophers, obligatory, since they lead towards
wisdom in a way universal to all human beings, for philosophy only leads a certain
number of intelligent people to the knowledge of happiness, and they therefore have
to learn wisdom, whereas religions seek the instruction of the masses generally.28

He further develops his argument by stating that “a man of learning”, that is
to say, a philosopher, “is under obligation to choose the best religion of his period,
even when they are all equally true for him, and he must believe that the best
will be abrogated by the introduction of a still better”.29 From this premise, he
concludes:

Therefore the learned who were instructing the people in �lexandria became Muhamme-
dans when Islam reached them, and the learned in the Roman Empire became

Foster relationship also creates a bar to marriage in Islamic jurisprudence. The Qur’ân itself
merely prohibits the marriage of a man with his foster mother and her daughters. The jurists,
however, extended the bar of fosterage and virtually equated it with that of blood relationship.
Thus not only may a man not marry the woman who suckled him, or her daughter, he may not
marry the mother or grandmother of his wet-nurse, his daughter by fosterage, i.e. his wife’s
foster child and her descendants, or his foster sisters and her descendants, the paternal and
maternal aunts of his foster-mother. The jurists also extended the bar of fosterage and virtual-
ly equated it with that of affinity. Thus a man is forbidden to marry the wives of his son by
fosterage, i.e., the wives of those his wife has suckled and the wives of his foster-father, i.e.,
the husband of his wet-nurse, and their ascendants and descendants. He may not marry his
wife’s foster mother or her ascendants and descendants. � marriage is even prohibited between
two persons who had different wet-nurses, if each of these women was the wife of the same
man.
See Dawoud Sudqi El �lami and Doreen Hinchcliffe, Islamic Marriage and Divorce Laws of

the -rab World, London–The Hague–Boston: Kluwer Law International, 1996, p. 13.
28 -verroes’ Tahafut al-Tahafut, translated by Simon van den Bergh, Cambridge, UK: Gibb

Memorial Trust, 1954, n. 582, p. 360.
29 Op. cit., n. 583.
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Christians when the religion of Jesus was introduced there. �nd nobody doubts that
among the Israelites there were many learned men, and this is apparent from the
books which are found amongst the Israelites and which are attributed to Solomon.30

What Ibn Rušd is stating here is that reason is the path that leads to the truth
of the prophetic tradition, which explains successive conversions of the philoso-
phers to the revealed Laws of their times. The learned, of their own nature tend
to opt for the best religion of their times.31 He further states that “every religion
exists through inspiration and is blended with reason”.32
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�������piness. But those belonging to the demonstrative class (i.e., the
philosophers) are enjoined to address religious propositions in a critical manner.33

This might appear to be a rather condescending way to describe the faith of the
ordinary believer but, as he suggests in Fa�l al-Maq��, if one considers exam-
ples from medicine its acceptability will become evident:

Here is a likeness of these people’s intention as contrasted to the intention of the
Lawgiver: someone is intent upon [going to] a skilled physician who is intent upon
preserving the health of all the people and removing sicknesses from them by setting
down for them statements to which there is common assent about the obligation of
practicing the things that preserve their health and remove their sicknesses, as well as
of avoiding the contrary things. He is not able to make them all become physicians,
because the physician is the one who knows by demonstrative methods the things
that preserve health and remove sickness…
Now this illustration is certain … That is because the link between the physician and
the health of bodies is [the same as] the link between the Lawgiver and the health of
souls – I mean, the physician is the one who seeks to preserve the health of bodies
when it exists and to bring it back when it has disappeared, while the Lawgiver is the
one who aspires to this with respect to the health of souls.34

YU�+��$�
31 �lain de Libera in -verroès: L’islam et la raison, traduction par Marc Geoffroy, presenta-

tion par �. de Libera, Paris: GF Flammarion, 2000, p. 35.
32 -verroes’ Tahafut al-Tahafut, n. 584.
33 Richard C. Taylor ‘�verroes: religious dialectic and �ristotelian philosophical thought’,

Peter �damson & Richard C. Taylor, The Cambridge Companion to -rabic Philosophy, Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 187.

34 �verroës, The Decisive Treatise determining the Connection between the Law and Wisdom &
Epistle Dedicatory, [V. On what is intended by the Law and its methods], n���BC�+,%�����D/�D*��8���
������������"��������E�"��������
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Different people possess different attitudes toward medicine, some based upon
real understanding and some based upon a superficial acquaintance, and yet these
differences do not pose any obstacle to the ability of everyone in the community to
live in an organized and healthy society. Throughout his Fa�����������, Ibn Rušd
attempts to highlight the fact that there are various ways of arriving at knowledge
of something, some of which are more certain than others, but all of which are
acceptable. We know religious truths in different ways, but we really do know ex-
actly the same thing. Following through his argument, Ibn Rušd affirms the exist-
ence of methods of interpretation of the Qur:ân which he describes as “the shared
methods for teaching the majority of the people and [the method for teaching] the
select.”35 There are also three types of texts that lend themselves to interpretation:
those requiring a literal interpretation, those requiring an allegorical one, and those
concerning which disputes have arisen among scholars.

He ultimately claims that the philosopher is the best interpreter of the Qur:ân
given that he is well trained in logic.36 � key term that Islam usually applies with-
in a juridical-theological framework, but which Ibn Rušd applies to language, is
����� (consensus). This is connected with the interpretation of the Qur:ân, espe-
cially with those verses related to the above-mentioned issues on which al-G
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Indeed, we say that whenever the apparent sense of a pronouncement about some-
thing in the Law37 differs from what demonstration leads to, if the Law is considered
and all its parts scrutinized, there will invariably be found in the utterances of the law
something whose apparent sense bears witness, to that interpretation.
Because of this idea, Muslims have formed a consensus that it is not obligatory for
all utterances of the Law to be taken in their apparent sense, nor for all of them to be
drawn out from their apparent sense by means of interpretation, though they disagree
about which ones are to be interpreted and which not interpreted.38

�t this point Ibn Rušd mentions the divergent schools of the �š�ariyya39 and
of the H. anbaliyya.40 Consequently, if an “exhaustive” consensus exists among all

35 �verroës, op. cit., [VI. On the emergence of factions within Islam], n. 55, p. 31.
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�������������������G	r’ân than grammarians. See, for instance, his treatise !��!�����  al-Musta�malah.
37 Here the term ‘Law’ refers to the Qur’ân.
38 �verroës, op. cit., n. 14, pp. 9-10.
39 The �š�ariyya School, founded in Bas�������&�'����<� asan �&������!��)�������&A���� (d. c. 935),

advocated the doctrine of divine attributes as corresponding to realities in God and not merely with
his essence. They also upheld the doctrine of divine omnipotence to the extent that, for them, even
human action is created by God.

40 The <� anbaliyya School, founded in Baghdad by �&� mad b. <� anbal (d. 855). It gives priority
to the Qur’ân to the text of the Qur’ân and the �� ���t (Sayings of the Prophet) and adopts a literalist
approach to the sacred text. It adopts a rigorist stand as regards morality and ethics.
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three classes (demonstrative, dialectical, rhetorical) concerning the clarity of cer-
tain verses, then there is no need to seek other forms of interpretation except the
literal one. Where a certain ambiguity appears with regard to other passages of
the Qur:ân, then these are to be interpreted allegorically. In this way, Ibn Rušd is
able to conclude eventually that, where there appears to be a clash between de-
monstrative reasoning and the verses of the Qur:ân, which are commonly inter-
preted in a literal sense, then these same verses require an allegorical interpreta-
tion:

The reason an apparent and an inner sense are set down in the Law is the difference
in people’s innate dispositions and the variance in their innate capacities for assent.
The reason contradictory apparent senses are set down in it is to alert “those well
grounded in science” to the interpretation that reconciles them. This idea is pointed
to in His statement (may He be exalted), “He it is who has sent down to you the Book;
in it there are fixed verses…” on to His statement, “and those well grounded in scien-
ce” (Q.3:7)41

Here Ibn Rušd is referring to the distinction between so-called “clear verses”
(ây������� �����) and the “ambiguous verses” (ây�������������) of the Qur:ân.
�t this point the question arises as to who should be the one tasked with either or
both types of interpretation. The distinguished Muslim exegete al-T. �������
��*D.�
����������������0������������2�������������������?	��������������(�������), where-
as the comprehension of the “ambiguous verses” is the sole prerogative of God.42

What Ibn Rušd is claiming here, however, is that the “clear verses” are amenable
to only one interpretation, which applies to both the learned and the masses. By
contrast the “ambiguous verses” can be interpreted only by the learned (in his
case, the philosophers), who can read into them and arrive at an allegorical inter-
pretation of that particular verse or verses where an apparent conflict exists be-
tween their literal interpretation and the teachings of the philosophers, particular-
ly those of �ristotle. Thus, when Ibn Rušd attempts to reconcile apparently
contradictory views his approach is to argue that all these views are acceptable
as different aspects of one and the same reality. Throughout his works he strives
to demonstrate that one thing could be described in a variety of manners.
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In describing the sad demise of peripatetic philosophy in Islam following the
downfall of Ibn Rušd, Oliver Leaman states that:

NP��#����f !���������!����PN!�0��PU�
42 See �������%����������������an ta’w���ây al-Qur’ân, Ma&��'
�?	&� ����
���7�����
�&&� mad

Mu&� ����
���7�����
��%�;����9�H)�����?��)rif, 1374/1954-, VI. 179-180.
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Towards the end of his life �verroes suffered persecution from the �lmohad authori-
ties, and although he was fairly swiftly rehabilitated, philosophy itself fell into some-
thing of a disgrace within the Muslim community. In the eastern territories of Islam
there were flashes of philosophical revival within the tradition of falsafa, and the
name of Mulla Sadra (c. 1571-1640) is well worth mentioning in this context, but in
al-�ndalus and the western region very little activity of philosophical note was built
upon the foundations laid by �verroes.43

It is indeed one of those seeming contradictions in history that the true heir
of Ibn Rušd’s thought was not the Muslim world but Western Scholasticism. His
ideas, some of which were hotly contested during the thirteenth century were
eventually addressed and assimilated within the fabric of Mediaeval Christian
thought. Thus, it is no small wonder that, whereas in his monumental Divine
Comedy, Dante �lighieri placed Mu&� ammad and �&����������I������;��������=���
����������0sowers of scandal and schism”,44 he assigned Ibn Rušd (“�verroës,
of the great Commentary”)45 to the First Circle of Hell (or Limbo),46 in the com-
pany of Homer, the Pre-Socratics, Socrates, Plato, Euclid, Ptolemy, Hippocrates,
G����%�!������)��&�����������
�����&� ����H��������
����

.�����?������������	�����
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The study of philosophy in Western Christendom and in particular during the
High Scholastic period (12th – 13th centuries) had its own travails, albeit of a dif-
ferent kind. In effect philosophy was present within the fabric of the Christian
tradition already in the preaching of Paul. The �postle of the Gentiles was not
only instructed in the niceties of the Jewish faith but also in some areas of Greek
thought, especially the principles of rhetoric. Later on, St Justin Martyr (d. c. 165)
was reputed to have been the first Christian philosopher among the Fathers of
the Church. In the Eastern Christian tradition one finds Church Fathers of out-
standing repute such as St Basil of Caesarea (d. 379) and his companion St Gre-
gory of Nazianzus (d. 390), both of whom studied philosophy at the �cademy of
�thens (which was a pagan institution). In the Western tradition no less a figure
than St �ugustine (d. 430), arguably the greatest Father of the West, not only
studied but also taught philosophy both at Carthage and in Milan. In later centu-
ries one could boast of great philosophers such as the Irish theologian and Neo-
platonist John Scotus Eriugena (d. c. 877).
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44 See Dante �lighieri, The Divine Comedy, Inferno: Canto XXVIII vv. 28-42.
45 Dante �lighieri, The Divine Comedy, Inferno: Canto IV v. 144.
46 �ccording to Dante this place is inhabited by admirable men and women who lived before

the advent of Christianity or who did not receive baptism.
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�uvergne (d. 1249). It is no small wonder that Étienne Gilson coined the term
augustinisme avicennisant.47

To state that the appearance of Islamic thought was like a beacon that shone
upon an otherwise intellectually depleted, backward and superstitious Western
Christendom is unfortunately a very common and simplistic opinion. It is true
that Christian scholars such as Gerbert d’�urillac (later Pope Sylvester II,
d. 1003) and �delard of Bath (d. 1152) travelled to Muslim lands in order to seek
knowledge and to broaden their intellectual horizons. They even brought back to
Christian Europe scientific works and instruments that greatly revolutionized
Western science. It is also true that the introduction of philosophical works by
Islamic scholars did cause intellectual upheaval in the great universities of Eu-
rope, especially in Paris. But this was only possible precisely because Western
Christian scholars were fully capable of understanding such writings and the
potential consequences of their adoption without the necessary dynamic engage-
ment through dialogue and critique. The problem lay not with Greek or with Is-
lamic thought per se, but with the infiltration of �ristotelian works through the
commentaries of Ibn Rušd.

Throughout the thirteenth century the University of Paris was, in a phrase
coined by Pope Gregory IX (one of its ex-alumni), the oven where the intellectual
bread of the Latin world was baked. It was the domain par excellence of high cul-
ture. �lbert the Great called it “the city of philosophers.” But some time before the
year 1230 a significant change took place within this academic institution. Two
centuries earlier the Christian kingdoms of northern Spain had launched a series of
military campaigns, known as the Reconquista in order to loosen the Muslims’ grip
on Spain. The first result was the capture of the city of Toledo in 1085. This mili-
tary thrust facilitated freedom of movement for Christians and brought about
a missionary thrust that was essentially doctrinal in nature. Thus began the dialogue
of apologetics spearheaded by the monks of Cluny under the leadership of Peter
the Venerable (d. 1156). Meanwhile, �rab-Islamic culture was also the strongest
exponent of ancient Greek science and philosophy; to the mind of the mediaeval
Latin West it represented both a threat and an unavoidable attraction. It is, there-
fore, understandable that �rab-Islamic writings that drew upon Greek inspiration
were being translated within Latin Christendom through the initial efforts of Do-
minicus Gundissalinus (d. c. 1181) and Gerard of Cremona (d. 1187).
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It was precisely this process of translation that two centuries later brought
about a veritable crisis of high culture in Paris. The introduction of �ristotle as
interpreted by Ibn Rušd around 1230 opened up for Christians a scientific view
of the universe that was in some instances far removed from the Bible’s religious
imagery. The enthusiastic response and, at times, uncritical acceptance on the part
of many Parisian scholars of the �ristotelian corpus by way of Islam was viewed
by others with a sense of alarm; for these, pagan thought had infiltrated the very
fabric of Christianity through the writings of an infidel, namely Ibn Rušd. Paris
had become the city of the Gentiles.48 Such fear was reinforced in the wake of
the controversies that erupted as a result of the teachings of �maury of Bène
(d. c. 1207) and David of Dinant (d. c. 1217), both of whom were condemned as
pantheists, as well as Siger of Brabant (d. c. 1284), who was considered the main
proponent of the so-called �verroist School at the University of Paris.49 It is with-
in this framework that one must set the life and works of Thomas �quinas as
well as his unique contribution towards a better understanding of the role of faith
and reason.

The Mediaeval thinker was a person who had a passion for knowledge; he
was always prepared to initiate an exchange of ideas in order to arrive at the truth.
He was confident of human reason and rational discourse which, enlightened by
faith, would lead to divine truth. Saint Thomas �quinas was one of the major
proponents of such discourse, and it is precisely within this context that we dis-
cover in him a man of dialogue, not only with the philosophical currents of his
time, but also with the religious, including Islam. His careful reading of �ristotle
as well as his response to the Stagirite’s commentators in the Islamic world would
occupy his entire career as a scholar.
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In Fides et Ratio John Paul II reserves special praise for �quinas “not only
because of what he taught but also because of the dialogue which he undertook
with the �rab and Jewish thought of his time.” John Paul II sets this medieval
scholar’s contribution to the ongoing dialogue between faith and reason within
the historical and cultural context of his time:

In an age when Christian thinkers were rediscovering the treasures of ancient philo-
sophy, and more particularly of �ristotle, Thomas had the great merit of giving pride
of place to the harmony which exists between faith and reason…
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49 See O. Leaman, -verroes and his philosophy, pp. 163-178.
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More radically, Thomas recognized that nature, philosophy’s proper concern, could
contribute to the understanding of divine Revelation. Faith has no fear of reason, but
seeks it out and has trust in it.50

One may wonder at the fact that �quinas sought the assistance and was in-
deed influenced by philosophers who embraced non-Christian beliefs, more so
when these happened to be Jewish and Muslim. �s already stated above, Chris-
tendom had already been fighting the Crusades in the East for two centuries and
the Spanish reconquista was steadily gaining ground in the West. �s for the Jews,
there was an almost universal impression that the old Mosaic covenant had been
eclipsed by the new, although Christian scholars concerned about the textual ac-
curacy of their Old Testament did turn to the Jewish scholars for the necessary
elucidation, with some even learning a little Hebrew. The late twelfth and early
thirteenth centuries saw a flourishing of Hebraic studies that remained unparal-
leled until the later Renaissance.

However the main concern of �quinas was to learn from them in his search
for the truth. In this respect he epitomized the medieval respect for learning,
through his conviction that “any truth, no matter by whom it is said, is from the
Holy Spirit”.51 Such an innovative and courageous attitude was highlighted by
his biographer and secretary William of Tocco when he wrote:

For he was making new divisions in his text, finding a new and clear manner of dra-
wing conclusions, and adducing new reasons for his conclusions, such that no one
who heard him teach new things, or define doubtful things by new arguments, could
doubt that God had illuminated him.52

For this reason John Paul II, does not fail to emphasize this contribution of
Thomas which serves as a model as well as a condition for any dialogue that aims
to be serious and fruitful:
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51 Summa Theologiae, Ia IIae, q. 109, art. 1.
52 This text refers to chapter xiv of the Vita Sancti Thomae -quinatis written by William of

Tocco. The Latin original reads:

Erat enim novos in sua lectione movens articulos, novum modum et clarum determinandi in-
veniens, et novas adducens in determinationibus rationes: ut nemo, qui ipsum audisset nova
docere, et novis rationibus dubia diffinire, dubitaret, quod eum Deus novi luminis radiis illus-
trasset.

Vita Sancti Thomae -quinatis, auctore Guillelmo de Tocco, in Fontes Vitae S. Thomae -quina-
tis (notis historicis et criticis illustrati), curis et labore D. Prümmer O.P., Fasciculus II, Tolosa s.d.,
p. 81.

The context of this quotation refers to the preparatory studies undertaken by Thomas in order
to accede to the Baccalaureate. �t one time he was hesitating whether to continue, considering him-
self unworthy of such an academic position. He was then persuaded to continue thanks to the inter-
vention of St. �lbert the Great.



NY/
�	�	����	���/�
������<	�����<d

� quite special place in this long development belongs to Saint Thomas, not only
because of what he taught but also because of the dialogue which he undertook with
the �rab and Jewish thought of his time. In an age when Christian thinkers were re-
discovering the treasures of ancient philosophy, and more particularly of �ristotle,
Thomas had the great merit of giving pride of place to the harmony which exists
between faith and reason. Both the light of reason and the light of faith come from
God, he argued; hence there can be no contradiction between them.53

Thus, in the words of David Burrell, �quinas “was more inclined to examine
the arguments of thinkers than their faith, trusting in the image of the creator in
us all to search out traces of the divine handiwork.”54

Thomas refers many times to the question of faith and reason directly or in-
directly throughout his academic career. �t the beginning he broaches the sub-
ject indirectly when discussing the issue within the context of the debate con-
cerning the creation, in his In quattuor libros Sententiarum of Peter Lombard.
Here he states unequivocally that the existence of the Creator and his uniqueness,
together with his freedom to create and his creation of things ex nihilo and with-
out intermediaries is philosophically both comprehensible and demonstrable.
Only the question of creation ex tempore cannot be subject to demonstration by
way of philosophy, although it is comprehensible.55 �quinas would again take up
this question near the end of his career in his work De æternitate mundi.

He later wrote specifically on the question of faith and reason and ap-
proached the subject from three perspectives, namely: on whether the conclusions
derived from reason are opposed to the truth of the Christian faith; on the type of
knowledge of God that can be attained by means of faith and of reason; and on
whether matters of faith could be demonstrated by way of rational argumenta-
tion.

�quinas discusses the first issue, namely whether the truth of reason is op-
posed to the truth of the Christian faith, especially in the Summa contra Gentiles.
He gives seven reasons for why the truth of reason is not opposed to that of the
Christian faith, the principal ones being the first two, namely:

[1] �lthough the truth of the Christian faith… surpasses the capacity of the reason,
nevertheless that truth that the human reason is naturally endowed to know cannot be
opposed to the truth of the Christian faith. For that with which the human reason is
naturally endowed is clearly most true; so much so, that it is impossible for us to think
of such truths as false. Nor is it permissible to believe as false that which we hold by
faith, since this is confirmed in a way that is so clearly divine. Since, therefore, only
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54 D.B. Burrell, C.S.C., “�quinas and Islamic and Jewish Thinkers” in Norman Kretzmann

and Eleonore Stump (eds.), the Cambridge Companion to Thomas -quinas, Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1993, p. 61.

55 See �quinas, In quattuor libros Sententiarum, Book II, Dist. 1, Q. 1, �rt. 1-6.
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the false is opposed to the true, as is clearly evident from an examination of their
definitions, it is impossible that the truth of faith should be opposed to those princi-
ples that the human reason knows naturally.
[2]… The knowledge of the principles that are known to us naturally has been im-
planted in us by God; for God is the �uthor of our nature. These principles, therefo-
re, are also contained by the divine Wisdom. Hence, whatever is opposed to them is
opposed to the divine Wisdom, and therefore, cannot come from God. That which
we hold by faith as divinely revealed, therefore, cannot be contrary to our natural
knowledge.56

The above passage reveals the focal point of his system, namely that the
human mind was created in order to receive the truth. It is precisely for this rea-
son that �quinas had earlier discussed the way one would be able to argue with
Jews, with non-Catholics, and with Muslims and pagans:

[3] … against the Jews we are able to argue by means of the Old Testament, while
against heretics we are able to argue by means of the New Testament. But the Mu-
slims and the pagans accept neither the one nor the other. We must, therefore, have
recourse to the natural reason, to which all men are forced to give their assent. Ho-
wever, it is true, in divine matters the natural reason has its failings.57

Regarding the second question, i.e., as to whether knowledge of God that can
be attained by means of faith and reason �quinas affirms in the Summa Theolo-
giae that Christian theology is more valuable than the other sciences not because
the latter do not possess validity, but because the truths of faith are beyond the
grasp of human reason:

�mong the theoretical sciences one is reckoned more important than another, first
because of the certitude it brings, and next because of the worth of its subject. On
both counts sacred doctrine surpasses the others. �s to certitude, because theirs co-
mes from the natural light of human reason which can make mistakes, whereas sa-
cred doctrine’s is held in the light of divine knowledge which cannot falter. �s to
worth of subject, because their business is only with things set under reason, whereas
sacred science leads to heights the reason cannot climb.
Then among the practical sciences, that stands higher which has the further purpo-
se… Now in so far as sacred doctrine is a practical science, its aim is eternal happi-
ness, and this is the final end governing the ends of all the practical sciences.58
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57 Summa contra Gentiles, Book I, ch. 2, n. 3.
58 Summa Theologiae, Ia, q. 1, art. 5 corp. �ll quotations from the Summa are taken from the

English translation published by Blackfriars in conjunction with Eyre & Spottiswoode, London and
McGraw-Hill, New York, 1964-1966.
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Concerning the third, that is to say, on whether matters of faith could be demon-
strated by way of rational argumentation, Thomas admits in the Summa that
Christian theology draws on philosophical teaching. However, he is quick to
point out the reason and the manner in which this takes place:

Holy teaching can borrow from the other sciences, not from any need to beg from
them, but for the greater clarification of the things it conveys. For it takes its princi-
ples directly from God through revelation, not from the other sciences. On that acco-
unt it does not rely on them as though they were in control, for their role is ancillary
and subsidiary… That it turns to them so is not from any lack or insufficiency within
itself, but because our understanding is wanting, which is more readily guided into
the world above reason, set forth in holy teaching, through the world of natural
reason from which the other sciences take their course.59

He returns to the subject when he discusses the question of whether giving
reasons for matters of faith lessens its merits. He replies that “human reasoning
in matters of faith can stand in a twofold relationship to the believer’s will.” He
replies that “human reasoning about matters of faith can stand in a twofold rela-
tionship to the believer’s will.”60 The first relationship refers to a person who has
no willingness to believe due to lack of proof. In such a case “reasoning does
take away from the merit of faith.” The second relationship refers to reasoning
that “can stand as something consequent upon the believer’s willing”, that is to
say, when the believer seeks arguments in order to sustain the truth in which he
believes. In this case “human reasoning does not take away the merit of faith,
but is rather a sign of a greater merit.”61 He next delineates the role to be played
by reason in support of the teaching and defence of the faith:

�rguments brought forth in support of the teaching of the faith are not demonstra-
tions capable of leading the mind to clear understanding. The teaching of faith does
not cease to be of things unseen. What arguments do is remove deterrents to faith,
namely by showing that what is proposed for belief is not an impossibility.62

This latter argument is again brought up by Thomas within the context of
apologetical argumentation in his De rationibus fidei contra Saracenos, Graecos
et -rmenos ad Cantorem -ntiochenum. This work is a very short tract written in
answer to a request made by an ecclesiastical official in �ntioch in order to reply
to objections posed mainly by Muslims concerning some principles of Christian
belief and practice.
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60 Summa Theologiae, IIa IIae, q. 2 art. 10 reply.
61 Ibid.
62 Summa Theologiae, IIa IIae, q. 2 art. 10 ad 2.



46 ���
�<�
���

The chapters of this text are so structured because they are centred upon the
exhortation of St. Peter (1 Pt. 3:15): “Parati semper ad satisfactionem omni po-
scenti vos rationem de ea quae in vobis est fide et spe” (�lways be prepared to
make a defence to any one who calls you to account for the faith and the hope
that is in you). This text is quoted by Thomas in the first chapter of the treatise.
Where the Greek text of the New Testament mentions only hope, Thomas’s Vul-
gate has a variant reading which adds the virtue of faith. �s Gilles Emery has
observed, the version chosen by Thomas serves a particular purpose given that,
for him, the Christian faith is contained above all in the confession of the Trinity
and in the glorification of the Cross. These two articles of faith contain the entire
body of Christian doctrine.63

He is concerned with laying particular emphasis on the Cross, which appears
to have been the object of sarcasm among the Muslim interlocutors in �ntioch.
Furthermore, he wanted to demonstrate that faith in the humanity of Christ is
inextricably linked to the profession of faith in the Cross.

�s David Burrell remarks, in this short treatise Thomas does not demonstrate
any wish whatsoever to engage in polemics. Instead, he takes the opportunity to
present a brief summary of Christian doctrine concerning those points identified
by the Cantor as being of particular importance to Muslims. He does not respond
directly to the Muslim interlocutor. What he does is to furnish the Cantor with
a series of strategies in order to formulate an instructive and robust response, that
is to say, a response that would take as a starting point the objections raised by Mus-
lims in order to come up with an insightful presentation of the heritage of the Chris-
tian faith.64 In undertaking this task Thomas teaches us that by taking as a point of
departure the objections put forward by Muslims, one might find better ways to
come up with a clearer exposition of the principles of the Christian faith.

Concerning any possible disputation with non-Christians, and in this particu-
lar case, with Muslims, he affirms that the Christian faith includes mysteries that
lie beyond that which human reason is capable of grasping. From this premise,
two conclusions are to be drawn. The first is that arguments drawn from human
reason cannot prove the truth of the Christian faith, nor are they capable of con-
vincing those who do not believe in it. For the �quinas such a procedure would
“belittle the sublimity of the Faith, whose truth exceeds not only human minds
but also those of angels; we believe in them only because they are revealed by
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64 This succinct description captures the modus procedendi of St. Thomas wherein apologetics
also becomes dialogue. See D.B. Burrell C.S.C, “Thomas �quinas and Islam,” in Jim Fodor and
Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt (eds.), -quinas in Dialogue: Thomas for the Twenty-First Cen-
tury, Malden, Minnesota: Blackwell Publishing, 2004, p. 82.
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God”.65 The second conclusion is that Christians may refute their opponents’ ar-
guments by demonstrating that they are insufficient. In such a case, the duty of
the Christian is not to furnish proofs for the Faith, but rather to defend it.66

The truths of the Faith lie well beyond the reach of the human mind. �t this
juncture Thomas turns the argument around and appeals to reason, which is ne-
cessary for the defence of the same faith, given that “whatever comes from the
Supreme Truth cannot be false, and what is not false cannot be repudiated by
necessary reason”. In this manner “reason can show that what the Catholic Faith
holds is not false.”67

The latter argument is also found in the Summa Theologiae wherein Thomas
introduces the question as to whether giving reasons for matters of faith lessens
its merits. He replies that “human reasoning about matters of faith can stand in
a twofold relationship to the believer’s will.”68 The first relationship refers to
a person who has no willingness to believe due to lack of proof. In such a case
“reasoning does take away from the merit of faith.” The second relationship re-
fers to reasoning that “can stand as something consequent upon the believer’s
willing”, that is to say, when the believer seeks arguments in order to sustain the
truth in which he believes. In this case “human reasoning does not take away the
merit of faith, but is rather a sign of a greater merit.”69 Having made his point
Thomas then proceeds to articulate the role of reason in support of the teaching
and the defence of the Faith:

�rguments brought forth in support of the teaching of faith are not demonstrations
capable of leading the mind to clear understanding. The teaching of faith does not
cease to be of things unseen. What these arguments do is remove deterrents to faith,
namely by showing that what is proposed for belief is not an impossibility.70

�quinas returns to this line of argumentation in the Summa contra Gentiles
when he reaffirms the superiority of the Christian faith to the exercise of human
reason:

[1] Now, although the truth of the Christian faith… surpasses the capacity of the
reason, nevertheless that truth that the human reason is naturally endowed to know
cannot be opposed to the truth of the Christian faith.
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66 See J. Waltz, “Muhammad and the Muslims in St. Thomas �quinas,” in The Muslim World,
n. 66 (1976), pp. 90-91.

67 De rationibus fidei, chapter 2.
68 Summa Theologiae, IIa IIae, q. 2 art. 10 reply.
69 Ibid.
70 Summa Theologiae, IIa IIae, q. 2 art. 10 ad 2.
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For that with which the human reason is naturally endowed is clearly most true; so
much so, that it is impossible for us to think of such truths as false. Nor is it permissible
to believe as false that which we hold by faith, since this is confirmed in a way that is
so clearly divine. Since, therefore, only the false is opposed to the true, as is clearly
evident from an examination of their definitions, it is impossible that the truth of faith
should be opposed to those principles that the human reason knows naturally.71

In addressing such delicate matters �quinas continually emphasized the need
for teachers to guide the faithful towards the truth. In addressing such delicate
matters �quinas continually emphasized the need for teachers to guide the faith-
ful towards the truth. This is already clearly indicated in the theme he chose for
his inaugural address on the occasion of his inception as Magister Sacrae Pagi-
nae72. This was provided by Psalm 103:13: Rigans montes de superioribus suis /
de fructu operum tuorum satiabitur terra (“�s you water the hills from your
heights, the earth shall be furnished abundantly with the fruit of your works.”)73

Here his basic thesis was the principle derived from Pseudo-Dionysius, namely
that divine providence determined that all higher gifts, both spiritual and corpo-
real, descend from the highest realm to the lowest by way of intermediaries. Just
as the rains flow from above, water mountains and form rivers that flow and fer-
tilize the land, so spiritual wisdom flows from God to the minds of listeners
through the mediation of teachers. The latter should be detached from worldly
matters and be elevated in their lives so as to enlighten the faithful by their teach-
ing. The power of communication, however, belongs properly to God whereas
teachers participate in this as ministers and servants of divine wisdom. The lis-
teners, on the other hand, should be humble in receiving sacred doctrine, firm in
discriminating right from wrong, and fruitful so as to propagate as many words
of wisdom as possible from the few that they have heard.74
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In light of the above one can now draw certain conclusions concerning both
similarities and differences in the approach taken by Ibn Rušd and Thomas �qui-
nas.

From the standpoint of theology, the terminus a quo of both is essentially the
same, namely the harmony between reason (in the �ristotelian sense) and re-
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72 �ccording to Weisheipl the actual ceremony took place sometime in �pril or May 1256.

See Weisheipl, Friar Thomas of -quino: His Life, Thought and Works, Washington, DC: Catholic
University of �merica Press, 1983, p. 102.

73 In quoting this verse I have referred to the Latin Vulgate used by �quinas.
74 Weisheipl, op. cit., pp. 102-103.
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vealed truth contained in Scripture. They both sought to integrate �ristotelian
thought within their respective religious traditions. Both attempted such an ap-
proach in opposition to an academic milieu� �����"����������� ����	��������
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part of seven hundred years. In fact, the true heirs of Ibn Rušd were the thirteenth
century Scholastics. �quinas, for his part faced condemnation of some of his
teachings posthumously by the then �rchbishop of Paris Étienne Tempier
(d. 1279) in 1277, to say nothing of the condemnations of Robert Kilwardby
(d. 1279) and John Pecham (d. 1292) as well as the criticisms of John Duns Sco-
tus (d. 1308) and William of Occam (d. 1347).

They also had in common what �lain de Libera terms the theologia philoso-
phorum, that is to say, theological science inasmuch as it is philosophical science
about God and the separate substances as defined by �ristotle in his Meta-
physics.75

However, it appears that in certain instances Ibn Rušd was much more of
a radical than �quinas as regards the role of philosophy. Here again, one must
keep in mind that the question for the former was not the harmony between faith
and reason but whether the study of philosophy was a legitimate exercise in Is-
lam. For Ibn Rušd religion appealed to the masses by applying symbols, imagery
and laws, whereas philosophy arrived at the truths of revealed Law through demon-
stration. Furthermore, he gives the impression that the truth of religion lies in its
appeal to reason. He goes to great lengths in order to establish the existence of
harmony between philosophy and religion, but he appears to take it in the sense
of conformity of religion to the requirements of rational discourse. Nowhere does
this hold more true than in his discussion of the literal (or ‘apparent’) and the
allegorical (or ‘inner’) interpretation of the Qur:ân.

The method adopted by �quinas is the inverse. For him revealed truth, that
is to say the truth of the Christian faith, lies beyond reason, but the latter cannot
be opposed to the former, since what nature endows cannot be opposed to super-
natural gift. Furthermore, the exercise of reason is instrumental in order to clari-
fy, corroborate and defend the truths of the Christian faith. Consequently, reason
should be applied in order to prove that what adversaries are stating about the
Christian faith is false and not to prove that the Christian faith is right. �lthough
the realm of reason is not coextensive with that of faith, this by no means should
imply that they are mutually exclusive or contradictory. �s �quinas points out,
the philosopher considers creatures as they are, whereas the believer views them
in their relation to God.76
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76 Summa contra Gentiles, Book II, ch. 4, nn. 1-2.
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One must also keep in mind that �quinas was capable of facing the multiple
challenges posed by the academic environment of his time. This was due to his
research of sources that went beyond those of the Christian tradition in order to
broaden his philosophical and theological horizons.

�t this point one may note with interest �quinas’s careful reading of the
philosophical works, including those of Ibn Rušd, which contributed to the en-
richment of his ideas and the solidity of his works. �s David 3	����������������
�	������������
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"��7s of �ristotle to posterity. �quinas’s intellectual investigations allowed him
to bridge the divide that arose in encounters with members of non-Christian reli-
gions in the common pursuit of truth. In this manner he strove to develop com-
mon perspectives concerning creation and divine providence as well as parallel
approaches to the subject of attaining human perfection. His works are a living
testimony to the encounter between Christian thought and Islamic philosophy
inspired by both the Peripatetics and the Neoplatonists together with the indirect
contribution of Muslim theological thought (�����).77
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The article by Joseph Ellul OP analyses similarities and differences in the philosophical
approach of Ibn Rušd and St. Thomas �quinas. For the Muslim philosopher, religion appealed to
the masses by applying symbols, imagery and laws, whereas philosophy arrived at the truths of
revealed Law through demonstration. He goes to great lengths in order to establish the existence
of harmony between philosophy and religion, but he appears to take it in the sense of conformity
of religion to the requirements of rational discourse, particularly in his discussion of the literal and
the allegorical interpretation of the Qur’ân.

For Thomas �quinas revealed truth, that is to say the truth of the Christian faith, lies beyond
reason, but the latter cannot be opposed to the former, since what nature endows cannot be opposed
to supernatural gift. The exercise of reason is instrumental in order to clarify, corroborate and
defend the truths of the Christian faith. Consequently, reason should be applied in order to prove
that what adversaries are stating about the Christian faith is false. �lthough the realm of reason is
not coextensive with that of faith, this by no means should imply that they are mutually exclusive
or contradictory. �s �quinas points out, the philosopher considers creatures as they are, whereas
the believer views them in their relation to God.

�quinas’s intellectual investigations allowed him to bridge the divide that arose in encounters
with members of non-Christian religions in the common pursuit of truth. His works are a living
testimony to the encounter between Christian thought and Islamic philosophy inspired by both the
Peripatetics and the Neoplatonists together with the indirect contribution of Muslim theological
thought.
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