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One of the extraordinary features of medieval times was the shared spirit of in- 
quiry. Not only were thinkers encouraged to press for formulations of issues 
whose import ranged over the universe itself, but in doing so they sought help 
wherever it might be found. The confidence in reason to carry us safely on the 
ways of argument to transcendent regions was couplet with a respect for rational 
argument, whatever its provenance. Hence while Jews, Christians, or Muslims 
would be taught to consider one another as infidels, the philosophers among them 
eagerly reach each other’s jvork. Tmaslators were prized companions to scholars 
everywhere.

Thomas Aquinas’ (1227-1274) reliance on Moses Miamonides (1135-1204) is 
well known; it is documented in counteless citations and textual borrowings. 
Louis Gardet has shown how beholden Aquinas is to the Guide o f the Perplexed 
for what he knew of Islamic positions on key questions of philosophical theology.

David B. Burrell, C.P.C., who is Professor of Philosophy at Notre Dame University, recently com- 
pleted a two-year stay in Israel, during which he served as rector of the Ecumenical Research In- 
stitute at Tantur, taught at the Hebrew University and was a member of Isaiah House. He was 
among the participants in a weekly colloquium on the thought of Aquinas.and Maimonides held at 
Isaiah House during the 1981-82 academic year, led by Prof. Yeshayahu Leibovitz and Dr. Marcel 
Dubois.
This paper was the third in a series of three lectures on the thought of Aquinas and Maimonides 
given in May 1982 at the Swedish Theological Seminary under the auspices of the Israel 
Ecumenical Theological Research Fraterrity.































when they talk about God” (Summa 1.13.2). Yet if I am right, how can we be 
assured that we properly intend to mean what we want to say? By devising ways, 
I suggest, of reminding ourselves that we will always be speaking out of “a way of 
signifying that is appropriate to creatures,” yet intending to use such expressions 
(“wise” and the rest) “primarily of God and derivatively of creatures, for what the 
word means — the perfection it signifies — flows from God to the creature” 
(1.13.6).

Among the ways which serve as powerful reminders to me, Rabbi, is the daily 
practice of praying the psalms. That recurring pattern makes me aware how dif- 
ferent addressing God is from talking about divinity. I have often entertained the 
fears you expressed about my own work, and I have no doubt they would 
probably be realized were this other dimension absent from my life. My friends 
who are better acquainted with Jewish communities in our midst have told me 
how powerful an influence is the regular observance of shabbat. Prayer recalls us 
to a God who “possesses these perfections transcendently” {Summa 1.13.6) by 
also reminding us how far beyond our grasp such possession lies. Should we cut 
ourselves off from practice, then I suspect there is little we could say to assure we 
intend to mean what surpasses our understanding.

Maimonides: That is enough of an illustration for this teacher, Friar Thomas, for 
it returns our discussion to the source of our desire to meet one another and to 
converse: the clear realization that our individual work of clarification unfolds in 
a living context. You have your community, and I mine. Mine calls me now, as it 
has each day for many years. And I dare not escape, lest the very condition for 
speaking appropriately of the Holy One be denied me. I go to them now the richer 
for our conversation — and may the blessing of that Holy One be on us all.

Immanuel 16 (Summer 1983)


