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COMMENTARY ON THOMAS AQUINAS’S TREATISE ON HAPPINESS AND
ULTIMATE PURPOSE by J. Budziszewski, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge, 2020, pp. xxxvi + 666, £120.00, hbk

For a long time it was common for Thomists to write commentaries on
the Summa Theologiae. Cajetan, for example, wrote a multi-volume com-
mentary on the whole of the Summa Theologiae (1507-1522), John of
St. Thomas produced another (1637-1667) and in the twentieth century
Garrigou-Lagrange authored several shorter books on a number of the
main parts and sections of the Summa Theologiae. By and large such
commentaries had two purposes; they expounded St Thomas’s thought,
and they expressed authorial developments of that thought. Unfortunately
those authorial developments were not always precisely distinguished
from St Thomas’s thought. As a result as historical scholarship matured
in the twentieth century and the distinction between St Thomas’s thought
and that of his commentators became progressively more important stud-
ies became more tightly focused on particular elements of St Thomas’s
thought and the practice of writing commentaries on the Summa Theolo-
giae largely died out. In this book, however, J. Budziszewski returns to the
practice and in a sequel to his earlier commentary on the questions on law
in the Summa Theologiae (1a 2ae Qq. 90-97) now focuses his attention on
the questions on happiness in the Prima Secundae.

The commentary follows the order of the first five questions of the
Prima Secundae. Their major division is between the ultimate end of crea-
tures considered as such (Q.1) and the specific candidate Aquinas pro-
poses as the ultimate end of human beings, happiness (Qq. 2-5). The
questions on happiness are then further subdivided according to what hap-
piness is not (Q. 2), what happiness is (Q. 3), what conditions are required
for happiness (Q.4), and how human beings can become happy (Q.5).
Budziszewski devotes a section of his commentary (it is not divided into
chapters) to each question and each question is further subdivided into
sections corresponding to each article. Budziszewski takes each element
of every article — objections, sed contra, corpus, and replies — and pro-
vides both the Blackfriars translation of those elements together with his
own paraphrase in parallel text, as well as a commentary on each of those
elements, before concluding each article with discussion(s) of key issues
that arise.
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The very size of the commentary, however, makes it difficult to do jus-
tice to it other than to say it is an impressive piece of work. Again and
again the author is able to illuminate St. Thomas’s ideas, to link them to
correlative material in their historical sources, and to bring fresh light and
insight to bear on familiar texts. One can dip into the commentary to focus
on matters that pertain to one’s particular interests or one can work one’s
way through all of it, perhaps in a classroom. Whichever approach is taken,
the commentary will benefit a wide range of readers, both advanced and
beginners alike.

Inevitably one can note some reservations. For instance in his commen-
tary on Q.1 art. 1 corpus Budziszewski glosses human acts as ‘distinctive’
(p-15) of human nature. A little later in Q.1 art. 3 corpus, Budziszewski
glosses proper motions as ‘characteristic of the kind of thing we have in
mind’ (p. 40) giving as an example: ‘To fly is a proper movement of a
bird’ (p. 41). But not only birds fly; insects do also, so do bats, and human
actions are proper to human beings insofar as they are human (propriae ho-
minis inquantum est homo). Consequently one is left to wonder whether
the concepts Budziszewski employs have too great an extension. Surely
what Aquinas meant is best captured by Aristotle’s commensurate univer-
sal (Post. Analyt. 73b 26)? Human actions belong to all human beings and
only to human beings. Proper motions belong to all members of a given
kind and only to members of that kind.

Second, in his commentary on Q.1 art. 5, sed contra (pp. 70-71) ought
Budziszewski not to have referred to the natural/supernatural ends of hu-
man beings debate in Thomism? Given Aquinas only excludes a human
being from having several ultimate ends that are not ordered to each other
(Ergo impossibile est esse plures ultimos fines unius hominis ad invicem
non ordinatos) the path to two ordered ultimate ends, one natural the other
supernatural, appears to have been left open. Surely such a possibility de-
serves some comment?

Third, Budziszewski’s claim ‘To say that P constitutes the essence of
Q is to say that it is the essence of Q ... The soul constitutes the essence
of the human being’ (p. 462) raises concern. It may be that there is some
sense of ‘constitute’ which Aquinas employed that can be used to say the
soul constitutes the essence of a human being. But the further claim that
that which constitutes the essence of Q is the essence of Q would imply
that the soul is the essence of a human being which is not a view Aquinas
held, c.f. ST 1a Q.85 art. 1 ad 1.

Fourth, Budziszewski’s discussion of Q.5 art. 4 ad 3, particularly his use
of the water example — drinking water makes the drinker share the wetness
of the water drunk, and his acceptance of the claim, ‘because someone
shares in the vision of God, who is eternal, his vision is equally eternal’
(p.583) suggest a kind of transfer of divine attributes to the creature. This
is problematic because if one can reason from the eternity of God to the
eternity of the beatific vision ought one not also be able to reason from
the omnipotence of God to the omnipotence of the beatific vision? Or
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likewise from the omniscience of God to the omniscience of the beatific
vision? Yet Aquinas’s point is more modest: that the beatific vision has no
end follows as a consequence of the condition of the thing known, namely
God, and since God satisfies all desire no soul would ever voluntarily turn
aside from that vision. At no stage does any creature acquire any divine
attribute.

DOMINIC RYAN OP
Blackfriars, Oxford

THOMAS AQUINAS AND CONTEMPLATION by Rik Van Nieuwenhove, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 2021, pp. viii + 220, £65.00, hbk

For Aquinas, the ultimate goal of a human life is, of course, the beatific
vision understood as a state of contemplation. So the reader will, naturally,
expect this book to provide a route into core themes in his understanding
of the human person and the conditions of their fulfilment in relationship
to God, and on this point they will not be disappointed: this work can be
read very profitably as an account not only of contemplation, as Aquinas
understands it, but also of various allied topics that stand at the centre of
his account of reality and the nature of our access to it. To set the scene,
the second and third chapters are focally concerned, in turn, with key ele-
ments of his epistemology and metaphysics, and there follow chapters on
faith, charity, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and the question of how to under-
stand the relationship between the active and contemplative lives, and how
thereby to represent the distinctive character of the Dominican vocation.
The beatific vision has been a topic of lively theological and philosoph-
ical debate in recent years, and the final chapter of this book is reserved
for a consideration of this theme. But the bulk of the text addresses
Aquinas’s treatment of contemplation as realised in our ante-mortem
lives, and by the author’s own reckoning, it is this broader focus that
constitutes the book’s claim to originality, in terms of subject matter.
As one would expect, some of its key moves depend on differentiating
between the various senses that the notion of contemplation can bear
in Aquinas’s writings, notably these four: philosophical contemplation,
theological contemplation that is occupied with the data of revelation, the
kind of contemplation that is proper to the life of the ordinary Christian
and, finally, the contemplation that comprises the beatific vision. One
target of the book is the view, which the author traces in a range of
recent work, that Aquinas favours a ‘charismatic’ or ‘sapiential’ view of
theological contemplation — and against this reading, he argues that the
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