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Medieval philosophy applied reason to revelation. It explained Christian teachings by means of concepts derived from Greek philosophy. Scholastics tried to show that the teachings of faith were not contrary to reason. They tried to prove through reason what they already held to be true through faith. In struggling to harmonize faith with reason, medieval thinkers constructed a synthesis of Christian revelation and Greek thought. The scholastic masters used reason to serve faith. They did not break with the central concern of Christianity, that of earning God’s grace and salvation. Although this goal could only be reached through faith, scholastics insisted that a science of nature didn’t obstruct the pursuit of salvation, and that philosophy could assist in the contemplation of God. They did not reject Christian beliefs, instead, they held that such truths rested on revelation and were to be accepted on faith. To medieval thinkers, reason didn’t have an independent existence, but had to acknowledge a superhuman standard of truth. They wanted thought to be directed by faith for Christian ends. Ultimately, faith had the final world. Not all Christian thinkers welcomed the use of reason. Some saw Greek philosophy as an enemy of faith, as conservative philosophers opposed the use of reason to prove Christian revelation. If reason could demonstrate the proof of Christian teachings, it could also disprove it. In a sense, the conservatives were right. By revitalizing Greek thought, medieval philosophy nurtured a powerful force, which would shatter medieval concepts and weaken Christianity. Modern Western thought was created by thinkers who refused to subordinate reason to religious authority. Reason ennobled and undermined the medieval world-view. Saint Anslem (11th century) used rational argument to serve faith. He said that faith was a precondition for understanding. Without belief there could be no knowledge. He developed philosophical proof for the existence of God-We can conceive of no being greater than God. But if he were to exist only in thought and not in actuality, his greatness would be limited, he would be less than perfect. Hence he exists. Anslem accepts God’s existence because he believes what the Scripture says and what the church teaches. He then proceeds to employ logical argument to demonstrate that God can be known through faith and reason. He would never use reason to subvert what he knows to be true. This attitude would characterize later medieval thinkers. Peter Abelard (11th 12th centuries) acquired a reputation for brilliance and combativeness. He had an affair with Heloise, who he tutored and seduced. She had a child, and entered a nunnery; Abelard was castrated, and sought temporary refuge in a monastery. After returning to teach in Paris, he again had to seek refuge, for writing an essay on the Trinity that the church found offensive. He returned to Paris to teach. Not long after, his most determined opponent accused him of using the method of a dialectical argument to attack faith. To his opponent, subjecting revealed truth to analysis was fraught with danger. Abelard believed that it was important to apply reason to faith. Since all knowledge derives from God, it is good to pursue learning. He suggested that the divergent opinions of authorities could be reconciled through proper use of dialectics. But he did not intend to refute church doctrines. Reason would strengthen faith not weaken it. During the Early Middle Ages, Muslim scholars translated Aristotle’s works into Arabic and commentated on them. This was the major contribution of Islamic civilization. During the High Middle Ages, these works were translated into Latin. The introduction of Aristotle’s works created a dilemma for religious authorities. His comprehension of philosophy, a product of human reason, conflicted in many instances with church doctrine. For Aristotle, God was an impersonal principle that accounted for order and motion. For Christianity, God was responsible for order but he was also a personal being. Christianity taught that God created the universe at a specific point in time, while Aristotle held that the universe was eternal, nor did he believe in the immortality of the soul, another principle of Christianity. Some church officials feared that Aristotle’s works would endanger faith. At various times in the first half of the 13th century, Aristotle’s works were forbidden. However, this didn’t apply throughout Christendom and was not constantly enforced (in Paris), so his philosophy continued to be studied. Saint Thomas Aquinas upheld the value of reason and knowledge. His greatest work, Summa Theologica, is an exposition of Christian thought. He accepted the truth of revelation and never used reason to undermine faith. He divided revealed faith into two categories: beliefs whose proof can be demonstrated, and those that cannot. Doctrines of faith did not required rational proof to be valid. They were true because they originated with God. Aquinas said that revelation could not be the enemy of reason, it perfected it. If there was a conflict, it was because reason erred somewhere. Reason should not be feared because it was another avenue to God. Because there was an agreement between reason and faith contradictions between them were only misleading. In heaven, humans could attain true knowledge and happiness. Because reason was no enemy of faith, applying it to revelation need not be feared. Recognizing botch point to the same truth, a wise man accepts both. Thus, in exalting God, Aquinas also paid homage to human intelligence. Aquinas also found a place for Aristotle’s conception of man. Aquinas said that human beings are also special children of God. Aquinas upheld that value of reason. He gave new importance to the empirical world and to scientific speculation and human knowledge. 


