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In a famous lecture delivered in 1944 to the Virgil Society of London, 
T. S. Eliot sought to address the question that he also took as his title: 
“What is a Classic?”1  His interest was to offer an account of Virgil’s 
special status and to explain why such an antique author still 
commands our careful attention and even devotion today.  Eliot 
landed on a formula that I find evocative and quite useful. “If there is 
one word,” Eliot says, “on which we can fix, which will suggest the 
maximum of what I mean by the term ‘a classic’, it is the word 
maturity… A classic can only occur when a civilization is mature; when 
a language and a literature are mature; and it must be the work of a 
mature mind.”  Now, such a definition, based on an elusive notion like 
that of “maturity,” is exposed to a problem of circularity, as Eliot 
himself saw.  “To define maturity,” he says, “without assuming that 
the hearer already knows what it means, is almost impossible.”  Yet, 
just as just as we can recognize maturity (or its lack) in the persons 
whom we encounter, so civilizations and their literature—the 
articulate monuments of their creative spirit—are susceptible to 
similar perceptions and judgments.  The elitist note in this view of the 
matter is in no way hidden: “a community of taste,” Eliot calls it.   
 
Subjective and pretentious as this perspective may seem, it serves us, I posit, in discussing 
why the Doctor communis has been so often seen as an indispensable theological standard: 
Thomas represents the classic of western theological writing; or of doctrinal poetics, to give 
the point a more intrepid touch.  For the véraison of European Catholic culture, which in the 
civilization of the High Middle Ages attained such a rare state of artistic, intellectual, and 
spiritual ripeness, produced in its exuberant ferment not only the singular perfection of a 
Christian Virgil in Dante.  Alongside, enabling and fructifying that great poet, this civilization 
also yielded a prodigious and uncommonly rich harvest of theological letters.  Composed in 
a potently concise and carefully crafted, Latin diction, formally expanded by distinctive new 
scholastic genres for new fields of research, it was a mature bouquet of professional prose 
that flowered most brilliantly in the middle portion of the thirteenth century, before the 
inevitable onset of over-ripeness: a theological rot that De Lubac first discerned spoiling 
medieval exegesis in the commentaries of Nicholas of Lyra (1270–1349);2 a man born, 
interestingly, at the exact moment when Thomas Aquinas composed his own last and 
greatest biblical commentary, dedicated to the Gospel of John.   

It hardly bears saying that a deep patristic foundation was required to make Thomas’ 
achievement an imaginable thing.  His own intensive, prior work in preparing the Catena 
aurea in the years 1262-64, shortly before he assumed the challenge of personally 
commenting on John, advantageously positioned Thomas for a far richer engagement with 
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the Gospel.  Stephen Brown has a helpful article exploring this general theme.3  Yet, in 
taking the not insignificant step from an anthological selection of other authors, to the 
production of his own synthetic and often quite original treatment, we must also note the 
considerable distance traveled from these earlier works to Thomas’ own.  The copious 
length of De Lubac’s immense and celebrated study of the alien exegetical universe to which 
Thomas belongs may be considered adequate eloquence about just how much ripening and 
how much aging was required before, as medieval university magister, Thomas could 
uncork his Lectura super Ioannem.  For an early effort such as Cyril of Alexandria’s 
magnificent and magisterial commentary on the Gospel—as far distant from Thomas as 
Thomas is from us—has in no way attained full, classical maturity in Eliot’s sense.  Cyril’s 
contribution was a brilliant infusion of robust Nicene theology into the stock of Origen’s 
groundbreaking work on John.  But this represents a grafting still mingled with much 
rambling, polemical excess, and bombast.  We find here none of the formal and mannered 
control of the schoolmen’s highly cultivated and sententious style.  It is vibrant, but still 
distinctly untamed in the way that Rabelais and Shakespeare are each sparkling and strong, 
but nevertheless both precocious and wild pre-classics within their own ranks.  At the same 
time, a key ingredient absent from Cyril’s exposition, but giving a distinctive color and finish 
to Thomas’ theological blend, is provided through the addition of Augustine’s Tractates on 
John.  This text is another pre-classic: a treatment as early, brilliant and unkempt as Cyril’s; 
hence requiring time to assume a more concentrated and focused form.  Equal to Cyril’s 
contribution of a fully conciliar Christological reading of John, Augustine, nevertheless, also 
already provides a fully formed insight of indispensable importance for Thomas, which he 
will quote, in fact, in the very first lines of his commentary’s prologue as the essential insight 
for grasping this text: “As Augustine says in his work, On the Agreement of the 
Evangelists: ‘The other Evangelists instruct us in their Gospels on the active life; but John in 
his Gospel instructs us also on the contemplative life’” (Prologue §1).  We will return to this 
deceptively simple idea. 

After Aquinas something significant changes, though pinpointing exactly what and exactly 
when is a challenge.  Ryan McDermott has contested De Lubac’s perception, evoked above, 
that some delicate balance of the four senses starts to decompose already with the 
Franciscan Nicholas of Lyra’s Postilla.4  It is probably not really possible to make a fully 
objective determination on this question; but it is interesting to compare.  Nicholas 
apprehends in John’s Gospel a duplex sensus literalis, which is at once historicus et mysticus.  
Whether or not this specific division indeed signals the degeneration and pulling apart of an 
earlier, integral perfection, and whether it actually announces the commencement of 
modern historical readings, as De Lubac contends, there is plainly a new taste for Hebrew 
learning that enters the mix with Nicholas and adjusts the balance of his sacred erudition.   
Thomas, meanwhile, who has his own notion of a double literal sense, does not to my 
knowledge make the same application of this notion as Nicholas.  Instead, Thomas adopts 
the model of a duplex literal sense above all to handle the problem of Old Testament 
prophecy fulfilled in the New; while in general the order of “mystical” meaning is also, in my 
understanding, positioned on a different, Dionysian hermeneutical plane.  In the regard, 
Nicholas’ introduction of a special “mystical-literal” sense is flagrantly to mix categories, 
together with the corresponding divisions of theological science, and hence to play with an 
oddly mongrel, not easily decipherable conceptualization.  Plausibly, this transformation is 
related not just to some shifting in the sense of the biblical text’s “literal” meaning, but also, 



 3 

revealingly, to a coordinate adjustment in the sense of “mystery” and “mystical.”  With 
respect to McDermott, I am inclined to call this a significant difference; but it is not my 
intention here to press or further plumb the point.  One phrase, however, perhaps worth 
noting briefly in this connection, that is used on three separate occasions in Thomas’ super 
Ioannem (1.15; 2.1; 18.2) and which strikingly only sparingly appears in Thomas’ final three 
scriptural commentaries in the last years of his life, can be registered here: competit 
mysterio, “It applies to a mystery.”  The wine-steward’s words at Cana “apply to a mystery,” 
for instance, inasmuch as Jesus serves first the inferior wine of bitter suffering and trails, 
and only subsequently offers the better wine of true joy.5  Despite this apparent 
development in Thomas’ exegetical idiolect, the phenomenon strikes me as something still 
quite conformable to the traditional order of allegory, tropology, and anagogy—and 
sometimes, as seems to be the case here, to all three spiritual orders at once.  Perhaps that 
is part of the interest when this mystery comes into view: it is a kind of three-dimensional 
grasp of the fullness of the spiritual res.  In any event, the theoretical and terminological 
clarity of Summa Question 1 and the data from Thomas’ actual exegesis in the field are 
always two different things; while the general messiness and unevenness of the application 
consistently renders the whole paradigm that much more difficult for us today to penetrate, 
not to say practice. 

In the end, then, it is quite sufficient for me merely to say that the stability of the High 
Medieval interpretative project manifestly falls apart somewhere, and that already well in 
advance of the Renaissance the culture of biblical commentaries demonstrably changes.  In 
a first phase this means a low-grade period of uncreative assimilation, for we soon start to 
read much less fresh biblical commentary as such.  The time allotted to courses in biblical 
study was, in fact, significantly reduced by the early fourteenth century in Oxford and 
probably Paris as well, as the curriculum tilted increasingly towards speculative theology 
and logic.6  As a telling sign of this theological realignment, a remarkable number of 
fourteenth-century masters thus no longer even wrote commentaries on any biblical book: 
Durand of Saint Pourcain, Francis of Meryonnes, Thomas of Strasbourg, Gregory of Rimini, 
Hugolino of Orvieto, and John of Ripa at Paris; William of Alnwick, John of Reading, John of 
Rodington, Walter Chatton, and Robert of Halifax at Oxford; to name a few.  Those who 
did—homunculi with improbable names like Nikolaus of Dinkelsbühl—might, with a glance 
back at Thomas, easily call to mind a Gospel proverb: “No one after drinking old wine wants 
the new” (Matt 5:39).  

 
“In the first three decades of the fourteenth century,” William Courtenay relates, “appeared 
the last extensive biblical works by mendicants for some time.”7  Among Dominicans, this 
would include, in addition to Meister Eckhart, four or five considerably less illustrious 
names: Peter Palude, James of Lausanne, and their like.  A whole range of social and 
historical factors must naturally explain this sudden halt in new biblical learning; but I would 
submit as one element a fact that Eliot puts like this: “No first-rate poet would attempt to 
do again, what has already been done as well as it can be done.”8  When a fourteenth-
century catalogue of Aquinas’ works accordingly says of the John commentary that “none 
better is anywhere to be found,” it is simultaneously a statement of devotion and despair.  
The almost impossibly optimum ripeness of Thomas’ synthesis of doctrine—should we grant 
his oeuvre the status of a classical corpus, as I reckon we should—by definition, and by the 
very fact of its achievement, exhausts the formal possibilities of his enterprise.  Thomas’ 
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canonization in 1323 thus coincides in a very significant sense with his classicization.  And in 
the wake of such a simultaneous cultic and cultural climax, the exegetical field could only lie 
fallow for a long season—until the civilizational conditions had reconstituted themselves so 
as to permit and promote distinctive, new exegetical endeavors.  The emergence of a major 
methodological gap is thus a kind of inevitable, we might say destined impact (Wirkung) of 
the particular greatness of Thomas Aquinas’ theological project.   
 
This Eliot-inspired, wide-angle way of describing the historical situation of Thomas’ classic 
approach to the Gospel of John, which Origen called “the first-fruits of the first fruits of 
scripture,” dubiously lyrical and encomiastic as it might all very well seem, brings us, 
nevertheless, in my estimation, somewhat closer to the real issue than James Weisheipl’s 
perfectly accurate statement in the Introduction to his fine translation of the super 
Ioannem: “It is the work of a master theologian, delivered at the University of Paris, then 
the intellectual center in Christendom, when Thomas was at the height of his fame and 
apostolic zeal for souls.”9  Yes; but it is also considerably more.  The “height of fame” of a 
master theologian might equally and equivocally describe the career climax of a Francisco 
Zumel or Otto Pesch.  Thomas Aquinas’ Commentary on the Gospel John represents, by 
contrast, perhaps the most mature work (the Summa remains an opus imperfectum, 
intended “for beginners,” we must recall), certainly the most mature scriptural 
commentary, composed during the most mature phase of the entire life’s work of that 
chosen “mature mind,” who at one supremely propitious kairos in the intellectual history of 
the Christian west was fated to achieve a most exquisite balance of theological expression.  
In viticulture we might call this the point of engustment.  
 
The challenge of handling a true classic in the changed cultural circumstances in which we 
today live is compounded by a certain post-classical deconstruction of the classical ideal 
itself.  Josef Geiselmann, for instance, viewed it as the all-important achievement of Johann 
Adam Möhler that, in the current of the nineteenth-century Tübingen ressourcement, he 
managed to surmount the baroque “Klassizismus” that had long dominated Catholic 
theology: the notion, namely, “that some ideal is perfectly manifested in one specific 
period, while all the subsequent ages distort it.”10  An excessively fixed preoccupation with 
an unattainable golden age can indeed have a stultifying effect on theological thought.  The 
sclerotic system of running each verse through a rigid four-sense grinder, such as we find in, 
say, a Cornelius à Lapide, has become a palpably antiquarian project.  It warrants adding, 
however, that the alternative Romantic ideal brings its own idolization of its own preferred 
(patristic) golden age; while a sloganized use of the ad fontes impulse is certainly susceptible 
to whatever one might dislike about “classicism.”  The best that can be said here is perhaps 
simply this.  To speak of fontes conspicuously in the plural, and to mean thereby something 
like the 644 volumes and counting of Sources Chretiènnes, we risk not merely inadvertently 
and ironically reversing a vast collective work of consolidation that we conventionally call 
Tradition: dismantling into its constituent, textual parts an ecclesial selection and synthesis 
that gave both form and content to the essential core of theological thought.  We more 
momentously mask over the foundational fact that theology actually streams not from a 
library of diverse text-critically revivified “sources,” but from contact with the one single and 
living Fons, called the Word of God: a lesson supposedly learned when De fontibus was 
rejected at Vatican II.   
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With the venting of that little monitum accomplished, there is some profit perhaps in 
observing Thomas’ fashion of addressing precisely this Source: what in his commentary 
Thomas exquisitely calls the Verbum super omnia verba elevatum (1.1).  Obviously, nothing 
approaching a full discussion is possible or even desirable here; and all I mean to hint at and 
suggest is how the exegetical cultures of a classical and post-classical moment no longer 
meet eye to eye.  The case concerns a point on which the concrete and substantive problem 
has not actually changed from then until to now—and where patristic, medieval, and 
modern responses can thus all be conveniently compared. 
 
As C. H. Dodd said in 1958, confirming that nothing has changed since long ago, possibly 
since Babel: “It is only in Greek that a term (logos) is available that means both ‘thought’ 
and ‘word.’”11  Thomas, commenting on the translation of John 1:1 must thus handle the 
same issue that was also famously confronted centuries later by Goethe’s Faust in his study.  
Thomas accordingly poses the question, repeating Augustine who also earlier asked: why if 
the Greek has logos the Latin has verbum rather than ratio, since the Greek logos means 
both ratio and verbum at once.12  By contending that ratio is in fact implied in the word 
verbum, which latter concept also makes more fitting space for an articulation of the 
Trinitarian relations, Thomas both vindicates the received text and averts a flagrant 
declination from thought and reason.  Still, to access this meaning of the Latin word verbum, 
it is necessary for Thomas to penetrate into the formal essence of the reality of words and 
even language as such, deploying a rather intricate medieval/Aristotelian theory of 
semiotics—all of which has effectively nothing to do with what we might today call 
historical linguistics: the semantic range of viable glosses for contextual uses of the Latin 
word verbum in datable texts.  Accordingly, Thomas’ apology for a forcibly deficient Latin 
translation (as the question itself presupposes) and the distance this discussion takes us 
from the simple sublimity of John’s inspired Greek locution must alienate the post-
Erasmean philological self, with its calibrated lexical instincts and sense for the critical 
curation of texts.  In the particular case of John 1:1, moreover, there is also Erasmus’ own 
famously annotated option: neither for verbum, nor even for ratio, but rather for the more 
startling translation sermo.  Not so eccentrically bold, or strangely enticing, as Jean 
Grosjean’s D’abord il y avait le langage, the Latin sermo does, nevertheless, carry the 
distinct sense of a discourse.  And this choice by Erasmus was, in truth, neither irritable 
pedantry, nor the intervention of a willfully innovative disrupter, but a savant’s retrieval of 
the original Vetus Latina tradition: a pre-Jerome western manner of reading, attested in 
every extant citation of John 1:1 in Tertullian and Cyprian of Carthage.13  There is no way to 
know how Thomas might have responded had he been aware of this particular alia littera.14  
The competing interests create a genuine puzzle: on the one side stands the valorization of 
a datum that the Church has canonically handed down through Jerome; on the other side, a 
compelling alternative claim, at once upon the philological conscience, as well as on 
Thomas’ own semiotic point of theological entry.  My studied guess is that on this kind of an 
issue Thomas would be less binary than our supposedly more fluid and more critical selves.    
 
The Faustian re-rendering of the words of the Prologue, from Im Anfang war das Wort to Im 
Anfang war die Tat is, in contrast to Erasmus’ suggestion, indeed the intervention of an 
insolent, know-it-all disrupter; and it adds another layer of modern alienation from the text 
and the context of Thomas’ understanding.  This Faustian shift represents, as Ratzinger saw, 
a momentous plaidoyer for the primacy of praxis over reason, a subordination of intellect to 
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will that is profoundly characteristic of our age.15  We could add as an illustration in the very 
same line G. E. Lessing’s pert little dialogue, The Testament of John (1777), in which an 
impudent re-definition of John’s theological patrimony is explicitly staged.  In a nutshell, 
Lessing’s dialogue recounts how the aged apostle John, in Ephesus at the end of his days, 
would always only repeatedly deliver the self-same, simple, one-sentence sermon to the 
company of his gathered disciples: “Little children, love another.”  The force and direction of 
Lessing’s invention is then revealed in a brief exchange between the dialogue’s speakers 
near the end of the text.  
 

 I: Augustine tells us that a certain Platonist said that the opening of 
St John’s Gospel, “In the beginning was the word: etc. deserved to 
be inscribed in the most prominent place of every church in letters of 
gold. 
 
 He: Certainly! The Platonist was quite right. – Oh, the Platonists! And 
for sure, Plato himself could not have written anything more sublime than 
the beginning of St John’s Gospel. 
 
 I: That may well be so. – But although I can’t make much of the sublime 
pronouncements of a philosopher, I think there’s a stronger case for 
inscribing in the most prominent place of all our churches in letters of 
gold – the Testament of St John… “Little children, love one another!” 
 

An outright replacement of John the metaphysician by John the preacher of love—a 
oppositional figure conveniently fabricated through Lessing’s own non-canonical tale—
could not be more poignantly plain.  We confront, indeed, an open revision of John’s 
ecclesial legacy in this undoing of evangelical eloquence in the Johannine mode.  The 
soaring contemplative rhetoric of the Prologue has ceded its place and its cultural prestige 
to a philosophically iconoclastic rendition of the sermo humilis, taken by Lessing to a 
dramatically forceful, but absurdly literal extreme.   
 
Augustine, admittedly, as Auerbach’s famous study of the De Doctrina showed,16 does move 
Christian Latin rhetoric in the direction of the specific sermo in Lessing’s gambit.  Yet, 
Augustine not only also relates with approval the Platonist’s saying about inscribing John’s 
Prologue in gold.  In the text I have cited from its citation by Thomas, Augustine explicitly 
designates the Gospel of John as the “contemplative” Gospel, in contradistinction to the 
“active” synoptics.  This is as much as to reject quite directly what Enlightenment modernity 
is doing in its revision of John.  For the active-contemplative trope, with roots as deep (and 
deeper than) Aristotle, is the long classical tradition’s chosen manner of parsing a primordial 
tension at the base of human existence: a tension that post-modernism has today resolved 
as the open subordination of all discourse (logos, sermo) to praxis and power.  
 
Aquinas adopts but modulates Augustine’s insight on John from its canonical form into the 
implicit Christological key, explaining that, while the synoptic Gospels recount Jesus’ 
humanity and deeds, John relates instead his divinity and his words.  What Thomas means 
by this division across the two natures of Jesus words’ and deed is, I think, that concrete 
ethical instruction, evangelical councils on perfection, and even elements of primitive 
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Church orders, are the determinate and characteristic domain of the synoptics.  We object, 
of course, that synoptic sermons on mounts and sermons on plains are obviously all made 
of words as well.  Thomas’ reply, I suppose, must be something like this: beyond and 
beneath the Gospel words we inevitably see through to the things, to the res; and on this 
measure the sublime Johannine verba are at once words of, and still more words about the 
Verbum.  The transparency of John’s Greek grammatical mesh to the transcendent Verbum 
super omnia verba is, accordingly, constitutively and hermeneutical unique. Its engagement, 
accordingly, activates another order of exegetical act: namely, theoria or contemplation.  
Whereas elsewhere in Thomas’ corpus the distinction between the active and 
contemplative lives is consistently an anthropologically grounded distinction—based, that is, 
on the deep-rooted distinction between the practical and speculative intellect—an 
alternative way of engaging this issue, which builds upon and perfects his prior insights, 
emerges here in his study of John’s singular text.  A dynamic tension central to human 
existence is replotted at the center of Christian, ecclesial life. 
 
In following Augustine’s take in the Tractates, it is important to see that Aquinas has not 
simply dissolved the active-contemplative, love-logic tension, as much as he gives a certain 
qualified priority to the latter.  Rik van Nieuwenhove has recently written a nice little book 
on this subject, though I think the that commentary on John has much more to offer than he 
has perhaps seen.17  The most significant text for illustrating the mutual relations of action, 
contemplation and love, appears in Thomas comments on a problem raised by John 21:25, 
when Jesus asks Peter, “Do you love me more than these?”  For given Peter’s positive 
response, Christ should have seemingly loved Peter more than John.   
 

 I answer: it could be said that John, because he was more loved, was happier; while 
Peter, because he loved more, was better. But this would be a violation of justice. 
Consequently, this refers to a mystery (hoc refertur ad mysterium): that is, Peter and 
John stand for two kinds of life, the active and the contemplative, and the end and 
object of each is Christ. The active life, which Peter signifies, loves God more than 
the contemplative life (which is signified by John) because it feels more keenly the 
difficulties of this present life, and more intensely desires to be freed from them and 
to go to God. But God loves the contemplative life more, because he preserves it 
longer: it does not come to an end with death, as does the active life: “The Lord 
loves the gates of Zion more than all the dwelling places of Jacob” (Ps 87:2) (21.5). 

 
The literal sense must here be bypassed by an openly mystical reading, for otherwise, if the 
individuals Peter and John were intended, there would indeed an injustice.  Following 
Augustine again, the two apostles accordingly signify for Thomas two modes or aspects of 
life, which in a certain way split the genitive in the phrase “love of God.”  Namely, our love 
for God is shown and perfected by action, while his love for us is instead shown and brought 
to its perfection in contemplation.         
 
Theologically, from this perspective, the primacy of the contemplative life is becomes very 
simply the primacy of grace.  There is obviously something of foundational, interpretative 
importance at stake in this question, therefore; and I cannot help observing that in the 
inversion of praxis and logos embedded in Lessing’s fictional story of a Johannine school, a 
familiar technique and ultimately a familiar inversion of the relationship between the Fourth 
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Gospel and the Johannine Epistles is underway.  We confront, in fact, the same, 
recognizable interpretative move that has dominated critical Johannine scholarship for the 
whole of our lifetimes.  Specifically, in subordinating the Fourth Gospel’s primacy to the 
ethical instruction and to story-telling about social setting imagined around the letters, we 
have willy nilly agreed to remake “John” above all an active pastor, rather than the 
contemplative at the core of the canon.   
 
When Weisheipl in the same Introduction accordingly advises us to pair Aquinas’ super 
Ioannem with the “outstanding” modern commentary of Raymond Brown, we obviously 
intuitively understand and appreciate his intention.  Indeed, Weisheipl implicitly 
acknowledges what must be perfectly clear, but perhaps also explicitly said.  After the 
ascendancy of historical philology within the mainstream of theological method, no naïve, 
neo-scholastic exercise of propositional exegesis can excuse us from the responsibility of 
confronting John’s Gospel directly as a first-century text; for it is impossible to accept with 
sheltered or stupid contentment that what Divus Thomas (or any other) determined that 
John the Evangelist teaches is inevitably what John actually said and ultimately means.  In 
this regard, Eliot offers the important comment “that a society, and a literature, like an 
individual human being, do not necessarily mature equally and concurrently in every 
respect.”18  We may think of the precocious Mozart, for instance, who in demonstrable 
ways was excessively childish and stunted.  Is there not something of this same factor at 
play in the biblical culture of the thirteenth-century masters—an embarrassing lack of 
philological awareness, despite their hypertrophic speculative, analytic, and synthetic 
genius?    
 
Still, whether Weisheipl has landed on a real and satisfying solution, and whether Brown—
as champion of the “community of the beloved disciple”—specifically deserves this praise 
and this pairing, it is impossible not note that a concrete juxtaposition of this line of modern 
scholarship and exegesis with Thomas’s reading of John, for whatever else it may offer, is at 
base an invitation to joust.  Surface level agreements and complimentary details might 
accordingly be sought and found; but there is here at work a basic face-off in spiritual 
orientations.  To read the Gospel with Augustine and Aquinas is at root to read John against 
the modern school of the “Johannine school.”  While to foolishly contest a medieval classic 
like Thomas and tilt against it exactly on the field of contemplation, to say with Lessing and 
Brown that he got this wrong, is to fail disastrously in knowing where our own connatural 
genius, our hypertrophic practical intellect and uncanny knack for historical reasoning, is 
also cover for a glaring lack of maturity and downright childishness in speculation.  
   
Perhaps, in the end, then, the only real way forward in this kind of methodological 
stalemate and cultural-hermeneutical gap is simply to use our own historiographical 
strength to better access the speculative insight of St. Thomas, at the service of the 
contemplative light of St. John.  So: I have plotted Aquinas within the longue durée, but we 
can also be much more precise about the precise season and conditions under which 
Thomas’ commentary on John took shape.  According to the presently accepted chronology, 
he composed this work sometime between 1270 and 1272.  This places the text near to the 
end of his life, on the vigil, so to speak, of the decisive mystical experience that he had in 
Naples on the feast of St. Nicholas in 1273: that is, just before the veil of silence falls over 
his professional production, in an enacted performance of negative theology.  (Scholars 
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have with reason doubted the hagiographical report that the saint on his deathbed dictated 
a final commentary on the Song of Songs, which is unattested in the manuscript tradition.)19  
The super Ioannem is thus squarely positioned in Thomas’ second and last period in Paris, 
subsequent to his confrontation with Averroes’ followers around 1270, with the 
adjustments in his own thought that this controversy brought, and during a burst of 
bewilderingly intensive activity, occupied especially with completing the (never completed) 
Summa and writing a flurry of commentaries on the Aristotelian corpus.  The super Ioannem 
is also thereby plotted in the second wave of the mendicant controversy.  In 1269 or 1270, 
in fact, provoked by the renewed attacks of Gerard of Abbeville, Thomas had just written his 
treatise On the Perfection of the Spiritual Life, which takes a substantially different, much 
more serenely focused approach than Thomas’ earlier, highly ad hoc defense in the Contra 
Impugnantes of 1256.  Indeed, On Perfection is widely reckoned to be Thomas’ clearest 
teaching on charity’s supreme role in Christian existence.  The centrality of love, in other 
words, is during this period anything other than far from Thomas’ mind.  We are rather at 
energetic moment of intense concentration when, in the midst of polemics and ambitious 
personal projects, the one thing necessary for Thomas in Christian life and his own 
Dominican vocation had never be so clear in his mind.     
 
Read against this background, it is impossible to ignore when Thomas’ celebrated formula 
for the Dominican way of life, contemplare et contemplata aliis tradere, finds such an 
obvious echo in a key summative statement at the opening of the John’s commentary’s 
prologue: Sic ergo contemplatio Ioannis… quam nobis in suo Evangelio tradidit Ioannes (§6).  
Moreover, the “contemplation(s) of those preaching”—contemplationes predicantium—is 
directly invoked (§8), whence it becomes sufficiently clear that John, whose “full, lofty, and 
perfect” contemplation is presented as the concrete materia of the Fourth Gospel, is being 
explicitly presented by Thomas as exemplum and patron of the contemplative preacher.  If a 
powerfully Pauline and synoptic logic and range of scriptural texts thus dominates the 
discussion of charity in Thomas’ On Perfection, while the Fourth Gospel is almost entirely 
missing in action, it is only through the super Ioannem that the Preachers’ contemplative life 
comes fully and forcefully into view.  Without advertising any special polemical edge or 
intent, Thomas’ exposition of John’s Gospel, understood to embody the communication of 
the most sublime contemplation, is thus an exposition of the supreme model of Thomas’ 
personal vocation.  To comment upon precisely this Gospel has for Thomas something of 
the self-referential quality of the most Dominican of all imaginable theological acts.   
 
The appearance of Albert’s own commentary upon John, his Enarrationes in Joannem, only 
a few years before Thomas’ Lectura, namely between 1264 and 1268, after which they were 
probably given a final redaction, contemporaneous with or following Thomas’ work, 
between 1270 and 1276, adds additional interest and interpretative traction to Thomas’ 
engagement with the same material at exactly this time.20  It is no shame on the teacher to 
assert that Albert’s great student surpassed him.  One subtle, but quite revealing sign of the 
exceptional mastery in both detail and broad vision that Aquinas had by this moment 
attained can, in fact, be seen from a comparison of the set-piece prologues for their John 
commentaries composed by these two Dominican magistri.  A full exposition would lead to 
far astray, and must be deferred, but the essence of the matter comes down to this.   
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Albert had structured his wordy prologue around the traditional symbol of John as the 
eagle, selecting as his thema the line from Ezek 17:3: Aquila grandis magnarum alarum, “A 
huge eagle with giant wings.”  Albert developed the text, with expected zoological insight, 
to speak of John’s contemplative and mystical sight.  Eckhart later chose the same verse; 
and both friars are clearly drawing on a long tradition of celebrating John’s contemplative 
powers.  An Aristotelian overtone also strongly colors Albert’s interest in the eagle image, 
however, although this seems to have not been generally noticed.  Bear with me now 
briefly; the end is not far.   
 
In Metaphysics, Book Alpha elatton, Aristotle offers his famous analogy of the bat and eagle 
(or owl and eagle in the Translatio media that Albert knew and used).  The context is a 
discussion about what causes difficulty in knowing the highest truths, with the explanation 
being that the problem lies not in the things themselves, but rather in the subjective faculty 
of knowing.  “Just as the eyes of bats relate to daylight,” he says “so the reason of our soul 
relates to that which by its nature is most manifest among all things.”  Albert readily adopts 
Aristotle’s simile and advances the implicit line of reasoning, commenting in detail on the 
gradations of knowers and knowable things in order to specify how knowledge of the First 
Cause, God himself, requires a supreme eagle-like sight, capable of gazing like an eagle 
directly in rota solis, “into the solar disk.”  When the spiritual vision of John is then drawn 
into this order of discourse and the Johannine gaze is described in this way staring directly 
“into the solar disk” (in rota solis) of God, qualifications on the utmost reach of human 
reason, though arguably implicit, are not always sufficiently clearly expressed.  The 
consequences for what might be exegetically discerned in John’s own doctrine the Logos are 
weighty.  Eckhart’s handling of the Johannine Prologue, by all accounts quite dazzling, 
nevertheless measures the outer limits of contemplative overreach possible in the 
framework of Albert’s mystical epistemology.  Eagles see (too far) by their own superior 
power.   
 
Thomas follows a different route.  To start, it is clear from his commentary on the 
Metaphysics, which was composed at the same time as his commentary on John, that 
Thomas dislikes Aristotle’s analogy of the bat and the eagle: a distaste that finds unusually 
strong expression when Thomas describes it as “wholly absurd”—strong words for Thomas.  
What troubles him most is, significantly enough, Averroes’ manipulation of the image and 
the idea that the sun itself somehow blinds us and that it also somehow needs to be seen.  
Across his corpus Thomas is accordingly noticeably reserved in interacting with this image 
and much more content to speak of Aristotle’s bat than of his eagle.   
 
I take it is an open hint in this apophatically attuned direction, when Thomas in his prologue, 
offering a brief review not of the five ways, but now of four proofs for God’s existence in 
order to illustrate the sublimitas and elevation of John’s metaphysical contemplation, he 
strikingly ends with the verse “no one has ever seen God,” that is, with the 
“incomprehensibility of the Word” (ad verbi incomprehensibilitatem) and the corresponding 
way of remotion: the via negative, normally reserved for the middle position in the 
Dionysian scheme.   It is in full accord with this epistemological and ontological orientation 
that in presenting John as the preeminent contemplative, in the same long, ecclesial 
tradition as both Albert and Eckhart, Thomas thus also steers entirely clear of the 
established eagle image, which was almost de rigueur.  Instead, Aquinas finds his entry point 
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into the Gospel in a text brilliantly taken from Isaiah 6, not previously used for any medieval 
John commentary to my knowledge: Vidi Dominum sedentem…; “I saw the Lord seated on a 
high and lofty throne” (Isa 6:1).  If in comparison to the Ezekiel verse, this text sounds 
openly audacious in the reach of its own vision, Thomas finds here not only a scripturally 
normed, thus theologically safe language for discussing the vision of God.  He points us to a 
logic native to John’s Gospel.  Thomas deftly draws here upon the fuller context of a specific 
passage in Isaiah that John himself cites in 12:40 at a crucial moment at the end of the Book 
of Glory—“He has blinded their eyes, lest they should see and perceive with their heart”—in 
order to explain how one might see the Word, and yet not behold his doxa.  John then adds 
in 12:41 that “Isaiah said this because he saw his glory and spoke of him.”  By embracing as 
his opening theme this specifically Johannine use of Isaiah’s prophetic theology of vision, 
Thomas magnificently manages to land upon a text that accomplishes a great deal at once.  
The passage (1) gives voice to the contrast of vision and blindness proper to Old and New 
Testament, that is to Jewish and Christian vision.  It also (2) seizes upon an Old Testament 
text that John uses very noticeably different than the synoptics.  Finally (3) it offers an 
epistemologically adequate language to explore the contours of John’s contemplation, not 
using the spiritual sense of a metaphor like Ezekiel’s eagle, made worse by the dubious 
Aristotelian image, but instead using a literal sense of scripture’s own doubly inspired 
dialectic concerning both blindness and of sight.  For John’s own soaring discourse of 
contemplation, his verba about the Word equally affirm both that “no one has ever seen 
God” (John 1:18) and that “we have seen his glory” (1:14).   
 
A full discussion of how the Son of God could make this glory known would require a full 
commentary on each verse of the Gospel.  Happily Thomas has left us exactly that.  More 
happily still, it is the commentary of one who shared in the grace given to John: a disciple 
who may have loved less, but was nonetheless, in a way, still loved more by the Lord.  
“Christ loved Peter more in the sense that he made Peter love him [Christ] more; but Christ 
loved John more in another sense, that is, by giving him a keener understanding. "The Lord 
will fill him with the spirit of wisdom and understanding" [Sir 15:3]. Accordingly, Peter is 
better because charity is better than knowledge (cf. 1 Cor 13:8); but John is better in 
keenness of understanding” (21.5).   
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