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St. Thomas Aquinas Dumb Ox is a term that reflects the unique character and intellectual prowess of
one of the most significant philosophers and theologians in Western history. Known for his deep
insights into faith and reason, Aquinas's journey from being perceived as a slow-witted individual to
becoming a towering figure in scholastic thought is both fascinating and inspiring. In this article, we will
explore the life and legacy of St. Thomas Aquinas, the meaning behind the term "Dumb Ox," and his

contributions to philosophy and theology that shaped the course of Western thought.



Early Life and Background

St. Thomas Aquinas was born around 1225 in the Kingdom of Sicily, in a family of the nobility. His
father, Landulf, was the Count of Aquino, and his mother, Theodora, came from the noble family of the

Count of Teano. Aquinas was raised in an environment that valued education and intellectual pursuit.

Education

At the age of five, Aquinas began his education at the Benedictine monastery of Monte Cassino. His
early education laid the groundwork for his future studies in philosophy and theology. He later moved
to the University of Naples, where he was exposed to the works of Aristotle and the emerging thought

of the scholastics.

In 1244, Aquinas made a significant decision that would alter the course of his life: he joined the Order
of Preachers, also known as the Dominicans. This choice was met with resistance from his family, who

wanted him to take a more traditional route in the aristocracy.

The “Dumb Ox” Moniker

The nickname "Dumb Ox" originated from Aquinas's time at the University of Paris. His appearance
and demeanor were not what one would expect from a brilliant scholar. He was large in stature, often

quiet, and reserved, leading his peers to underestimate his intellect.

However, the term was coined by his professor, St. Albert the Great, who recognized Aquinas's
extraordinary potential. He famously stated, “This dumb ox will bellow so loud that his bellowing will
resound throughout the world.” This proclamation foreshadowed the impact Aquinas would have on

philosophy and theology.



Philosophical Contributions

Aquinas is best known for his synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian theology, which led to
the development of scholasticism. His most notable works include the "Summa Theologica" and

"Summa Contra Gentiles."

Summa Theologica

The "Summa Theologica" is considered one of the greatest works of Western philosophy and theology.
It is a comprehensive exploration of Christian doctrine and addresses various theological questions,

including:

1. The existence of God
2. The nature of humanity
3. Moral and ethical questions

4. The sacraments and the Church

The structure of the "Summa Theologica" is systematic and methodical. Aquinas uses a question-and-
answer format, presenting objections to his views before providing counterarguments. This approach
not only demonstrates his mastery of dialectical reasoning but also makes complex theological ideas

accessible.

Summa Contra Gentiles

Another significant work, the "Summa Contra Gentiles," addresses the beliefs of non-Christians,
particularly Muslims and Jews. In this text, Aquinas seeks to demonstrate the reasonableness of the
Christian faith and the compatibility of faith and reason. He articulates five ways to prove the existence

of God, which have become foundational to Christian apologetics.



The Five Ways to Prove the Existence of God

Aquinas's Five Ways are arguments that establish God's existence based on observation and reason.

They are as follows:

1. The Argument from Motion: Everything in motion must have been set in motion by something else,

leading to a First Mover, which is God.

2. The Argument from Causation: Every effect has a cause, and there must be an uncaused cause

that initiated everything—this is God.

3. The Argument from Contingency: Things exist contingently, meaning they could either exist or not

exist. There must be a necessary being that causes the existence of contingent beings—this is God.

4. The Argument from Degree: There are varying degrees of goodness, truth, and nobility; the

existence of a maximum being (God) is necessary to measure these qualities.

5. The Argument from Design: The order and purpose observed in nature imply an intelligent

designer—this designer is God.

Theological Impact

Aquinas's works significantly influenced Catholic theology and the broader Christian tradition. His
integration of Aristotelian philosophy provided a robust intellectual framework for understanding faith,

ethics, and the nature of God.



Influence on Catholic Doctrine

Aquinas's ideas became central to the teachings of the Catholic Church. In 1879, Pope Leo XIllI
declared Aquinas the “Doctor of the Church” and encouraged the study of his works as a means to

understand and defend the faith.

His thoughts on natural law, moral philosophy, and the relationship between faith and reason have
remained influential in Catholic education and theology, shaping the Church's stance on various ethical

issues.

Legacy in Western Philosophy

Beyond Catholicism, Aquinas's impact extends to Western philosophy as a whole. His emphasis on

reason and rational inquiry influenced later thinkers, including:

- Rene Descartes
- John Locke

- Immanuel Kant

Aquinas's work laid the groundwork for the development of modern philosophy and continues to be a

point of reference in contemporary discussions about the relationship between faith and reason.

Aquinas's Life and Death

Aquinas lived a life dedicated to study, teaching, and preaching. He traveled extensively throughout
Europe, teaching at various universities and engaging in theological debates. His health began to

decline in the 1270s, and he passed away on March 7, 1274, while en route to the Council of Lyons.



Canonization and Feast Day

St. Thomas Aquinas was canonized by Pope John XXIl in 1323. His feast day is celebrated on

January 28, a date commemorating his contributions to the Church and philosophy.

Conclusion

The journey of St. Thomas Aquinas from the "Dumb Ox" to a revered Doctor of the Church serves as
a reminder of the importance of recognizing and nurturing intellectual potential, regardless of initial
appearances. His contributions to philosophy and theology have left an indelible mark on the world,
bridging the gap between faith and reason. As we continue to explore the complexities of existence
and the nature of God, the insights of St. Thomas Aquinas remain relevant, guiding scholars,

theologians, and seekers of truth alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is St. Thomas Aquinas referred to as the 'Dumb Ox'?

St. Thomas Aquinas was called the 'Dumb Ox' by his classmates at the University of Paris due to his
large stature and quiet demeanor. However, this nickname belied his profound intellect and deep

philosophical insights.

What does the nickname 'Dumb Ox' signify in the context of St.

Thomas Aquinas's life?

The nickname 'Dumb Ox' signifies the initial underestimation of Aquinas's intellectual capabilities.
Despite appearing slow or dull, he was later recognized as one of the greatest philosophers and

theologians in the history of Western thought.



How did St. Albert the Great defend Aquinas against the 'Dumb Ox'

label?

St. Albert the Great defended Aquinas by famously stating that the 'Dumb Ox' would one day bellow
so loud that his voice would be heard throughout the world, highlighting Aquinas's potential for

significant contributions to philosophy and theology.

What were some of St. Thomas Aquinas's major contributions to
philosophy?

St. Thomas Aquinas's major contributions include his synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy with Christian
theology, development of the Five Ways to prove the existence of God, and his work in ethics,

particularly in the areas of natural law and virtue ethics.

How has the perception of St. Thomas Aquinas changed since his

lifetime regarding the 'Dumb Ox' moniker?

Since his lifetime, the perception of St. Thomas Aquinas has shifted dramatically; he is now celebrated
as a towering figure in scholasticism, with the 'Dumb Ox' nickname serving as a reminder of how initial

judgments can be misleading and that true intellect may not always be readily apparent.
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