ST. THOMAS AQUINAS
Biographical note
1225 -1274. Born in Italy, educated at the University of Naples, at the age of 20 joined the Dominican Order, studied in Paris under Albert the Great, the foremost Aristotelian of his day whom he accompanied to Cologne, subsequently taught at Paris and in Rome and finally in Naples. Prodigious output (estimated 80 million words) of the highest philosophical rigour. Principal works: On Being and Essence, On Truth, Commentaries on Aristotle, Summa Contra Gentiles (A defence of the Christian faith), Summa Theologiae (A summary of Christian Theology).
Some preliminary comments on Medieval Philosophy
It is customary to divide the history of Western philosophy into three broad periods, Ancient (the Greeks), Medieval and Modern. In university syllabuses today it is not unusual to jump straight from the Ancient to the Modern (from Descartes) period, an ironic omission given that nearly all the ancient universities in Europe trace their origin to the Middle Ages. As a consequence major  figures such as Aquinas are in general much less read and understood. The reason for this neglect may stem from the fact that in the period of the high Middle Ages (12th and 13 centuries) intellectual thought was dominated by the Church and subsequently - in particular with the emergence of British empiricism in since the 17th and 18th centuries and the reaction against rationalism) - medieval philosophers fell under suspicion of allowing their thinking as philosophers to be unduly influenced by their theology.
A further characteristic of this period is the recovery of intellectual interest in the philosophy of Aristotle, made possible by the widespread translation of his works from Greek into Latin. Indeed it is nowadays widely acknowledged, in general as well as specifically Catholic circles, that the greatest achievement of Aquinas lay in his reconciliation of Aristotelian philosophy with Christian belief.
It is also worth mentioning that an impressive (if daunting) characteristic of medieval philosophy is its rigour. This is achieved by its use of the technique of ‘Disputation’, whereby a subject is proposed 
(for example - drawing upon Aquinas - ‘Whether the existence of God is self-evident’) and then disputed, according to strictly logical rules, between two opposing persons. The teacher finally responds to the various arguments in turn, exposing their strengths and weaknesses, before reaching his conclusions. (Barristers learn a similar technique in their advocacy training to this day!)
We can see an example of this method at work in this (brief) extract from the Summa Theologiae of Aquinas:
QUESTION 1

THE NATURE AND DOMAIN OF SACRED DOCTRINE

FIRST ARTICLE

WHETHER, BESIDES THE PHILOSOPHICAL  DISCIPLINES, ANY FURTHER DOCTRINE IS REQUIRED

We proceed thus to the First Article:

Objection 1. It seems, besides the philosophical disciplines, we have no need of any further doctrine. For man should not seek to know what is above reason: Seek not the things that are too high for thee (Ecclus. 3.22). But whatever is not above reason is sufficiently considered in the philosophical doctrines. Therefore any other doctrine besides the philosophical disciplines is superfluous.
Objection 2. … everything that is, is considered in the philosophical disciplines – even God himself; so that there is a part of philosophy called theology, or the divine science, as is clear from Aristotle. Therefore, besides the philosophical disciplines, there is no need for any further doctrine.

On the contrary, It is written (2Timothy 3. 16): All scripture of God is profitable to teach, to reprove,

 to correct, to instruct in justice. Now Scripture, inspired of God, is not part of the philosophical disciplines discovered by human reason. Therefore it is useful that besides the philosophical disciplines there should be another science, i.e. inspired of God
It is important to bear in mind that the preceding extract is from the Summa Theologiae is addressed to Christians and, therefore, it accepts statements from the Bible as acceptable supportive points in an argument. By contrast, his Summa Contra Gentiles is addressed to people who are not Christian, Muslims, Jews or atheists. However, even in a work principally addressed to Christians, Aquinas sometimes employs arguments of a broadly philosophical type. Perhaps the most famous of these are his Five Ways, or’ proofs’, for the existence of God (Summa Theologiae, Third Article,’ Whether God Exists’):
The Five Ways  (my paraphrase)
1. The argument from motion
Things in the world are in motion. Whatever is in motion is moved by something else. Since an endless regress is impossible we must arrive at something which moves other things but is itself unmoved. This we call God.

2. The argument from causality
 Everything that happens has a cause. Since it is impossible to go back in a causal sequence to infinity there must be a first cause. This we call God.
3. The argument from contingency
 We find in the world things that may be or may not-be, things that come into existence and things that go out of existence. Since it is impossible for things always to exist. at some time they did not.  But that is absurd since then nothing would have come into existence. Therefore all beings are not merely possible but some being must be necessary. This thing we call God.
4. The argument from degrees of being
We find in the world values with different degrees of perfection These must have their source in an unqualified perfection. This source is God.
5. The argument from design and purpose
Every thing in nature is designed, and acts, for an end or purpose, to obtain the best result. Since such things do not have any idea of purpose which directs them to this end, some intelligent being exists to give them direction. This being is God.
Few modern philosophers would defend the five Ways as ‘proofs’ since all of them proceed from our experience and therefore cannot admit of strict, logical proof. The obvious flaw in the first three arguments is the supposed impossibility of an infinite regress (or, in the persevering question of the child, ‘Who made God?).  However, this apparently fatal flaw is built on the assumption that all the terms in the series are of the same kind (as in a numbered sequence) or – to use a logical distinction – whether they all members of the same class. (If God is x, does x stand inside or outside the brackets?)
The fourth argument draws upon the Platonic Theory of Forms (in which everything in this world is an imperfect copy of its original in heaven).
The fifth argument rest upon the Aristotelian concept of a ‘final cause’, or purpose, which would be out of favour with Darwinists today but may still speak persuasively to theists who subscribe to a belief in a purposeful Creator.
Some responses to the Five Ways
‘Thomas Aquinas made a sharp separation between the spheres of natural and revealed theology. He did not deny that reason had a place in religion, but regarded it as deficient rather than deceptive’,
 The Philosophical Approach To Religion, E S Waterhouse, p 163
‘No one of these arguments was entirely new…But he (Aquinas) developed them and arranged them to form a coherent whole…they are mutually complementary‘, Aquinas, F C Copleston, p.91-2 
‘There is little of the true philosophic spirit in Aquinas. He does not …set out to follow where the argument may lead… Before he begins to philosophize, he already knows the truth: it is declared in the Catholic faith’, History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell, p.453
Some explanatory notes and comments on Aristotle
Aristotle’s four-fold theory of causation

In trying to find out why things happen as they do Aristotle proposed four reasons or explanations, which he calls material, formal, efficient, and final. Take, for example, an inanimate object such as a statue. The material cause of the statue is its material, say marble; the formal cause is the shape or structure which gives it identity; the efficient cause is the action of the sculptor; and the final cause is its end which the sculptor has in mind. Or, take a living thing, such as a tree. The material cause is its natural material, wood; the formal cause is the structure into which it will grow; the efficient cause is the earth into which it is planted: and the final cause is its developmental end as a mature tree. In effect the whole sequence of events provides an evolutionary explanation of why things are as they are. 
Aristotle’s theory of matter and form

This theory, inherited from Plato, is connected with the distinction between potentiality and actuality.
Matter is conceived as the potentiality of form. That which has form is conceived as actual, or realised potentiality. All things in the world, animate and inanimate, have an irreducible measure of matter which is in a continuous process of change. God alone is pure form and thus pure actuality. Hence the notion of God as Unmoved Mover.
Aristotle’s theory of the soul

Aristotle’s book,’ On Psuche’, is usually translated in English as ‘On the Soul’. This is somewhat misleading since the Greek word psuche is as a rule a translation of the Hebrew word nephesh or ‘living being’. (Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being’, Genesis 2.7). For Aristotle, what has psuche is what is alive and this, therefore, includes all animals, including human animals, and plants. 
In man, body and soul are related as matter and form, and the essential characteristic of the soul is that, as form, it potentially organises the body to exercise its living function. The soul in man has two parts, one part is rational and the other part irrational. The rational element of the soul is distinctive of man, but he shares the irrational element with all other living things – the appetitive aspect with animals and the vegetative aspect with plants.

Aristotle’s theory of mind 
In his book ‘On Psuche’, Aristotle distinguishes between the soul (as defined above) and the mind ‘nous’, making the mind higher than the soul,  and less attached to the body. The soul - the living principle – perishes on bodily death but the mind, in its exercise of reason and contemplation, partakes of the divine and is thus immortal. However, the immortality of the soul is not a personal or individuated immortality but a share in God’s impersonal and timeless immortality. In that sense it is decisively different from a theistic, or specifically Christian, belief in eternal life, with its attendant notion of reward or punishment, or belief in reincarnation.
Summary of Aristotle’s theology
 There are three kinds of substances:
 those that are observed but perishable, eg. plants and animals

 those that are observed but not perishable, eg. the heavenly bodies (which undergo no change except    

 motion)
 the rational soul in man, and God.
The world is continually evolving towards a greater degree of form, converting potentiality into actuality. All living things are in a greater or lesser degree aware of God who moves the world only through the love that finite things have towards him.
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