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It’s hard to say why you like someone. Perhaps it is because they speak a language that resonates with the 

deepest part of your being; a soul language you can’t really put into words, but you immediately recognize it 

when you hear it in another. This is how I feel about Thomas Aquinas. He speaks my language. It is safe to say 

that no other thinker (secular or religious) has made more of an impact on my own thinking as Thomas Aquinas. 

I think there are a number of reasons for this. First of all, he is not well liked amongst Lutherans. I think that’s 

what drew me to him, though, for his thought was always presented as a forbidden apple, and oh how I love a 

challenge! What I discovered when I finally got around to reading him for myself, and not just accepting everyone 

else’s opinion about him, was that he was much different than how he’s normally talked about in Lutheran circles. 

In fact, what I found in him was a freshness of thought, which is ironic given the fact he wrote in the 13th century. 

His writings embodied a spirit of intrigue, which I found…well…intriguing. He spent his whole life diving deeper 

and deeper into the mysteries of God. But at the end of his life, when he finally came up for air, he humbly 

admitted that his whole quest had only skimmed the surface of the water. In one of his last recorded conversations 

he is reported to have said: “All that I have written seems as straw to me.” After saying this, Aquinas put down 

his pen and took it up no more. Staggering, really, seeing how Aquinas is one of the most voluminous writers in 

Church history. Thomas did not even live to see his 50th birthday, but he produced an enormous body of writing: 

more than ten million words in some 60 works.  

Thomas was called the “Dumb Ox”, and he received this affectionate nickname for a couple of reasons. 

For one, he was rather girthy as the bulletin picture portrays. His physical stature might be politely described as 

rotund. Secondly, from a young age, he was thought to be dumb. He was far from being dumb, of course, but he 

was assumed to be so seeing how he was quiet and reserved by nature. And when he did speak, it was not to state 

or affirm, but to question. His parents often complained about this annoying habit because Thomas was always 

bothering people with all of his questions. Even as a child he would go around asking people, “What is God?” No 

one could provide him with a suitable answer. So, he spent his whole life trying to answer his own question. Of 

course, his parents were none too happy about his decision to devote his life to the quest for knowledge. Thomas 

was born into a well-to-do Italian aristocratic family. As such, it was assumed Thomas was destined for some 



great career. But Thomas had different plans for himself. And when he was only 18 years old, he joined the 

Dominican Friars, a monastic order devoted to study and preaching. In a last ditch effort to keep him from “ruining 

his life”, his family had him abducted and brought home where he was kept for almost two years. So adamant 

were they in keeping him from taking his holy vows, that his brothers hired a prostitute to try to seduce him. As 

the story goes, though, he chased her off with a flaming torch. Finally, his family resigned themselves to the 

inevitable, and Thomas left for the University of Paris, where he went on to have a storied career as a professor, 

thinker, writer and monk.  His nickname of course stuck with him the rest of his life, but upon recognizing 

Thomas’ gifted mind, one of his teachers remarked: “We call him the dumb ox, but in his teaching he will one 

day produce such a bellowing that it will be heard throughout the world”. 

As it turns out, his teacher’s prophecy was only partially right. For not only was Aquinas’s voice heard 

around the world, it has also resounded down through the centuries. I began this sermon by confessing my deep 

admiration for Aquinas, but what is it about him that I admire, you might ask? In a word―his honesty. He is, by 

far, the most clearheaded, devout, reasonable and honest thinker I’ve ever encountered. Aquinas draws you in 

with his thoroughness, his integrity, his fidelity to God. His whole style of writing is simply him asking question 

after question and then trying his best to answer each one faithfully according to God’s Word.  He was the first 

major theologian to draw heavily on outside sources. Nothing was out-of-bounds for him; He quoted Aristotle so 

often that he essentially Christianized the great philosopher for the Church. He also quoted Jewish thinkers, 

Islamic thinkers, even heretical thinkers. He was never scared to follow the truth wherever it might lead, and 

sometimes it led him into camps considered by many at that time to be hostile to the Christian message. His belief 

was simple: If God is the Creator of all then all of life is a return to God. He discerned God’s subtle movements 

in every field of knowledge- law, philosophy, science, mathematics.  His quest never strayed too far from his 

original boyhood question: “What is God?” His sixty plus volumes of writings was his feeble attempt to answer 

it. His whole life, then, might be described as a fulfillment of Christ’s command: “Ask, and it will be given to 

you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you”.  

I end with a personal story from his life, which illuminates his large character. As Thomas’s fame spread, 

he was much in demand, and was often invited to grand social banquets and gatherings. For the most part, he 



declined these invitations, but on one such occasion he was compelled to accept for no less than the King of 

France, King Louis IX, desired an audience with him. He was invited to Paris and, if you can believe it, he went 

begrudgingly. As they crested the hill and peered out on the splendor that was Paris, someone in his party 

remarked, “how grand it must be to own all of this!” To which, Aquinas just shrugged and said, “I would rather 

have the Chrysostom manuscript I can’t seem to find.” More comical still is what happened in the royal banquet 

hall. As they were all gathered around the table, and while the great St. Louis regaled his guests with legendary 

stories, there came a loud crash which startled everyone. The loud noise was caused by none other than Thomas, 

who had slammed his fist upon the royal table, and like a man in the grip of a dream, he shouted: “And that will 

settle the Manichees.” Can you imagine the nerve and the danger involved in interrupting a king in the middle of 

a speech? Thomas was very apologetic for his outburst and said, “he thought he was still in his study” and the 

king in good humor sent one of his secretaries around to take note of the theological argument that had occurred 

to him, remarking it must have been a good one. But this was Thomas Aquinas. Always lost in thought. Always 

questioning. Always working out a problem. Always engaged in battle with the enemies of Christ. And this is the 

heritage Thomas has left for us: It is our responsibility to ask questions, to immerse ourselves as far as we can in 

all human possibilities of both truth and error; then we must be passionately concerned to get the answers right. 

For the truth of God’s Word is worth such attention, such devotion, such love. Amen.  

In Christ,  

Pastor Jeremy H. Mills                        


