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Who are we? What is the AMA? Let me 
draw some comparisons, as a way into a 
definition. !
The APA is an organization of  the 
profession to which no doubt the 
majority of  AMA members belong. It 
can and sometimes does provide 
occasions for professional interchanges, 
especially in its smaller, regional, sessions. 
But had the APA been much interested 
in the practice of  philosophy in the 
Catholic tradition, there would have 
been little need for the ACPA. This 
organization is rightly an important one 
for many AMA members. Yet, as both 
various philosophy departments at 
Catholic universities and as some past 
history attest, it is possible (perhaps for 
legitimate or at least understandable 
reasons) for the ACPA’s interest in, and 
dedication to, Thomistic philosophy 
sometimes to wane. By contrast, the 
“Thomistic sessions” at the Congress of  
Medieval Studies (in Kalamazoo) will 
surely remain centered on the thought of  
Aquinas. Yet, as is true of  the many 
members from PIMS who frequent such 
sessions, their focus is upon Thomas in 
his time. As much as Thomas’s 
commentaries on Aristotle remind us 
that living thought must be firmly 
grounded in the just retrieval of  its 

historical sources, Thomas is chiefly 
significant as one who spoke in his own 
voice to concerns of  his own day (and 
thus his own syntheses and disputed 
questions are more important than his 
Aristotelian commentaries). This is what 
Jacques Maritain stood for: a living 
Thomism, one as centered on Thomas’s 
thought as his was on Aristotle’s (and on 
that of  an Augustine, Dionysius, 
Boethius, or Proclus), but one as alive to 
the problems and difficulties of  his era as 
Thomas was to his own. Furthermore, 
just as Thomas was a poet who wrote 
texts for the liturgy of  Corpus Christi, 
and who responded to inquiries by 
political leaders of  his day, so Maritain’s 
Thomism sought to respond to the 
cultural, social, and scientific problems 
of  his own. !
Maritain’s commitments define the 
essence of  what the AMA ever has been 
and is. It is committed to a living 
Thomism. “Woe to me if  I do not 
Thomisticize!” Maritain’s cry is our own. 
An AMA that failed to be centered upon 
Thomism would be an AMA that had 
betrayed itself. Unlike the ACPA, then, 
by rights the AMA can never lose its 
focus upon Thomistic philosophy. Yet, 
truth to tell, Maritain was not much 
interested in “academic” philosophy, the 

discourse of  “the professors.” He wanted 
Thomistic philosophy to be alive in “the 
markeplace of  ideas” or the intellectual 
culture of  his day; he wanted it to debate 
key issues in the “public square.” And he 
sought out artists of  his day and was 
deeply involved—through manifestos, 
speeches, radio broadcasts, and timely 
essays—in the political maelstrom of  his 
time. He and Raïssa sought to make their 
home a place of  intellectual conversation 
and friendly gathering. Indeed, Jacques 
had a genius for friendship and he has 
watched over our association, helping it 
not only to be a place of  intellectual 
interchange open to cultural interests 
wider than academic philosophy, but also 
to be a meeting of  friends. !
The AMA should be a place where the 
best of  Thomistic thought will be found, 
and where any young philosopher 
desirous of  deepening his Thomism can 
expect to find a place to develop. With 
our books now being subject to peer 
review and coming out within two years 
of  their conference, we should aspire to 
produce ever deeper and finer work in 
Thomism. Yet we by rights should always 
and also remain a gathering of  friends 
and a place where our conversation is 
wider than academic philosophy or the 
latest names in the field (whom we 
should discuss!), and reaches out to 
matters of  theology, the arts and 
sciences, and to the social and political 
realities of  today. The AMA has ever 
been the above combination. We need 
only deepen and perfect what we now 
are. +
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When I began reading the works of  T.S. Eliot 
and Jacques Maritain, years ago, I sensed 
almost immediately that I was in the presence 
of  greatness. My jaw dropped in awe and 
incomprehension as I puzzled through the 
closing lines of  Eliot’s The Waste Land, and 
what little learning I had accumulated until 
then was reordered and enriched when I 
plunged into Maritain’s Art and Scholasticism 
and The Degrees of  Knowledge. These were 
authors of  paramount importance in my 
intellectual maturation. They have since 
become alternately the direct object of  my 
scholarship or its guiding presences. !
Naturally, like many admirers of  Eliot and 
Maritain, I wish to share their achievement 
with my students. But, as we all know, their 
work is sufficiently complex and challenging 
that teaching can become a fearful 
undertaking. In this space, I would like to 
share how I have managed to pull off  such an 
inauspicious enterprise, in hopes that it might 
serve as one example for other scholars 
wishing to impart the wisdom of  Eliot or 
Maritain to students who, increasingly, have 
little patience for careful reading, and who are 
more often than not ill equipped with either 
the rich cultural literacy or practice at 
disciplined thinking that the works of  both 
authors require. !
First, some background. For the last five 
years, I have served on the faculty of  an 
interdisciplinary Humanities department 
whose foundational principles are those of  
Pope John Paul II’s Christian humanism. As 
Blessed John Paul did in his life and works, 
our curriculum seeks to confront the Culture 
of  Death, that constellation of  what might be 
called anti-humanist and post-humanist 
ideologies, with the full breadth of  the 
Church’s wisdom, the complete hierarchy of  
the liberal arts, and the long memory that is 
the treasure house of  western culture. Our 
courses identify those central questions every 
human being must answer if  he is to know 
himself  and to flourish; they consider the 
obstacles to answering such questions 
satisfactorily that contemporary assumptions 
often present; and, drawing on the resources I 
have just mentioned, they guide students on 
the path to becoming, in the words of  
Maritain and John Paul II alike, ever more 
fully human. !
As one may imagine, such a project is not 
without its challenges. Ordering a course 
around central questions rather than around 
the methods and practices of  a particular 
discipline means we cannot rely on the 
students in our classroom already to share a 
narrow but coherent set of  ideas, though 
those students who major in our department 
do at least share in a canon of  major books. 
Further, the capacity of  a single semester 

course threatens to burst, when one seeks not 
only to introduce students to a particular set 
of  venerable but difficult authors, but also to 
fit the works of  those authors into a larger 
story about the pathos and crises of  our 
present age and how these things might be 
overcome. !
These are not difficulties unique to my 
department, though I suspect that my 
colleagues and I have to face them with 
greater frequency than we would were we 
teaching in one of  the traditional university 
disciplines. I became particularly conscious of  
them when I first proposed teaching a 
seminar on Eliot and Maritain, tentatively 
titled The Return to the Real. Related problems 
quickly reared their heads. Both writers had 
been public intellectuals of  immense 
influence in their day and had produced 
works of  monumental importance, and yet 
those works required familiarity with two 
historical contexts if  their significance was to 
be appreciated.  !
Eliot’s foremost concern 
was to awaken himself  

and his readers from the 
“after-dinner sleep” of  

modern materialism and 
optimism to the 

ontological depths, where 
the ordering love of  God 

lay in waiting. 
!
They both write with a firm knowledge of  the 
history of  philosophy, theology, art, and 
literature, and tend to assume their readers 
possess a similar competence; further, for all 
their universality and perceptivity, the works 
of  both authors originated in, and are 
couched as responses to, challenges of  a very 
peculiar milieu, that of  Interwar Europe. 
With my students likely to lack either this 
broad intellectual or more narrow historical 
literacy, it would seem daunting to make the 
importance of  Eliot and Maritain’s works 
stand out. !
In the case of  Maritain, a further challenge 
became evident. His books were often path- 
breaking, but, as Alasdair MacIntyre recently 
reminded us regarding The Degrees of  
Knowledge, it “says a first rather than a last 
word for Thomists. Its principal achievement 
lies not so much in its own arguments and 
theses . . . as in its project of  providing, within 
a framework constructed from materials 
provided by Aquinas . . . a program for 
philosophical enquiry” (God, Philosophy, 

Universities 156-7). One might say the same for 
nearly all Maritain’s books. How, then, could 
I teach them as great books in themselves, 
when, in fact, I knew there to be more recent, 
often more definitive, treatments of  the 
subjects that might, moreover, address 
contemporary objections to Maritain’s ideas 
that the man himself  could not have 
anticipated much less answered? !
My provisional solution was to give the course 
a kind of  two-tiered order and to make that 
order explicit from day one. Above all, the 
course would be a mostly chronological study 
of  some of  the major works of  Eliot and 
Maritain, beginning with Eliot’s early poems 
and essays, and Maritain’s Art and Scholasticism 
and the Frontiers of  Poetry, and proceeding 
through the political writings (broadly 
conceived) of  both men, before concluding 
with their great works on metaphysics and 
mysticism: Degrees of  Knowledge and Four 
Quartets . However, this chronological 
procedure would be overlaid by a conceptual 
one. !
The course’s title, The Return to the Real, 
derived from important passages in both 
men’s work. Maritain, in Réflexions sur 
l’intelligence, had famously declared that the 
artists and intellectuals of  his age were 
committed to the “Retour au réel et à absolu, par 
les voies de l’intellgience, pour la primauté de 
l’esprit” (O 3.363). Not incidentally, Maritain 
would later revise the pages where this phrase 
appears to include Eliot as the foremost 
exemplar of  this return to the real. And so he 
was. From The Waste Land’s despairing 
reference to the modern world as an “Unreal 
city,” to the lamentation of  Murder in the 
Cathedral that “man passes / From unreality to 
unreality,” and on to Bur nt Norton’s 
Augustinian meditation on time as a shelter 
from the unbearable light of  the Eternal 
Word—“human kind / Cannot bear very 
much reality”—Eliot’s foremost concern was 
to awaken himself  and his readers from the 
“after-dinner sleep” of  modern materialism 
and optimism to the ontological depths, 
where the ordering love of  God lay in 
waiting. I would structure the course to enact 
just such a return to the real, that is, to a true 
conception of  being—to a renewed vision of  
it in terms of  its transcendental properties, 
Unity, Beauty, Goodness, and Truth. !
Each property serves as a unit in the course. 
On the first day of  class, I project short 
passages from Marx, Kant, I.A. Richards, 
Hobbes, Darwin, and Nietzsche. After 
reading each passage aloud, I ask the students 
to consider what would seem to count as real 
for each author to say what he does in the 
passage. By the end of  the exercise, they have 
seen that the more prominent figures of  the 
last few centuries set about denying the 

Teaching Maritain in an Age of  Unreality 
James Matthew Wilson, Villanova University
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ontological reality of  the transcendental 
properties. Only matter counts in our day. I 
then walk them through the consequences of  
t h i s : w i t h r e a l i t y a “ ch e a t a n d a 
disappointment” (Eliot’s words), modern 
Europe had sought solace in romantic love, 
and, when that proved flimsy, the love of  
nation, empire, and power. That love ended 
in the trenches of  the Great War. Were we, 
then, to believe in nothing? Possibly. But Eliot 
and Maritain had a better answer. !
In Unity, we consider Eliot’s early writings: 
his despair of  academic philosophy as a 
sterile avenue to either the realm of  value or 
reality: only science and art bring one to the 
presence of  these things. And so, no scientist 
himself, Eliot took up poetry (and banking) in 
hopes of  living a life of  pure value, indifferent 
to the reality that science alone was 
competent to explain. After a study of  Iredell 
Jenkins’ great essay, “The Postulate of  an 
Impoverished Reality,” which systematically 
details how modern thought had succeeded in 
convincing mankind that reality consisted of  
mere matter and motion, we turn to Eliot’s 
poems and essays that, despite perhaps Eliot’s 
intentions, reveal more than art “should.” 
The poetry of  pure value seems to tell us 
something about reality. About the real 
frustrations of  human experience, about the 
pathos of  the inability to believe anything 
matters—yes, that—but also that, by way of  
the discovery of  “value,” or rather, 
signification, one comes to see that matter 
and history have an orderliness to them, an 
intelligibility. The Waste Land begins in a world 
of  pure matter, where nothing can be 
connected with nothing, but by way of  
digging down into that matter, Eliot uncovers 
a mythical structure, an order, a sense that all 
things are connected beneath superficial 
anarchy. Things cannot be separated from 
their meanings, reality is one with value: 
things are what they are, they have unity. !
We then turn to Pseudo-Dionysius, Divine 
Names IV, where we discover that the name for 
the significant order of  all things, including all 
history, is Beauty. We then read Maritain’s 
great book on the subject, before considering 
Eliot’s conversion to Anglo-Catholicism, and 
the problems he faced in becoming a poet of  
Christian experience in an age of  unbelief. In 
both these units, the students listen to Satie 
and Stravinsky, and examine the paintings 
Maritain mentions in his writings, in order to 
see how various was the effort to get beyond a 
crude materialist “realism” to, as it were, a 
reality with ontological depth. In the unit on 
Beauty, the students also receive a guided 
orientation in hylomorphic metaphysics so 
that they know what it means to refer to a 
transcendental property of  being and, so, can 
see the logic Maritain pursues in his claim 
that the claritas of  a beautiful created things in 
fact participates in Beauty itself. We see God, 
under this guise, but not as he is in himself, 
and so art’s beauty is asymptotic; the anguish of  
Eliot’s poetry is justly coupled with its visions 

of  order that in themselves promise peace. 
We have thus to move beyond beauty. !
In turning to the Good, we read Eliot as the 
great critic of  liberal democracy, that regime 
committed to avoiding at a l l cos t s 
confrontation with such questions as, What is 
the purpose of  human life? Or, What does it 
mean to be human? As a playwright, he was 
also the last century’s only great artist of  the 
common good. Murder in the Cathedral, as is the 
case with all his plays, teaches us that politics 
is the communal terrain on which we seek 
God as our Good. We then survey Aquinas’s 
account of  the human good, and the nature 
of  the Good per se. Maritain’s The Person and 
the Common Good, brief  and obscurely argued 
though it is, completes this vision in terms of  
politics. It seems instantly to sway my students 
that the one test of  any political regime is 
whether it makes possible the pilgrimage of  
man the rational animal to his destiny, the 
contemplation of  God. Any regime that does 
not imprisons man as a material individual, 
denying his personhood, and closes him off  
from reality. !
By the time we arrive at Truth, we are in need 
of  a more systematic understanding of  what 
words like being and intellect mean, for 
without a convincing account of  them, the 
claims of  the previous units will crumble. We 
read “The Majesty and Poverty of  
Metaphysics” to establish man’s intellectual 
orientation to being, selections from “Critical 
Realism” to survey Maritain’s ontology of  
knowledge, and then turn to the limits of  
metaphysical knowledge and the beginnings 
of  infused contemplation in mystical 
experience. These readings are short, and 
even so, a fanciful dialogue I composed 
between Maritain and Kant is required for 
the students fully to grasp the difference 
between impoverished and satisfactory 
accounts of  truth. !
Maritain presents mystical experience as the 
fulfillment of  man’s desire to know, and so it 
is. Truth, Goodness, and Beauty are but 
pseudonyms for the God every particle of  our 
being seeks. Maritain is never more 
compelling than when he describes the pangs 
of  reason’s hunger for this reality. But, in 
closing with Eliot’s Four Quartets, we find that 
human reason must be preceded by grace. 
Faith reveals the meaning of  things in time, 
of  experience, to us—and time itself. Only 
then can human understanding arrive at that 
divine meaning. Are Eliot and Maritain in 
agreement on this point? I do not think so, 
but some of  my best students have argued the 
contrary in their final essays for the course. 
And with this I would conclude: difficult 
though these works are, when presented with 
a particular care and sense of  urgency, they 
engross the students—so much so that several 
of  my students have advanced my own 
understanding about them. + 

!

News and Events 
!

* New AMA Website * 
Please visit the AMA’s new website: 
www.maritainassociation.wordpress.com 

* New AMA Website*  
!
New AMA Books from CUA Press 

• Distinctions of  Being: Philosophical 
Approaches to Reality, edited by 
Nikolaj Zunic, June, 2013 !

• Love and Friendship: Maritain and the 
Tradition, edited by Montague 
Brown, August, 2013 !

• Aquinas & Maritain on Evil: Mystery 
and Metaphysics, edited by James G. 
Hanink, October, 2013 !

• Human Nature, Contemplation, and the 
Political Order: Essays Inspired by 
Jacques Maritain's Scholasticism and 
Politics, edited by Peter Koritansky, 
expected in January, 2014 !

• Redeeming Philosophy: From 
Metaphysics to Aesthetics, edited by 
John J. Conley, SJ, expected by 
March, 2014 

!
Notebook Columns 

We’re looking for Advice for 
Thomists columnists as well as Book 
Reviews. Contact the editor with 
your suggestions! 
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CONFERENCE TIMES & VENUE 
The 2014 conference will open late 
Thursday afternoon, February 26th, and will 
close with its awards banquet on Saturday 
night, March 1. Complete schedule details 
will be available in the beginning of  
February. Opening Mass and all Thursday 
and Friday conference sessions, including 
the evening receptions, will by at the 
Biltmore Hotel in Providence, Rhode 
Island. The Saturday sessions, the closing 
Mass, the final reception, and the awards 
banquet will by held on the campus of  
Providence College. !
CONFERENCE REGISTRATION  
$125. This price includes the conference 
registration and all meeting materials, all 
daily refreshments, Thursday and Friday 
night receptions, transportation to and from 
Providence College, and Saturday lunch on 
campus. (The cost of  tickets for the 
Saturday night banquet is an additional 
$50/person.) To register, go to the Notre 
Dame Conference Center website:	  https://
notredame-web.ungerboeck.com/coe/
coe_p1_all.aspx?oc=10&cc=ALLREG, 
scroll down to the American Maritain 
Association and click to “register online.”  !

PLENARY SESSION SPEAKERS 
• Sr. Prudence Allen, R.S.M., Professor 

at St. John Vianney Seminar (Denver, 
Colorado) 

• Jane Doering, Emerita Professor of  the 
University of  Notre Dame (Notre Dame, 
Indiana) 

• David Bentley Hart, Independent 
Scholar & Author (Atheist Delusions; The 
Experience of  God) 

• Michael R. Kelly, Professor at the 
University of  San Diego (San Diego, 
California) 

• Brenna Moore, Professor at Fordham 
Univeristy (New York, New York) 

• Fr. James Schall, Emeritus Professor of  
Georgetown University (Washington, 
D.C.) 

• Monsignor John F. Wippel, Professor 
at The Catholic University of  America 
(Washington, D.C.) 

!

HOTEL 
Special AMA discount room rates for 
Thursday-Saturday (February 26-March 1) 
at the beautiful and historic Providence 
Biltmore Hotel: $119 a night (or $129 for a 
suite). For phone reservations, call Jackie 
Ramos at the Biltmore (401) 455-3056 or 
call toll free at (800) 294-7709. You may 
r e g i s t e r o n l i n e a t 
www.providencebiltmore.com or you may 
do so from the AMA website presently 
b e i n g c o n s t r u c t e d a t 
www.maritainassociation.wordpress.com. (If  
you know you will be coming, do register 
now. It will help us reserve more of  the 
room type that may be needed.) (NB!:  the 
hotel price just quoted is good up 
until February 6, 2014, but not after 
that date.) !
TRANSPORTATION 
Freeways link Providence to Boston, all of  
New England, New York, and points south. 
Most airlines serve T.F. Green Airport 
(PVD): 4 million passengers annually use it. 

THE 37TH ANNUAL INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 
Thursday-Saturday, February 26-March 1, 2014 

THE YOUNG JACQUES: BERGSON, RAÏSSA, AND FRIENDS 

You may register for the 
conference and reserve a hotel 
room at the new AMA website: 

www.maritainassociation.wordpress.com
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