
Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                           Vol.17. No.2 June 2019    www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Philosophy, Handmaid Of Theology?: A Critical Examination of the Relationship between… 297 

Philosophy, Handmaid Of Theology?:  

A Critical Examination of the Relationship between Philosophy and 

Theology 

By 

 

Ejeh Paulinus C., PhD 

Philosophy Unit, General Studies Division, 

 Enugu State University of Science and Technology, Nigeria 

paulinus.ejeh@esut.edu.ng 

 

Abstract 

This paper examines the relationship and the important part 

philosophy plays in theology. Theology depends to a large extent on 

the philosophy of the people. It looks at the concept of philosophy, the 

concept of theology and the implication of philosophy in the 

development of theology. It therefore proposes that philosophy and 

theology are twin brotherhood – one cannot exist in isolation; each 

enables the other, taken together it makes a whole word of sense. The 

paper equally noted that though philosophy may be regarded as the 

handmaid of theology, yet, being a handmaid does not imply that 

philosophy is inferior or simply a mere servant to theology. After all, 

the two need each other in order to serve humanity properly.  
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Introduction  

There has been an “age-old” debate among philosophers and theologians 

on the relationship between philosophy and theology, and most 

importantly, about their functions. Some say that without philosophy one 

cannot be a good theologian, in other words, philosophy is the handmaid 

of theology, while some say that theology does not need philosophy since 

they are like two poles apart. Some philosophers have even gone so far as 
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to condemn theology as nonsensical and meaningless on the ground that 

its claims or propositions are unempirical, that is, that theological 

statements are unverifiable.  

Consequently, the first impression of a novice in the field of theology 

or philosophy might be that there is no distinction between them other than 

that of preference. Although they occupy different departments in 

Universities, philosophers and theologians often deal with the same 

questions. They have similar methods of reasoning that they employ in 

their work. The only difference, from the perspective of the novice, would 

be that theologians have a preference for things that pertain to God and 

religion, and philosophers, though they may deal with these things as well, 

prefer to speak about things like logic and causality. 

     The difference between these fields, however, runs deeper than 

matters of preference. They are different in their very natures and, as such, 

their perspectives, methods, and conclusions are all affected. This 

difference is therefore of great import. Not only must each field, in order to 

properly attain its conclusions and formulate its arguments, have its own 

proper autonomy, but the relationship between them must also be properly 

understood so that they may benefit from one another.  

Thus, in view of the ongoing debate, I wish to write to elucidate and 

clarify certain misunderstood and misinterpreted notions between 

philosophy and theology. Hence, my aim in this essay is to examine the 

relationship between philosophy and theology and to show whether 

philosophy is the handmaid of theology or not. 

 

Meaning of Theology 

The word, theology (from the Greek theologia, meaning the science of God), 

is the study of God and his relation to the world. It indicates that God is the 

primary object of theology; creatures are the secondary objects of theology. 

Theology is therefore, concerned with them insofar as they are related to 

God. Sometimes theology is defined as faith seeking understanding: fides 

quaerus intellectum. In other words, it is man’s attempt to comprehend 
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better what God has revealed and man has accepted in faith. Theology can 

also be defined as the science of the faith. In this case, the word science 

means a systematized, organized body of knowledge (Gratcsh,1981) 

As a science, theology is both speculative and practical. It is 

speculative because it contemplates God and the things of God. This is 

especially true of dogmatic theology. It is practical because it directs human 

beings to God, their ultimate end. This is especially true of moral theology. 

Because theology is concerned with God as He has disclosed himself 

through revelation and because theology directs human beings to God who 

is their ultimate end, it is superior to all other sciences which are primarily 

concerned with creatures and more immediate ends. Theology uses the 

other sciences whenever this is helpful towards attaining its own objectives. 

Theology corrects the other sciences when these contradict theological 

teachings that are certain. But theology rightly revises its own mere 

opinions in the light of more certain evidence from the other sciences 

(Gratcsh, p. 20). Theology is the conscious effort of the Christian to establish 

the fact of revelation, to acquire knowledge of revelation by the methods of 

scholarship, to penetrate, clarify, and interpret, to make appropriate 

application of it to life, to discover created analogies useful for illustrating 

revealed mysteries, to arrange revealed truths in a systematic order, and to 

answer objections against the whole of revelation or against particular 

revealed truths (Gratcsh, p.17-18). 

There is a difference or distinction between natural theology and 

supernatural theology. Natural theology employs reason alone in its study 

of God; and it is a part of philosophy. Supernatural theology on the other 

hand employs both reason and revelation in its study of God. Theology in 

the strict sense is supernatural theology and this is what is meant when the 

word is used without qualification. 

Theology presupposes faith. Faith is an obedience by which a person 

entrusts himself freely to God, offering the full submission of intellect and 

will to God who reveals, and freely assenting to the truth revealed by Him. 

There was several ways in which theology can be done. For example, one 
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can “do” either positive or scholastic theology. Both types of theology rely 

upon reason and revealed; but positive theology examines the deposit of 

revelation that is scripture and tradition. In order to find out what God has 

actually disclosed about Himself. For this purpose, the theologian must call 

upon the science of hermeneutics to discover the meaning of the relevant 

texts. Scholastic (also called speculative) theology examines the truths of 

revelation in order to explain, develop, systematize them and defend them 

in the light of reason. For this purpose, the theologian often employed 

platonic or Aristotelian philosophy to this end; but today there is a tendency 

to make greater use of what are called existentialists philosophies. 

Obviously, both positive and scholastic theology are necessary and both are 

to be found in most theological writings (Gratcsh, p. 20). 

One important point to note here is that theology inevitably bears 

the mark of its time. It reflects the theologian’s secular knowledge, 

methodology, philosophy, historical situation, and terminology. For 

example, in the Hellenistic milieu of the fourth and fifth centuries 

theologians used platonic philosophy and Greek terms to elucidate the 

mysteries of Christianity. Several factors contributed to the progress of 

theology in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries: the discovery of 

Aristotelian philosophy, the systematization of the patristic heritage in the 

summae sententiarum, the rise of the universities and the foundation of the 

mendicant orders. The contribution of Abelard (1079-1142) to the progress 

of theology was his method of sic et Non by which he attempted to reconcile 

apparently contradictory excerpts from the scriptures and church fathers. 

Peter Lombard (c. 1100-60) on his own part wrote the four books of 

sentences which became the theological textbook of the schools. It is 

distinguished by its methodical orderliness, completeness, and wealth of 

quotations from the Greek and Latin fathers. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) is 

possibly the most influential theologian in the Catholic Church by reason 

of his Summa Theologiae and other writings.  He distinguished sharply 

between faith and reason. Act and potency, nature and supernatural. Also 

Bonaventure (1221-74) stressed the mystical illumination of the faithful by 
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God and the role of will and love (Gratcsh, p. 22-28). Today theology tends 

to be existentialist. It is especially concerned with the experience of human 

beings in the contemporary world. Theology recognizes the diversity of this 

experience according to time, place and culture. 

St. Augustine often said that true philosophy is one with true 

religion and true theology. Now, if philosophy is the love of wisdom, 

absolute wisdom is God himself; since God is known to us by faith, as 

professor Gilson rightly remarks, enables us to grasp the precise meaning 

of the famous aphorism credo intelligam, I believe in order to understand. 

According to Nedoncelle, Philosophy is not shut off from the believer’s 

deepest convictions; it inevitably translates them. He believed that since the 

opposite formula intelligo ut credam, I understand in order to believe, also 

has its truth: the previous use of the reason leads us towards the Word and 

disposes us to recognize it by faith. But the second maxim, he says, is not 

fully clear except in the light of the first (Nidoncelle, p. 40). 

The role of theology must normally involve the valid and fruitful 

task of rationally and systematically using the methods and resources of the 

intellect in accordance with the capacity thereof. According to St. Thomas, 

it is justifiable to classify theology as a science – or, more accurately, that 

“sacred doctrine” in its traditional meaning included the functions of a 

science in its broadest epistemological sense. For Chenu (p.28), reasoning, 

is a major operation in theology. 

 

Meaning of Philosophy 

Philosophy is a concept that has no uniformly agreed definition by all 

philosophers. In order words, there are many definitions of philosophy as 

there are many philosophers. The word philosophy is from the Greek word 

Sophia, which means “wisdom” and logos which means “love of”. Thus 

philosophy is literally defined as a love of wisdom. One definition of 

philosophy might be “a search for ultimate reality and an attempt to say 

what it is.”  This is a search in which theology clearly also has an interest 

(Omoregbe, 1993).  Philosophy can also be defined as a rational search for 
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answers to the questions that arise in the mind when we reflect on human 

experiences. As for philosophy is that which gives access to true reality. 

Which lies in a separate world of ideas or forms. For Plato, philosophy also 

helps one to a good way of life. As for Aristotle, philosophy is the 

investigation of the causes and principles of things. 

From the few definitions above, we can sum up that philosophy is a 

rational, critical, organized, and systematic discipline which seeks to 

provide solutions to the basic questions about the ultimate meaning of 

reality as a whole and human life in particular. Thus philosophy is a search, 

a continuous search for meaning, for intelligibility and for answers. It is a 

search that never ends, for by its very nature, philosophy is always on the 

way and never arrives at its destination. It is a continuous search for 

answers to questions, but it accepts no dogmatic answers – (this is one of 

the areas where philosophy and theology differ greatly). In philosophy no 

answer is definitive, for every answer is itself subject to criticism and turns 

out to be the basis for further questions. No answer can put an end to the 

philosophical inquiry, since every answer turns out to be a new question. 

In fact, the important thing in philosophy is not the answer but the 

question – the question is more important that the answer itself. The second 

key-point to point to note is that philosophy is a rational search; the 

philosophical inquiry is a purely rational inquiry. This means that 

philosophy excludes supernatural revelation which theology uphold. 

Hence it excludes dogmas and accepts no dogmatic answers that would put 

an end to any further questioning. The third point to note is that the 

questions asked in philosophy are not questions of a particular nature, but 

of a general nature. The fourth point is that philosophy arises from 

reflection on human experience, that is, man’s experience of his own being 

and of reality outside him (Omoregbe, 1993).  As for Bertand Russell, 

philosophy arises from an unusually obstinate attempt to arrive at real 

knowledge (Russell, 1979). Thus, having examined the meaning of 

philosophy as much as possible, let us now turn to the relationship between 

theology and philosophy. 
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Relationships between Philosophy and Theology 

In the first place, philosophy is needed in order that theology might be a 

science at all. This is because a science is a body of knowledge that has its 

own set of principles and, on the basis of these principles, derives further 

conclusions. This is true of mathematics, biology, engineering, and so forth 

– and it is also true of theology. Now, while the principles of the science of 

theology are not known by philosophical reasoning (they come by 

revelation), the further conclusions that flow from these principles are 

derived with its help. 

The principles of the science of theology are given in the articles of 

the Creed and in Sacred Scripture and they are known by us through faith, 

not through philosophical reasoning: you cannot, by unaided reason, 

conclude that the doctrine of the Trinity is true, for example. Nonetheless, 

from the starting point of these principles (received by faith) further 

conclusions can be drawn, and this is done by philosophical reasoning. For 

example, when St Paul says, “Now if Christ is preached as raised from the 

dead, how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?” 

(1 Cor 15:12) he is arguing from the principle of faith that Christ has risen 

from the dead to the conclusion of the general resurrection by mounting a 

kind of syllogism. 

Another example would be the conclusion that Christ has two 

intellects. This is not directly revealed to us. However, it is revealed that He 

is God and that He is man. After all, we say that we believe in “Jesus Christ 

His Only Son our Lord … Who was incarnate from the Virgin Mary.” 

Starting from these two revealed truths, we reason that, since both God and 

man are rational, and since Christ is God and man, he must have both a 

divine and a human intellect. 

In moral theology, the derivation of conclusions from revealed 

principles with the help of philosophical reasoning is very common indeed. 

For example, it is revealed to us that man has been created in the image of 

God (Gen 1:28). From this we can conclude that man is different from all 

the animals and, accordingly, one man cannot own another man (as he can 
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own an animal). This would lead to the conclusion that chattel-slavery is 

immoral. 

The second service that philosophy renders to theology is that it 

allows a deeper penetration into the truths that are already known by 

revelation (through faith). Take, for example, what the Creed says about the 

Father: “I believe in God the Father Almighty, Creator of Heaven and 

Earth.” Without some philosophical understanding of what is meant by the 

word “Creator” this whole sentence is basically meaningless. Creation is 

normally taken to mean that something comes to be out of nothing (ex 

nihilo). The philosophical concept of creation, therefore, aids us in making 

sense of revelation. 

Furthermore, it might be asked whether the Creed means to tell us 

that only the Father is the Creator and that the other Persons of the Trinity 

are not involved. Again, philosophy comes to our aid. Creation is an action 

on the part of God and all actions presuppose a certain nature capable of 

that action. For example, to think rationally (an action) presupposes a 

creature with a rational nature. This means that the divine act of creation is 

attributable to the divine nature (rather than to divine personhood). This 

leads to the conclusion that, since all three divine persons are of one nature, 

all three Persons are involved in creation. Philosophy, again, helps to solve 

the apparent problem. 

Another common way that philosophy aids theology and deepens 

our understanding of revealed truth is through the “analogy of faith”. This 

is when a truth known by revelation is compared with one that can be 

known by reason; the analogy allows for a clearer understanding of the 

fittingness of the revealed truth. Take, for instance, St Augustine’s use of a 

human being’s mental capacities as an analogy of the processions of the 

Divine Persons in the Trinity: just as the Son proceeds from the Father and 

the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son, a concept in the human mind 

is conceived (or born) in the intellect and from this breaks forth a movement 

of love in the will (Nidoncelle, p. 95). 
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The third way that philosophy comes to the service of theology is 

built upon the fact that truths known by sound philosophy and truths 

known by revelation alone cannot contradict each other. Truth is truth and 

(as is self-evident) something cannot be both true and false in the same 

respect and at the same time. Another way to reach this same conclusion is 

to note that God is the one source both of revealed truth and human reason. 

Two important consequences follow from this. First: a philosophical 

conclusion that is clearly contrary to revealed truth – such as that the 

universe had no beginning – cannot actually be a sound philosophical 

conclusion because it contradicts certain revelation. This helps to guide 

both the development of philosophical thinking as well as the thinking in 

natural science. Second: a theological position that is clearly contrary to a 

sound philosophical conclusion cannot be true, either. For example, if it was 

proved beyond any doubt that the universe was not created in six days then 

this would mean that an interpretation of Genesis to the contrary would be 

false. This would not mean that Scripture is in error, only that our 

interpretation of it was faulty. 

To pick (somewhat at random) another example of how sound 

philosophy acts as a corrective to unsound theology, we could imagine 

someone holding the opinion that bilocation (as experienced by some 

saints) implies the simultaneous location of a person (body and soul) in two 

places at once. This in untenable because the human body – like all 

corporeal things – fills space and is, by that, located in a single place. This 

means that we need to find another explanation of this supernatural 

phenomenon. 

The fourth invaluable service rendered by philosophy concerns the 

defense of the faith. Let us use, again, the example of the Trinity: that the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit are one God. We have already said that this 

truth is beyond the grasp of unaided human reason and that we come to it 

by way of revelation. What happens if an opponent of the faith objects to 

this dogma claiming that it is a contradiction because, as he understands it, 

the dogma claims that three equals one and, as any first grade student of 
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mathematics knows, three does not equal one, but three. “The philosophical 

concept of creation, that something comes to be out of nothing, aids us in 

making sense of revelation”. How does the defender of the faith respond to 

this? He turns to sound philosophy. With the aid of philosophy, he points 

out that the dogma of the Trinity says that three persons have one nature 

and then points out that person and nature are not the same reality, so there 

is no contradiction, at all. He would need, of course, to explain that the 

notion of person pertains to who is there, whereas the concept of nature 

pertains to what is there. 

However, it is important to note what exactly has been achieved in 

the defense of this particular dogma. Christians certainly have not 

demonstrated the Trinity because how exactly three persons can share the 

same numeric nature is not evident to us; we have no experience of 

anything like it. We have shown, however, that the objection is itself 

unsound and that the objector does not prove the Trinity to be a 

contradiction. Christians have rebutted the opponent’s objection to their 

position without proving their own position. Though still very helpful, the 

point should be clear: the objection raised by the opponent is defeated by 

philosophy and not by theology. Moreover – and this is of equal importance 

– the opponent is defeated by the application of what might be called “the 

perennial philosophy” because the categories employed are those of nature 

and hypostasis (person). These ideas were first developed by ancient Greek 

philosophers, then refined in dogmatic controversies of the early centuries 

of the Church, and subsequently taught systematically by the scholastics, 

especially St Thomas. It has to be said that this confluence of a certain school 

of philosophy with theology has been amazingly fruitful. So fruitful that, 

according to John Paul II, it points to the agency of Divine Providence: 

In engaging great cultures for the first time, the 

Church cannot abandon what she has gained 

from her inculturation in the world of Greco-

Latin thought. To reject this heritage would be 

to deny the providential plan of God who 
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guides his Church down the paths of time and 

history (JohnPaul II). 

 

Finally, it ought not to be thought that the utility of the perennial 

philosophy remains confined to the ivory tower of academia. For good or 

for bad, philosophical ideas beat a path down the corridor of history: They 

have practical consequences in the way people live their lives. For this 

reason, Leo XIII styled his great encyclical on the importance of the 

philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas as a social encyclical. He reminds us: 

Whoso turns his attention to the bitter strifes of these 

days and seeks a reason for the troubles that vex 

public and private life must come to the conclusion 

that a fruitful cause of the evils which now afflict, as 

well as those which threaten, us lies in this: that false 

conclusions concerning divine and human things, 

which originated in the schools of philosophy, have 

now crept into all the orders of the State, and have 

been accepted by the common consent of the masses 

(Aquinas, 1987). 

A better place to look for insight into the problem of the relationship 

between philosophy and theology is Pope John Paul II’s encyclical called 

“Faith and Reason”? The subject of this encyclical, the relationship between 

faith and reason, necessarily speaks about the relationship between the 

academic disciplines bound up with each: philosophy and theology. 

According to Pope John Paul II, philosophy is one resource among many 

generated by humankind in order to advance knowledge of truth. It is also 

directly concerned with asking the question of life’s meaning and with 

sketching an answer. Lastly, he calls it one of “the noblest human tasks,” 

which “shows that desire for truth is part of human nature itself.” 

Additionally, there are certain fundamentals of human thought which 

show themselves to be universal across time and space. For example, the 

principles of non-contradiction, finality and causality, and of the person as 
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a free and intelligent subject are shared by all. These indicate that, “beyond 

different schools of thought, there exists a body of knowledge which may 

be judged a kind of spiritual heritage of humanity. It is as if we had come 

upon an implicit philosophy…” in which all participate. 

     Briefly, in the beginning of this encyclical, John Paul II mentions the 

knowledge which belongs to the order of faith. This knowledge, he says, is 

higher than that which is proper to natural reason. These orders of 

knowledge are neither identical with nor mutually exclusive from one 

another. They differ with regard to their source and their object. The 

knowledge proper to reason has its source in sense experience and as its 

object those things which reason can derive from such experience. The 

knowledge proper to faith has its source in divine faith and its object is 

those things which God reveals to mankind which would not otherwise be 

known. There is, nevertheless, a “profound and indissoluble unity” 

between these orders of knowledge. 

     John Paul II goes on to discuss the thoughts of Saints Anselm and 

Aquinas on the subject of the relationship between faith and reason. 

According to Anselm, reason cannot pass judgment on matters of faith, 

since that is not its role. For Thomas, there is great harmony between faith 

and reason. Since both ultimately come from God, they cannot contradict 

one another. Furthermore, the relationship between them is analogous to 

that between grace and nature. As grace builds upon and perfects nature, 

so does faith does the same to reason. Despite this organic link between 

philosophy and theology, both of these men think that philosophy needs a 

certain autonomy within its field of research if it is to perform well. 

     In the sixth chapter of Fides et Ratio, John Paul II begins a discussion 

of the structure of theology. The Word of God is addressed to all people in 

all times and places. Since people are philosophers by nature, theology, “as 

a reflective and scientific elaboration of the understanding of God’s word 

in the light of faith,” must make use of philosophy in order to bring God’s 

word to people. According to John Paul II, theology is, “is structured as an 

understanding of faith in the light of a twofold methodological principle: 
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the auditus fidei and the intellectus fidei.” The first principle describes the way 

theology takes the content of revelation and makes it “its own.” The second 

involves the response of theology to “the demands of disciplined thought.” 

With regard to the auditus fidei, a theologian is called upon to explain the 

concepts contained within revelation. To do so, he must make use of the 

philosophical systems which gave rise to these concepts. Furthermore, in 

order to explain them, he must also make use of philosophies which will 

allow him to interact with his audience, for example, a knowledge of 

philosophy of language would be necessary. The intellectus fidei involves 

the systematization of the body of divine truths. This allows for theological 

truths to be coherently and intelligibly arranged so that they may be 

explained and defended via argument. Theology must build upon 

preexistent philosophical truths in order to articulate itself. Moral theology, 

for example, depends upon such philosophical concepts as human nature, 

conscience, society, freedom, responsibility, etc. 

     Moving on from here, John Paul II begins to discuss the different 

stances that philosophy can take in relation to theology. Firstly, there is 

philosophy which is wholly independent of revelation. It is autonomous 

and obeys the laws of reason alone as it explores the natural order. John 

Paul II believes that this autonomy of philosophy should be encouraged 

and respected. For one, it guarantees that the results attained are 

universally valid. Also, however, every philosophy which seeks the truth is 

at least implicitly open to the supernatural. Next, there is Christian 

philosophy. There is no official philosophy of the Church, but there is a 

Christian way of philosophizing. A Christian who philosophizes will first 

of all be affected subjectively. His faith will prevent him from making false 

presuppositions, for example. There will also be an objective effect on the 

content of the philosopher’s thought. That is, he will think about some 

things that reason never would have lead him to, such as the reality of sin. 

Such philosophers are not theologians because, although they deal with 

religious questions, they do not “to understand and expound the truths of 

faith on the basis of revelation.” They are, rather, working with a purely 
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rational method on their own philosophical terrain.   Thirdly, philosophy 

has a certain relationship to theology when it is called upon by the latter in 

order to demonstrate the intelligibility of its claims. In this role, philosophy 

is referred to as the ancilla theologiae, or, the handmaid of theology.  John 

Paul II thinks that this relationship is necessary for both sciences. Theology 

would suffer without philosophy’s ability to arrange and explain its data in 

a coherent fashion. Philosophy would suffer without theology’s ability to 

make clear the content of the Christian faith. Truth is one, and these 

disciplines can never be in opposition to one another. 

In view of the ongoing debate, philosophy and theology are two 

different disciplines, but then, they relate meaningfully to each other. 

Philosophy and theology in my own understanding, are like twins, having 

certain interests in common. Being twins, I see theology as the first of the 

twins while philosophy is the second. Being the first, theology has the 

birthright of knowing and explaining things (metaphysical things) as they 

are better and more than philosophy, since in view of their being twins, 

philosophy has become a brother to theology, who needs the help of 

theology to lead it across where it cannot extend itself to alone. On the other 

hand, being the first of the two, theology also needs the help of his brother 

– philosophy, to help it clarify certain issues, since both of them have certain 

autonomy in their respective fields. 

Thus, everyone needs to know some philosophy in order to 

understand the major doctrines of Christianity or to read a great theologian 

intelligently. Philosophical knowledge enables one to appreciate more 

deeply the meaning of virtually every major doctrinal formulation and 

every major theologian. For instance, knowledge of philosophy enables us 

to understand a particular theologian or doctrine. For instance, the 

knowledge of Aristotle’s Categories enables us to see how Gregory of Nyssa 

in writing on the Trinity rose above the philosophical conceptuality of his 

day. A person cannot recognize that achievement without the knowledge 

of Aristotle’s Categories.  
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Finally, there is an inherent relationship between philosophy and 

theology. Philosophy, as it was begun by the Greeks, has as its end the 

attainment of wisdom. Wisdom is knowledge of first principles and causes. 

The first principles and causes are divine. Therefore, theology is the end of 

successful philosophy.    The distinction that Aquinas makes between 

philosophical theology and Christian theology is what today distinguishes 

philosophy from theology. The distinction drawn beforehand, which 

suggested that theology was simply philosophy that dealt with divine 

things, would now be considered philosophy. Specifically, philosophy that 

deals with knowledge of first causes is called metaphysics. Philosophy 

belongs to the public realm and is based on axioms that any human person 

has access to by virtue of his reasoning ability. Theology is based on truths 

contained within divine revelation that are inaccessible to unaided human 

reason. These two disciplines, working as they do with their two kinds of 

truth, are nevertheless related. First, because philosophy leads to 

knowledge of God. Second, because this knowledge of God, attainable by 

natural reason, makes it reasonable to believe in the mysteries of the faith.  

 

Is Philosophy Handmaid of Theology?  

The maxim that philosophy should serve as the handmaiden of theology 

was frequently proclaimed by scholastic theologians in the Middle Ages. 

They expressed it in these terms: Philosophia theologiae ancilla. In his 

article  Philosophy, Handmaid of Theology? Maurice Nedoncelle responded to 

the issue whether philosophy is handmaid of theology or not. He noted that 

theologians and philosophers belong to two different races. He compared 

them to cats and dogs living under the same roof, but regards one another 

with affection. According to him, the Christian philosopher is afraid of the 

theologian since he feels that the theologian will not hesitate to force him to 

make incursions into his field, and that he will use philosophy for the 

benefit of his own enthusiasms. On the part of the theologian, says Maurice, 

he is not any happier with the philosopher’s approach (Nedoncelle). 
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But then, the question is; does theology need philosophy as 

handmaid? Is philosophy a slave; a maid-of-all-work? a housekeeper?  For 

Nedoncelle, the answer is yes, but I feel he is wrong. This is because, though 

theology needs philosophy, philosophy on the other hand is not a slave to 

theology. This, as Nedoncelle himself rightly pointed out is because 

philosophy has real autonomy. However, we must note that even as 

philosophy has real autonomy, it is still  dependent on faith to some extent. 

But then this dependency does not make philosophy a slave of theology or 

its handmaid.  

Nedoncelle explains this beautifully when he affirms that extreme 

dependent on faith would not in any way hinder, but would rather promote 

the autonomy. If depending on faith promotes the autonomy, why then 

should one (philosophy) be the handmaid or the slave of the other 

(theology)?  

In a bid to explain the relationship between philosophy and 

theology, Nedoncelle describes what takes place between the two – that the 

theologian asks the philosopher to play his trade and to speak up, but he 

asks him to speak after he, the theologian, has spoken. The theologian thus 

encourages the philosopher to be positive and effective (Nedoncelle). Thus, 

for Nedoncelle, philosophy is somewhat like his child; a living child of 

whom he can be proud of. But we need to note that theology does not 

always ask philosophy to speak up. In fact these days, philosophy has 

rather asked theology to speak up and justify most of its claims. This is why 

we have an aspect of philosophy called, Philosophy of Religion, in which 

philosophy critically studies the nature, scope, and assumptions of religion. 

It is pertinent to call to mind here that, the stranglehold of the 

theologian on philosophy is accentuated by pedagogy, for the teaching of 

theology demands the preliminary adoption of a widely accepted language 

and logic. This can be seen in the case of Luther who was obliged to re-

introduce philosophical teachings into the German universities. This is the 

more reason then, why the Catholic tradition calls for an underlying 

philosophy. The Catholic Church today and always needs students – 
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seminarians, priests who have been trained in scholastic philosophy: 

because a uniformed vocabulary is needed, an audience that will 

understand what one intends to say, e.g. they must know the meaning of 

essence, substance etc. Also because dogma must be based on firm 

convictions, e.g., the fact that there is a God, a soul, etc., must be established. 

If this be the case, philosophy should not be seen negatively as a handmaid 

of theology but rather as a co-worker (and a very important co-worker) in 

the field of human knowledge.  

As pointed out by Maurice Nedoncelle, there is a reciprocal osmosis, 

in use and even in specification between philosophy and theology. But 

then, this interpenetration or osmosis has some limitations. The theologian 

thinks in the vocative case; he inclines to prayer; in any event, he thinks in 

the current historical perception; revelation is event, and the dominant 

event is the coming of Christ. Philosophy on the other hand, is not 

concerned with proper names, and it takes a slanted view of events. It 

examines ideas, and abstracts them from facts and/or persons. This is the 

reason why the two specialists will never have difficulties in coming to a 

mutual understanding, although they will never cease to have the need of 

mutual consultation. 

 Furthermore, according to Thomas Aquinas in his book, Faith, Reason 

and Theology, there are specific differences between philosophy and 

theology, between reason and faith. According to him, philosophy begins 

with the natural light of reason or the immediate objects of sense 

experiences and reasons upwards to more general conceptions until, as in 

Aristotle’s case, the mind fastens upon the highest principles or first caused 

being, ending in the conception of God. Theology, on the other hand, begins 

with faith in God and interprets all things as creatures of God. There is here, 

a basic difference in method, since the philosopher draws his conclusions 

from his rational description of the senses of things, whereas the theologian 

rests the demonstration of his conclusions upon the authority of revealed 

knowledge (Aquinas, 1987). 
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 However, despite the differences between philosophy and theology, 

Aquinas contends that they do not contradict each other (as some people 

think), rather they are related like the gifts of nature and grace. Grace, 

Aquinas says, does not destroy nature but perfects it. Similarly, the light of 

faith does not do away with the light of reason, but it reveals truth beyond 

the reach of reason itself. However, not everything philosophy discusses is 

significant for man’s religious end. Theology deals with what man needs to 

know for his salvation, and to ensure this knowledge, it was made available 

through revelation. Some of the truths of revelation could not be discovered 

by natural reason, whereas other elements of revealed truth could be 

known by reason alone but were revealed to ensure their being known. For 

this reason, Aquinas teaches that there is some overlapping between 

philosophy and theology. For the most part, however, philosophy and 

theology are two separate and independent disciplines. Wherever reason is 

capable of knowing something, faith strictly speaking, is necessary, and 

what faith uniquely knows through revelation cannot be known by natural 

reason alone. Both philosophy and theology deal with God, but the 

philosopher can only infer that God exists and cannot by reflecting upon 

the objects of sensation understand God’s essential nature. There is, 

nevertheless, a coalescence of the object of philosophy and theology since 

they are both concerned with truth (Aquinas, 1987). 

 Reason, for its part, can come to the aid of faith in various ways. For 

example, it can establish certain preambles of faith, such as the existence 

and unity of God, and it can prove many truths about creatures which faith 

presupposes. Reason can also use philosophy to refute doctrines contrary 

to the faith, by showing either that they are completely in error or at least 

that they have not been demonstratively proven. Philosophy can also throw 

light on the contents of faith by bringing analogies to bear upon them, as St. 

Augustine did when he drew many analogies from philosophy to throw 

light on the Trinity. 

 Philosophy as a discipline is not bad in itself. This is because 

philosophy is concerned with human existence and experiences. It 
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examines and tries to understand and interpret some natural phenomena 

as it affects human experiences or human beings. As a rational, critical, 

systematic and organized discipline, philosophy questions everything in 

search of truth. Its questioning begins with wonder and awe and proceeds 

to analysis. It tries to provide answers to so many human “whats”, “ whys”, 

and “hows”. In other words, philosophy tries to provide answers to the 

fundamental questions or the basic questions that confront man in his 

universe. 

 Thus, in its activities, philosophy as a discipline is not bad; rather it 

is its application by some philosophers that may be bad. For instance, some 

group of philosophers called the Logical Positivists, carry philosophical 

investigations too far. In their attempt to ascertain the truth, they scrutinize 

and subject every proposition to critical analysis. This method was 

extended also to the articles of faith in which they applied the principles of 

verification: principles which hold as meaningless and nonsensical any 

statement, proposition, or claims that cannot be verified (non-verifiable 

statements, propositions or claims). What this means according to the 

positivists is that if a proposition or statement cannot be verified to be either 

true or false, that statement or proposition is meaningless. Hence, they 

claim that statements such as “God is love,” “God exists,” and the like are 

meaningless and nonsensical since they cannot be verified to be either true 

or false. But the claims of the positivists have been proved to be wrong, for 

if we are to apply their principle of verification on their own principle – that 

very statement or proposition that cannot be verified should be rejected, we 

find out that their own proposition cannot be verified, for how can one 

verify the statement: “Every statement that is unverifiable is meaningless 

or nonsensical”? 

  

Conclusion 

As we have seen, philosophy is not bad in itself, but in the application of its 

principles by some misguided individuals or philosophers. For this reason, 

philosophy should not be regarded as a mere handmaiden of theology, 
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because philosophy rather throws more light to the articles of the Christian 

beliefs. This is why theology is sometimes defined as faith seeking 

understanding (theology seeking the knowledge of or assistance of 

philosophy). Philosophy has been and I hope will continue to be of a greater 

help and service to theology in trying to articulate, elucidate, clarify and 

introduce a deeper understanding of some of the crucial issues of our belief. 

 We must note that “handmaid” or “handmaiden” is one of those 

tricky terms. Used sneeringly, it implies inferiority at best, slavishness at 

worst: “Philosophy is just a handmaiden.” It is like arithmetic, a tool. It is 

valuable, but only in an instrumental way. However, when used in a 

kinder, gentler way, the term “handmaiden” implies a privileged 

relationship: Philosophy is not a waste of time for Catholics or theologians. 

No, philosophy is the executive assistant, the ‘right-hand man’ of theology. 

Without philosophy, theologians would be reduced to a bunch of drooling, 

snake-handling morons. Anyway, philosophy is an invaluable aid to my 

own appropriation of difficult religious concepts. It doesn’t interfere with 

my faith, but helps me to understand it a bit more.  
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