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Introduction

Immersing Students in the 
Richness of Great Catholic Writings

The Vision

The Catholic Worldview

Catholics possess a unique way of looking at and living in the world.
Catholics do not run away from art, literature, film, and food. They embrace
these things. They explore them and linger with them. Catholics do so with
the particular optimism that in this exploring and lingering, they will find
God and ways of living in relationship with him and others. This is the aim
of Great Catholic Writings: Thought, Literature, Spirituality, Social Action.

Twenty-eight writing selections have been assembled to introduce stu-
dents to some of the seminal writings from the Catholic Tradition: Thomas
Aquinas’s “The Five Ways,” The Cloud of Unknowing, and Pensées (Pascal’s
Wager). Others are not as well known, but they were chosen because they
demonstrate the uniqueness of the Catholic sensibility. Short stories such as
“God’s Breath,” “The Old Sailor,” and “The Beginnings of a Sin” may not be
as familiar, but they are laced with the unique Catholic way of living in the
world.

The writings were chosen from four different genres—thought, literature,
spirituality, and social action. The book is intended for use throughout the
four years of high school. It provides different ways of teaching subjects the
students may be all too familiar with. The writings can be used to teach
about the Eucharist in a different way or in a more in-depth manner. Fresh-
men may find fresh insights into the nature of the Church. Seniors may find
a depth of thought about the nature of God. Throughout the four years and
across the religion curriculum and into other curriculums, these writings can
illuminate the meaning of learning in a Catholic environment and living as a
Catholic in the world.

Thought

Saint Irenaus of Lyon has traditionally been called the first Catholic theolo-
gian. When he began writing in the early second century AD, he began a
method of theological reflection and depth of thought that has sustained the
Catholic Church throughout the past millennia. He grappled with many
questions: Who is God? Who and what are humans? How can humans live
in relationship with God and one another? Other thinkers grapple with these
questions. The seven writings of thought in Great Catholic Writings explore
these questions. In many cases, they emerge in the high school years. Intro-
ducing these writings to high school students will help them as they ques-
tion. Someone said that the opposite of faith is not doubt but rather

7
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certainty. These writings provide the Church’s exploration of ultimate ques-
tions and help shape the students’ questioning as they seek to be in relation-
ship with God.

Literature

Humans convey their history through stories and myths. The power of story
contains the power of culture. In the seven pieces of fictional literature con-
tained in Great Catholic Writings, students find stories and myths that contain
the wonder of life. Although the writings in the section on thought face
questions head on, the stories in the literature section take a different ap-
proach. They provide ways of accessing the mystery of life that some stu-
dents would not access through more straightforward approaches. God is a
God of surprise. These stories are sometimes comforting, sometimes disturb-
ing, and sometimes humorous, but they all contain the mystery of life.

Spirituality

God is here and with us now. He is immanent. God is also completely other
and unlike us. God is transcendent. Spirituality seeks to recognize and live
in God’s presence here and now. It also seeks the face of the one who is com-
pletely other. Spirituality is earthy and practical. It is also heavenly and mys-
tical. The writings in this section seek, without hesitation, to introduce stu-
dents to mysticism. God desires to touch the human heart and lift it to
heights of intimacy that the pen feebly tries to describe. Frankly, students
need to know about mystical experiences. Nonetheless, an authentic spiritu-
ality is not about a change in prayer. It is about a change of life, a change in
relationships. Living with an annoying person, living in a hurt-filled world,
living in the midst of pain: these are areas the spiritual writings address.

Social Action

The Kingdom of God is here, but it is not yet here. Christians have seen the
eschatological vision of God’s Reign and cannot contain their enthusiasm for
it. In their enthusiasm, they seek to bring all people into that Reign. Some-
times their proclamation about the Reign goes against the grain of the estab-
lishment, manifesting itself in social action. Catholic social activists see
oppression, poverty, and inequality as affronts to, and even mockeries of,
God’s Reign. Frankly, these mockeries cannot be tolerated. The writings of
social action provide both a vision of God’s Reign and a confrontation of
structures opposed to that vision. Many of the ideas in the writings strongly
challenge middle-class America. That is their purpose. These writings pro-
vide a catholic—that is, a universal—view of unity, peace, and justice that is
vital for Catholic education.

8 •  Great Catholic Writings
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The Teaching Manual’s Structure

Introduction

The first part of each chapter of this Teaching Manual for Great Catholic
Writings contains an introduction with suggestions for grade levels, related
courses, and particular themes. Also suggested are ways to introduce the
texts from Great Catholic Writings to the students and help them get the most
out of their reading. You also will find the review questions from the student
book and their corresponding answers.

This teaching manual is by no means an exhaustive aid in teaching the
writings in the student book. As a teacher, you may wish to explore a differ-
ent avenue. The writings in the student book can be thought of as a river
delta with a main channel and many tributaries or avenues. This manual
names some of these avenues. Please feel free to create your own discussion
guides and activities that explore one of the tributaries or avenues.

Activities

Each chapter of this manual contains activities designed to encourage stu-
dents to interact with one another as they explore the lessons contained in
the writings.

Angles

The angles in this teaching manual are designed to let the class meander or
linger in each writing. The angles are guides for discussing and exploring a
particular theme or element in the writing. Although the activities serve as a
launching point from the writings, the angles are an entry point into them. In
lingering with and exploring the writing, students are encouraged to make
connections to the Scriptures and other parts of the Catholic Tradition. These
angles serve as paths of discovery for the students rather than as maps to a
particular destination.

Trajectories: Further Lines of Study

Themes contained in these writings permeate other works of art. Some of the
trajectories in this teaching manual take you to films to further explore ideas
contained in the writings. Other trajectories provide resources for further
study in poetry, thought, and writing. The wisdom of these writings is eter-
nal truths, and truth shows up everywhere. These trajectories provide sever-
al ways of demonstrating the presence of these truths elsewhere and places
to learn further about these truths.

Come and See

Some of these writings are challenging in both language and content. High
school students are worth it. Shakespeare is challenging in both language

Introduction    •  9

51071-Great Catholics TM Pgs  2/22/06  10:59 AM  Page 9



and content. High school students are worth it. Living as a disciple of Jesus
is challenging in both language and content. High school students are worth
it.

In John’s Gospel, when a rabbi questioned Jesus about where he was
staying, Jesus simply responded, “Come and see” (John 1:39). Take your stu-
dents by the hand. Come and see. Come and explore these great Catholic
writings.

10 •  Great Catholic Writings
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Great Catholic Thought: Reading 1

“The Five Ways”

Saint Thomas Aquinas

Introduction

How to Use This Selection

• appropriate for seniors and advanced students equipped to deal with
higher-level concepts and language

• related courses: philosophy, apologetics, or natural sciences
• themes: humanity’s origin, humanity’s destiny, intelligent design, and the

nature of God

Introducing the Text

Students need to know about the personal holiness of Saint Thomas
Aquinas. Stress that Aquinas was both a theologian and a mystic. He be-
lieved the human intellect can and should be used to experience the pres-
ence of God. Aquinas believed that by reflecting and reasoning in a prayer-
ful spirit about divine things, the human mind could grasp and be “drawn
up” into the Divine Mind. Human reason, elevated by grace, could see and
understand truths revealed by God in a way that a mind unaided by grace
could not.

Accordingly, Aquinas referred to these rational approaches to God’s exis-
tence not as proofs, but as paths or ways to God. In a proper spirit, and
when employed creatively and clearly, human rationality could experience
the profound mystery that is the Triune God.

Certainly, students should be aware of the difficulty inherent in reading
any selection from Scholastic theology. This reading contains many technical
philosophical terms that handout 1, “The Language of Scholastic Theology,”
helps explain. Yet more important than a prepared vocabulary, students
should encounter the text prayerfully and open to such logical reflection
about God.

Review Questions

1. How does Saint Thomas Aquinas define motion?

Answer: “For motion is nothing else than the reduction of something
from potentiality to actuality.” (See p. 14 of the Great Catholic Writings stu-
dent book.)

11
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2. What does Saint Thomas Aquinas have to say about the possibility of a
thing bringing itself into existence?

Answer: “There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, possible) in which
a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be prior
to itself, which is impossible.” (See p. 15 of the Great Catholic Writings stu-
dent book.)

3. What does Saint Thomas Aquinas have to say about the possibility that
nothing necessary exists?

Answer: “Therefore, not all beings are merely possible, but there must
exist something the existence of which is necessary.” (See p. 15 of the
Great Catholic Writings student book.)

4. What is meant by “the gradation to be found in things”?

Answer: “Among beings there are some more and some less good, true,
noble and the like.” (See p. 16 of the Great Catholic Writings student book.)

5. How does Saint Thomas Aquinas think things without intelligence are
moved?

Answer: “Now whatever lacks intelligence cannot move towards an end,
unless it be directed by some being endowed with knowledge and intelli-
gence; as the arrow is shot to its mark by the archer.” (See p. 16 of the
Great Catholic Writings student book.)

Avenues of Exploration

The following avenues can be explored through this reading:
• the order of the universe
• the nature of God
• philosophical names for God
• evidence or signs of God’s existence
• intelligent design
• philosophical approaches to theological questions
• Scholasticism as a school of theological thought

Activity and Angles

Activity: Mapping the Arguments

Preparation

• Gather the following item:

■■■■ handout 1, “The Language of Scholastic Theology,” one copy for each
student

In this angle, students become familiar with and understand “The Five
Ways,” on page 14–16 of Great Catholic Writings, by working together to deci-
pher the main lines of each of the five arguments.

12 •  Great Catholic Writings
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Reading 1: “The Five Ways”  •  13
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1.  Divide the students into five groups. Assign one of the five ways to
each group. Instruct each group to read its argument, using handout 1, “The
Language of Scholastic Theology,” to help in understanding.

2. After allowing time for questions, ask the groups to identify the con-
clusion of their argument. During this step, the students seek the philosophi-
cal name for God (for example, “first mover” or “first efficient cause”).
Instruct them that their answer cannot be “God exists.” Rather, each argu-
ment uses a strategy to name a particular origin of the world, which we then
name or call God. If the students can identify the philosophical name for
God, they are more likely to understand the argument.

3.  After the students have discovered the conclusion of the argument,
instruct them to identify and number the steps Aquinas used to reach the
conclusion. Most simply, ask “What are the step-by-step points he makes?”
The students should understand the way Aquinas dismissed the possibility
of an infinite sequence in the first three arguments.

4.  After the groups have outlined their arguments, invite them to present
the outlines to the rest of the class.

Angles of Exploration

Angle 1: Argument from Design
In this angle, the students work through the argument from design and

are introduced to several related ideas, including the spiritual effect of natu-
ral beauty, as well as the scientific implications for studying the question of
design.

1.  Reflect with the students on the order and logic in creation. Ask them
to identify numerous examples of order on both the micro scale (spider
webs, DNA, and so forth) and the macro scale (weather systems, ecosystems,
and so on). Write their responses on the chalkboard.

2.  After several examples, ask if the students think such order is just ran-
dom or if it is intentional. Ask them to raise their hands in support of one
belief or another. Using the following or similar words, explain that frequen-
cy of order makes intentionality more likely:

•••• If I scattered 100 colored toothpicks across the floor, and the tooth-
picks formed the phrase “Surrender Dorothy,” most people’s immedi-
ate reaction would be that I had somehow rigged the experiment. The
other reasonable conclusion would be that a random occurrence had
taken place. But if I again scattered the toothpicks, and they again
spelled “Surrender Dorothy,” then everyone might rule out the possi-
bility that this was a random or chance event and assume it was some
kind of intentional trick. The more frequently the experiment renders
the same results, the more we are assured of its intentionality.

3.  Ask the students to take out a piece of paper and write a paragraph
about an experience of wonder and awe they have had in a natural setting.
Ask them to provide answers in their paragraph to the following questions:
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14 •  Great Catholic Writings
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•••• What is a mystery of nature that seems too fantastic to be a random
event?

•••• Why do you find this so fascinating?
•••• What do you think this says about God?

4.  After allowing time for the students to write, ask them to submit the
paragraphs for review.

Angle 2: Alternative Approaches to God’s Existence

In this angle, the students reflect on and compare various approaches to
God’s existence to determine which approach best suits them. The students
are then led into a consideration of the validity of rational approaches for
God’s existence.

Preparation

■■■■ Several days before the activity, assign the following readings from
Great Catholic Writings: “The Five Ways” (pages 14–16), Pensées
(Pascal’s Wager) (pages 20–22), “The Hint of an Explanation” (pages
72–81), and The Cloud of Unknowing (pages 144–149). Consider the
selections to be a reading cycle as the students enter into dialogue
with each other.

1.  As the students read the selections, instruct them to identify one argu-
ment or approach for God’s existence that they encounter within each of the
readings. The students should include the following in their lists:
• the argument or type of approach
• a summary of its conclusion in a sentence or two
• a rating on a scale of 1 to 10 as to how compelling it is to them, both

intellectually and emotionally
• a descriptive sentence about how they react to the argument or what

effect it has on them

2.  On the day the assignments are due, lead the students in a discussion
of their experience of the readings and the assignment. After the discussion,
divide the students into four groups based on their preference for arguments
or approaches to God: Saint Thomas Aquinas, Pascal, The Cloud of Unkno-
wing, or Graham Greene. Once the students are in their groups, ask them to
answer the following questions:

•••• Why did you find this approach or argument attractive?
•••• Why do you think some people have rejected this argument or

approach?
•••• How does this argument or approach call people to greater holiness?

3.  After the groups discuss these questions, invite them to share their
reflections with the rest of the class.
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Trajectories: Further Lines of Study

Use these “trajectory” ideas to take the students further into one or more
aspects of the text:
• A highly readable resource for looking at arguments for God’s existence

throughout the philosophical-theological tradition is chapter 3 of
Handbook of Christian Apologetics: Hundreds of Answers to Crucial Questions,
by Peter Kreeft and Ronald Tacelli (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 1994).

• Regarding the argument from design, students who are interested in the
relationship between science and religion might benefit from a considera-
tion of the implications drawn from Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical
Challenge to Evolution, by Michael Behe (New York: Touchstone, 1996). Of
particular note is the feature of intelligent design known as irreducible
complexity.

• Have your students read John Updike’s short story “Pigeon Feathers,” in
Pigeon Feathers and Other Short Stories (New York: Knopf, 1998), for a com-
pelling literary approach to the issue of the existence of God.

• An engaging approach that links an argument for an objective moral
structure in the universe to the existence of God, who is its source, is
found in Book I from C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 2001).

Reading 1: “The Five Ways”  •  15
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The Language of Scholastic

Theology

• design: intelligible order plus frequency of occurrence indicates intentionality

• efficient cause: one of Aristotle’s four explanations for how things come to be; that
which acts upon another and causes it to become (for example, a sculptor chisels the
marble, a tennis player hits a ball with a racket, or the Creator molds the man from the
mud or speaks the world into existence)

• end: goal, direction, or purpose

• gradation: a degree (for example, something is round to the extent that it conforms to
the ideal of roundness)

• genus: a category of things with common traits

• infinity: an endless series, backward and forward, that is logically impossible because
one can never step into the series; there can never be a “now”

• mover: that which acts on another thing, thereby setting it in motion

• possibility: things that are created and die come into being and pass away; they are
capable of both being and not being

• possibility and potentiality: possessing the possibility to become (for example, an
acorn possesses the potentiality to become an oak tree but not a cat)

Handout 1: Permission to reproduce is granted. © 2006 by Saint Mary’s Press.
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