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The early Fathers of the Church became exceedingly critical of their
contemporary musical situation for reasons of morals and religion. Many
spoke against the music of their times because it was essentially either
idolatrous or licentious. Music of the theater was but an extension of the
pagan cults and so to attack music was indirectly to uphold the fledgling
faith of Christ in a people still filled with the dregs of their old ways, i.e.,
sexually stimulating marriage parties, singing to their gods in homes or, on
the occasion of pagan festivals, celebrating with their non-Christian
neighbors. On the other side, we find the Church Fathers waxing eloquent
about the many effects of their "new song" (the chant of the liturgy)
inculcating the Christian virtues of patience, kindness, peace, joy and charity,
bringing the assembly together in ardent and humble worship. That they
likewise teach that music is subordinated to the words of the psalms is due
partly to the influence of Plato's philosophy of music, and partly because
some of them had composed or commissioned musicians to write hymns
which contain the hard sayings of faith and morals made delightful in sound.
Today's contemporary musical scene is quite mixed (some would say mad).
Certainly throughout the world, American rock music holds in its grip the
cultural sensibilities of the majority of radio listeners, at least. Is rock music
bad for one's spiritual life? Much of it may be because if the lyrics suggest
an anti-gospel message (and many do), then the melody, harmony and
rhythm share in that negative influence. But music can only suggest,
encourage with its delights, not force anyone to act contrary to their best
convictions. Yet, many suggestions can undermine felt and reasoned
convictions over a prolonged period of time.
The analysis of beauty by St. Thomas Aquinas helps us appreciate the value
of the musician because for Aquinas, the beautiful stimulates not only the
pleasure of the ear but the delight of the mind. The three characteristics or
properties of beauty-clarity, order and proportion, splendor of form-cannot
be simply reduced to any laws of music or the supposed laws of the other
arts. These properties transcend any laws, which is the key to appreciating
the openness of Aquinas's thought to artistic evolution within any of the arts,
notwithstanding the misunderstanding of the critics. Given his hints about

the possibility of a virtue regulating the pleasure of the arts, there is a virtue
of music appreciation which regulates one's choice and attitudes about the
music one listens to. As music lovers grow in the ability to distinguish
beautiful music, they are able to turn the aesthetic experience of music into a
preparation for contemplation of other things that may answer certain
important questions regarding the meaning of life. Likewise, the virtue of
music appreciation will lead them to know when to get refreshment from
music and when someone feels he is becoming too attached to this pleasure
and so must moderate its use in the overall life of virtue.
Aquinas used the notion of beauty to help understand that the creation of the
world is shot through with beauty. [1] Looking at his commentary on
Pseudo- Dionysius we discover that the reason for God's creative act is
reduced to his beauty. [2] God wanted to make things like to himself who is
Beauty per se. Hence the beauty of creation is spoken of in the following
manner: "The beauty of the creature is nothing else than the likeness of the
divine beauty participated in things"; [3] ". . . whence it is evident that from
the divine beauty is derived the existence of all things." [4] So, it follows
that each thing is beautiful in its own way. [5] Aquinas also says that this
divine beauty gives unity, mutual adaptations, agreements in ideas and
friendship. [6]
From another point of view, beauty of spirit consists in conversations and
actions which are well formed and suffused with intelligence. [7] Therefore,
from the point of view of morals and spirituality, the beauty of an entire life
is founded upon the virtuous life which consists in the co-ordination of many
human acts and emotions according to reason. [8] Because the instincts and
emotions are brought under the order of reason, this inner activity of the
human person, like a musician's, harmonizes, and sets in proportion the
human life of the person. [9] On the other hand, immoderate pleasure sought
for its own sake" . . . dulls the light of reason, from which comes all clarity
and beauty of virtue." [10]
But the life of virtue is not only suggested by good music, it also helps one
for contemplation. What is contemplation? For Aquinas, it means many
things from the point of view of thinking about and loving God. But looked
at entirely from a natural perspective, it is "a simple gaze upon the truth."
[11] In the same citation, he relies on Richard of St. Victor's notion that
"contemplation is the soul's penetrating and easy gaze on things perceived."
This definition is easily transferable from philosophy to all the arts of the

beautiful including music. To listen to music is to contemplate something
beautiful which is a structured truth of a made thing itself and may also (if
allied with poetry) contain extra-musical truth either from faith or reason.
For St. Thomas, happiness itself consists in part (he does not exclude the
delight of the moral virtues) through the contemplative act, most of all when
it is infused by the Holy Spirit. [12] But happiness ensues when
contemplation is done by one's own efforts as well, [13] so long as this
activity does not interfere with one's responsibilities for then it will be pure
escape. [14] To the extent that music brings one to the taste and joys of
contemplative activity and life, it leads one to the purpose of the virtuous life.
For the moral virtues themselves anticipate and dispose everyone and look
toward the meaning of contemplative life, both naturally and supernaturally.
Thus, listening to beautiful music may dispose one to the contemplation of
faith, since it mirrors the infinite beauty of God himself. [15] Could it not be
the case that the strife and struggle to fasten onto ideas "by reason of the
weakness of the intellect" [16] is eased somewhat by a love and appreciation
of all the fine arts, which in turn strengthen the natural power of
concentration on spiritual things? Might listening to the inner relationships
of a work by a Bach or a Mozart, to use some classic examples, exercise and
strengthen the intellect to more easily contemplate divine things? Likewise,
might not the beautiful as contemplated dispose one to realize that there is
more to life than simply or exclusively the material goods of the senses?
Could not a sonata or concerto, or Benny Goodman's big band music of the
1940s suggest, through the intricacies of a well skilled melody joined in a
deep relationship to harmony and rhythm, that one desire a life of more
virtuous perfection? [17] These questions flow from the whole idea of
contemplation as seen by Aquinas. [18]
From the Trinitarian and purely supernatural perspective, Jesus Christ merits
the title of beauty since he is the perfect image or art-work of the Father, a
metaphor and real analogy borrowed from epistemology and originally used
in the fine art of painting. [19]
Also, in passing, St. Thomas says grace is something beautiful. [20] Like the
moral good, the beautiful in this life does not fully satisfy. There are intrinsic
defects to some degree in all music or all of art, as well as human beings
themselves. These deficiencies are changeableness and limitedness or
finiteness. [21]

From another perspective, however, Thomas rejoins himself with
Augustine's famous problem of whether or not it is good to enjoy the
pleasure of sacred music. Aquinas understands the perplexity better:
The soul is distracted from the meaning of a song when it is sung merely
to arouse pleasure. But when one sings out of devotion, he pays more
attention to the content and the meaning, both because he lingers more
on the words, and because, as Augustine says, each affection of our
spirit, according to its variety, has its own appropriate measure in the
voice and singing, by some hidden correspondence wherewith it is
stirred. The same is true of the hearers, for even if they do not
understand what is sung, they understand why it is sung, namely for
God's honor, and this is enough to arouse their devotion (S. T., II-II, 91,
2 and 3).
Clearly, Thomas has no problem with meaning and emotion, but merely
taking pleasure in sacred music is not enough to justify listening to it in the
context of the liturgy. This more clearly solves Augustine's dilemma. Also,
these two very short paragraphs contain an entire spirituality for the sacred
musician.
Since pure instrumental music, of all the arts, abstracts the most from
concrete situations in reality, the emotions and joys that flow from it can
more readily lead one to pose the deep questions about life. A famous
Beethoven scholar, speaking of listening to and appreciating that composer's
works, once said:
They [compositions which express spiritual experiences] stir elements in
us; they reverberate thought in a larger part of our being. Certain
emotions and expectations are aroused besides those that accompany our
reactions to pure music. [22]
Taking many hints from St. Thomas, listening to music is more than simply
sense pleasure and it needs to be integrated as part of life. [23] Its potential
connection for good or bad with so many parts of life becomes clearer when
seen in light of the contemporary experience of too much music linked with
a major philosophy of life that is antithetical to the life of virtue. The
problem with the contemporary scene may be characterized not so much by
bad taste, as by too many consumers enjoying lovely melodies and rhythms

while accepting the anti-gospel way of life concomitantly promoted
attractively by the sounds of beauty flowing from the now wealthy high
priests of the contemporary musical world, rock stars.
The musically beautiful cannot be fixed in a mold for it is not static but
changing. That is its nature. [24] Because of music's recognized ability
through the ages to get down into the depths of one's consciousness very
easily and quickly, it is necessary that theology take this art more seriously,
instead of viewing it simply as a means crafted within a long liturgical
tradition. Unlike our predecessors in China, Greece and ancient India,
contemporary theology has completely ignored the profound effects of
music for harm or good on the human spirit. As St. Thomas once said
himself (perhaps in a pastoral mood): "While the appetite terminates in the
good, true and beautiful, this does not mean that it terminates in different
goals. [25] In other words one's spiritual life and music can deeply influence
one another, if we take the time and effort to do so.
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