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ST. THOMAS AQUINAS SUMMA THEOLOGICA (1256-1272)

 � The Nature and Domain of Sacred Doctrine �

Here,Here, A quinas is  conce rned sp ecifically withHere, A quinas is  conce rned sp ecifically with how  toHere, A quinas is  conce rned sp ecifically with how  to interpret the  Bible.  He is a nxious, firs tly, to investigate

inin pain particular whether figurative language (what he calls  �various similitudes and figures � [117]) oughin particular whether figurative language (what he calls  �various similitudes and figures � [117]) ought to bin particular whether figurative language (what he calls  �various similitudes and figures � [117]) ought to be

presentpresen t in a work  such a s the Bible w hich is  � intended  to ma ke truth c lear �  (117), tha t presen t in a work  such a s the Bible w hich is  � intended  to ma ke truth c lear �  (117), tha t is, pres ent in  a wor k su ch as  the B ible wh ich is  � intended  to m ake  truth c lear �  (117 ), that  is, a work o sten sibly

concernedconcerned with revealing theconcerned with revealing the unvarnished truth about the meaningconcern ed w ith rev ealing  the unvar nished tru th about th e m ean ing of  life.  As  he po ints out, m any cr itics c laim

thatthat  � by such s imilitudes  truth is obs cured �  (117). that  � by suc h sim ilitudes truth  is obs cure d �  (117 ).  Figu rative  langu age  is m ore p rope rlythat  �by such similitudes truth is obscured �  (117).  Figurative language is more properly found in the realm of

thethe  �poetic, the least ofthe  �poetic, the least of all the sciences � (117) which by its very nature perforce  �makes use ofthe  � poetic, the  least of all the s ciences  �  (117) wh ich by its very na ture perfo rce  � mak es use  of me taphors  to

produceproduce a representation � (117).  Moreover, the argument has produce a representation � (117).  Moreover, the argument has been aproduce a representation � (117).  Moreover, the argument has been advanced, he points out, that  �to put

forwardforward divine truforward divine truths forward divine truths under the likeness of corporeal things does not befit this doctrine � (117) and that the

repres entation o f God o ught  � chiefly to be ta ken fro m the  higher cr eatures , and not fr om th e lower �  (117).  

AquinasAquinas iAquinas is also concerned, secondly, with the possibility that the Bible is open to more than onAquinas is also concerned, secondly, with the possibility that the Bible is open to more than one

interpretationinterpretatio n (i.e. wheth er it may b e  � expou nded in d ifferent se nses �  [117]).  Ma ny have ar gued, he  points ou t,

that a word in the Bible should notthat a word in the Bible should not have  �several senses �that a word in the Bible should not have  �several senses � (118) because  �many different senses in one text

produceproduce confusion and deception and destroy all force ofproduce confusion and deception and destroy all force of argument.  Hence noproduce confusion and deception and destroy all force of argument.  Hence no argument, but only fallacies,

can be deduced from a multiplicity of propositions � (118)

AquinasAqu inas  contends inAqu inas  contends in op pos ition to  these claim sAquinas contends in opposition to these claims that, firstly, it is entirely  � befitting Holy Scripture to put

forward divine and spiritual truthsforward divine and spiritual truths by means of comparison with materialforward divine and spiritual truths by means of comparison with material things � (117) and that it is  �natural

toto man to attain to intellectual truths through sensible things, because all our knowledge orito man to attain to intellectual truths through sensible things, because all our knowledge originates froto man to attain to intellectual truths through sensible things, because all our knowledge originates from

sense �sense �  (117).  Consequently,  �spiritual truthssense � (117).  Consequently,  �spiritual truths are fittingly taught under thesense �  (117).  Consequently,  � spiritual truths are fittingly taught under the likeness of material things �  (117),

thatthat is, it is necessarythat is, it is necessary that  �spiritualthat is , it is necessary th at  � spiritu al truth s be e xpounded by m eans of f igure s tak en from  corp orea l things in

orordorderorder tha t even the  simple  who are  unable b y thems elves to gr asp intellec tual things m ay be able to

understand it � (117).  He explains:

TheThe  ray of d ivine revela tion is  not exting uished by the se nsib leThe ray of divine revelation is not extinguished by the sensible imagery wherewith it is veiled

[in[in that] it does not allow the minds of those to whom the revelation has been made, to rest

in the likenesses, but raises them to the knowledge of intelligible truths; and through those

toto whom theto wh om  the re velatio n has  been  ma de others  also m ay rec eive in struc tion in to whom the revelation has been made others also may receive instruction in these matters.

(117)

Moreover,Moreover, he points out, the  �very exercise ofMoreover, he points out, the  �very exercise of truth in figuresMoreover, he points out, the  �very exercise of truth in figures is useful for the exercise of thoughtful minds �

(118).(118).  Secondl(118 ).  Sec ond ly,(118).  Secondly, Aquinas agrees that many words found in the Bible may in fact have more than one

meaning.me aning .  This meaning.  This is not beca use  � one wordmeaning.  This is not because  �one word signifies several things, but because the things signified by the words

cancan be  them selves s igns of oth er things �  (118). can be them selves signs of other things �  (118).  However,can be themselves signs of other things � (118).  However, he stresses that the  �multiplicity of these senses �

(118) pr oduce d in this way do es not  � produc e equivo cation or a ny other k ind of m ultiplicity � (118).  

AquinasAquinas offers a theoryAquinas offers a theory of interpretation which, although expressly limited to theAquinas offers a theory of interpretation which, although expressly limited to the interpretation of the

Bible,Bible, has been enormously influentialBible, has been enormously influential upon successors like the Italian poetBible, has been enormously influential upon successors like the Italian poet and theorist Dante Alighieri and,

later, the Romantics who sought to apply his methodology to the interpretation of secular aslater, t he R om antic s who sou ght to  apply h is m etho dolog y to the  interp retat ion of  secular a s we lllater, the Romantics who sought to apply his methodology to the interpretation of secular as well as sacred

tetexts.texts.  Aquinas argtexts.  Aquinas argues that the Bible has two levels of meaning, the  �historical or literal � (118) and the

 �spiritu al � �spiritual � (118).  At the first level of signification, the literal,  �words signify things � (118).  This literal level of

mea ning of the  Bible is furthe r divisible into fou r subca tegories: 

"�  �history �  (119) wh ich em braces   �whene ver anything  is simp ly related �  (119), 

"�  �etiology �  (119) wh ich is con cerned  with  �when its c ause is a ssigned  � (119), 

"�  � ana logy �  �analogy � (119) which draws comparisons �analogy �  (119) wh ich draw s com parison s (or whic h occu rs, as Aq uinas pu ts it, �analogy �  (119) wh ich draw s com parison s (or whic h occu rs, as Aq uinas pu ts it,  �whene ver the truth

of one text of Scripture is shown not to contradict the truth of another � [119]), and 

"� thethe  �parthe  �para bolica l � (119 ) whic h is eq uivale nt to th e use  of wh at we  wou ld nor ma lly call figurativ the  �parabolical � (119) which is equivalent to the use of what we would norm ally call figurative

languagelanguage (i.e. metaphor or metonymy) or even circumlocution-- �for by wordslanguage (i.e. metaphor or metonymy) or even circumlocution-- �for by words things alanguage (i.e. metaphor or metonymy) or even circumlocution-- �for by words things are signified

prop erlyprop erly an d figu rative ly � (119 ), he p oinproperly an d figuratively � (119), he  points ou t.  Hproperly and figuratively � (119), he points out.  He gives as an example of the last category the

instance when the Bible speak s of God �s arm in order really to denote his power.

TheThe second levelThe second level of signification foundThe second level of signification found in the Bible, the spiritual as opposed to the historical or literal, is based

onon the fact, Aquinas argues, thaon the fact, Aquinas argues, thaton the fac t, Aqu inas  argu es, th at the   �auth or of  Holy S criptu re is G od, in  whose po wer it is  to signify his

meaning,meaning, not by words only (as man can also do) but also by thingsmea ning, not by w ords on ly (as ma n can a lso do) bu t also by things  them selves �  (118).  As  a result,meaning, not by words only (as man can also do) but also by things themselves � (118).  As a result,  �whereas

inin every otherin every other science things are signified by words, this science has the property thatin every other science things are signified by words, this science has the property that the things signified by

wordswords have them selves also a signification �  (118).  That  � signification whereby things signified by words have
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themselvesthemselves also a signification is called the spiritual sense �  (118)themselves also a signification is called the spiritual sense �  (118) of the text.  He proceeds to argue thatthem selve s also  a sign ificatio n is ca lled the spir itual sense �  (118 ) of the tex t.  He p roce eds  to arg ue that this

 �spiritual sen se � itself has thre e sub-c ategories : 

"� sometimessometimes the spiritual meaning of the passage in question in the Bible can be  �allegorical � (118)

whereby, for examp le, the  �Old Law is a figure of the New Law  � (118);

"� sometimessometimes the spiritualsom etim es the spir itual m ean ing ca n be  � mo ral �  whe reby,sometimes the spiritual meaning can be  �moral �  whereby, for example, the  �things done in Christ, or

soso fa r as th e things whicso fa r as th e thin gs w hich  signif y so far as the things which signify Christ, are signs of what we ought to do � (118); and, last but not

least, 

"� sometimessometimes the meaning cansometimes the meaning can be  �anagogicalsometimes the meaning can be  �anagogical � (118) in so far as the words in question  �signify what

relates to e ternal glory �  (118).  


