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ST. THOMAS AQUINAS SUMMA THEOLOGICA (1256-1272)

The Nature and Domain of Sacred Doctrine

Here,Here, Aquinas is concerned sp ecifically withHere, Aquinas is concerned sp ecifically with how toHere, Aquinas is conc
inin pain particular whether figurative language (what he calls various similitudes and figures [117]) oughin particular wh
presentpresent in a work such as the Bible which is intended to make truth clear (117), that present in a work such as th
concernedconcerned withrevealing theconcerned withrevealing the unvarnished truth about the meaningconcerned with reve
thatthat by such similitudes truth is obscured (117). that by such similitudes truth is obscured (117). Figurative language i
thethe poetic, the leastofthe poetic, the leastof allthe sciences (117) which byits very nature perforce makes use ofthe
produceproduce a representation (117). Moreover, the argument has produce a representation (117). Moreover, the
forwardforward divine truforward divine truths forward divine truths under the likeness of corporeal things does not befit tt
representation of God ought chiefly to be taken from the higher creatures, and not from the lower (117).

AquinasAquinas iAquinas is also concerned, secondly, with the possibility that the Bible is open to more than on
interpretationinterpretation (i.e. whether it may be expounded in differentsenses [117]). Many have argued, he points out,
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 n
produceproduce confusionand deception and destroy all force ofproduce confusion and deception and destroy all force of a
can be deduced from a multiplicity of propositions (118)

AquinasAquinas contends inAquinas contends in op position to these claim sAquinas contends in opposition to these ¢
forward divine and spiritual truthsforward divine and spiritual truths by means of comparison with materialforward divine an
toto man to attain to intellectual truths through sensible things, because all our knowledge orito man to attain to intellec
sense sense (117). Consequently, spiritual truthssense (117). Consequently, spiritual truths are fittingly taught under th
thatthat is, it is necessarythat is, itis necessary that spiritualthat is, it is necessary that spiritual truths be expounded by m e
orordorderorder that even the simple who are unable by themselves to grasp intellectual things may be able to
understand it (117). He explains:

TheThe ray of divine revelation is not extinguished by the sensibleThe ray of divine revelation is not extinguished by t

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

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

toto whom theto whom the revelation has been made others also m ay receive instruction into whom the revelation ha

(117)

Moreover,Moreover, he points out, the very exercise ofMoreover, he points out, the very exercise of truth in figuresMoreo
(118).(118). Secondl(118). Secondly,(118). Secondly, Aquinas agrees that many words found in the Bible may in fa
meaning.meaning. Thismeaning. Thisis notbecause onewordmeaning. Thisis notbecause one word signifies severalthin
cancan be themselves signs of other things (118). can be themselves signs of other things (118). However,can be themse
(118) produced in this way does not produce equivocation or any other kind of multiplicity (118).

AquinasAquinas offers a theoryAquinas offers a theory of interpretation which, although expressly limited to theAquit
Bible,Bible, has been enormously influentialBible, has been enormously influential upon successors like the Italian poetBible
later, the Romantics who soughtto apply his methodology to the interpretation of secular aslater, the Romantics who sougt
tetexts.texts. Aquinas argtexts. Aquinas argues that the Bible has two levels of meaning, the historical or literal (11

spiritual spiritual (118). Atthe first level of signification, the literal, words signify things (118). This literal level of
meaning of the Bible is further divisible into four subcategories:
history (119) which embraces whenever anything is simply related (119),
etiology (119) which is concerned with when its cause is assigned (119),
analogy analogy (119) which draws comparisons analogy (119) which draws com parisons (or which occurs, as /
of one text of Scripture is shown not to contradictthe truth of another [119]), and

thethe parthe parabolical (119) which is equivalent to the use of what we would normally call figurativthe p

languagelanguage (i.e. metaphor or metonymy) or even circumlocution-- for by wordslanguage (i.e. metaphor o

properlyproperly and figuratively (119), he poinproperly and figuratively (119), he points out. Hproperly and fi

instance when the Bible speaks 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 spiritualas
onon the fact, Aquinas argues, thaon the fact, Aquinas argues, thaton the fact, Aquinas argues, that the author of Holy
meaning,meaning, not by words only (as man can also do) butalso by thingsmeaning, not by words only (as man can also do)
inin every otherin every other science things are signified by words, this science has the property thatin every other science t
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 spiritualsense (118)themselves also a signification is called the spir
spiritual sense itself has three sub-categories:
sometimessometimes the spiritual meaning of the passage in question in the Bible can be allegorical (118)
whereby, for example, the Old Law is a figure of the New Law (118);
sometimessometimes the spiritualsom etimes the spiritual meaning can be moral whereby,sometimes the spiritual
soso far as the things whicso far as the things which signify so far as the things which signify Christ, are signs of
least,
sometimessometimes the meaning cansometimes the meaning can be anagogicalsometimes the meaning can |
relates to eternal glory (118).



