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“THINGS that are done occasionally by divine power outside of the usual established order of events are commonly called miracles (wonders). We wonder when we see an effect and do not know the cause. And because one and the same cause is sometimes known to some and unknown to others, it happens that of the witnesses of the effect some wonder and some do not wonder: thus an astronomer does not wonder at seeing an eclipse of the sun, at which a person that is ignorant of astronomy cannot help wondering. An event is wonderful relatively to one man and not to another. The absolutely wonderful is that which has a cause absolutely hidden. This then is the meaning of the word `miracle,' an event of itself full of wonder, not to this man or that man only. Now the cause absolutely hidden to every man is God, inasmuch as no man in this life can mentally grasp the essence of God (Chap. [409] XLVII). Those events then are properly to be styled miracles, which happen by divine power beyond the order commonly observed in nature.
Of these miracles there are several ranks and orders. Miracles of the highest rank are those in which something is done by God that nature can never do. Miracles of the second rank are those in which God does something that nature can do, but not in that sequence and connexion. Thus it is a work of nature that an animal should live, see and walk: but that it should live after death, see after blindness, walk after lameness, these things nature is powerless to effect, but God sometimes brings them about miraculously. A miracle of the third rank is something done by God, which is usually done by the operation of nature, but is done in this case without the working of natural principles, as when one is cured by divine power of a fever, in itself naturally curable, or when it rains without any working of the elements.”
(Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Book I, Chapter 101 – of Miracles)

Saint Thomas of Aquinas was a devout Christian Dominican friar from Italy, well known for his works the Summa Theologiae and the extract above comes from another well-known work called the Summa Contra Gentiles. 
The Summa Contra Gentiles is thought to be one of the most well-known treatises that Saint Thomas Aquinas has ever written and was written as four books within the time span of 1259 and 1265 when we was visiting Italy.[footnoteRef:1] The Summa Contra Gentiles was penned to explain Christian faith and defend it in “hostile situations” against those of other faiths, e.g., Judaism and Islam, wherein each article is seen to be refuting a certain philosophy or very specific heresy.[footnoteRef:2] A popular theory is that Aquinas was asked to pen the Summa Contra Gentiles for missionaries in Spain to use in educating moors, however this has not been confirmed by historians.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  (Étienne Gilson, Ignatius Theodore Eschmann and Shook, 1994)]  [2:  (Te Velde, 1998)]  [3:  (Hood and Mazal Holocaust Collection, 1995)] 


The extract explicitly looks at miracles, and their relation to God and God’s will. The first half of the paragraph explains how miracles within nature can be perceived by people with different experiences, skills, and knowledge differently, he uses the excellent example of one man who is skilled and taught in astronomy who would recognise a solar eclipse upon seeing it, that another who was ignorant and untaught in such disciplines might wonder and consider it a miracle brought about by God. 
The properties of God according to Aquinas are expressed concisely in the extract, as they are explained in layman’s term for those who do not have prior knowledge of the Christian God or the way that He functions in and around the world, in fact, the work can be described as metaphysics of theism.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  (Te Velde, 1998)] 


His example is simple enough, and he regards the difference in a man’s wonder with great interest but goes on to say that he believes a “true” miracle is something that is not in line with the course of nature, and not something that is simply known to one man and not another, but unexplainable by all who happen to witness it. He also mentions the style of miracles, specifically their divine power that can be obscured by natural machinations that people might recognise as the order of nature instead.

Aquinas then goes on to explain in the other half of the extract, how miracles are ranked and put into order, and he lists miracles of three ranks in total, whilst explaining their nature in each rank. The rankings in themselves are not especially difficult to understand and navigate, though perhaps the last one might not be the easiest to comprehend, due to its wording, but it is more likely that this is a linguistical disconnect perhaps brought about by its age.  

The way in which St. Thomas writes is well thought out and to the point, indeed, one does not have to think too deeply and look for understanding in his articles and chapters, as he expresses his thoughts, arguments, and objections clearly and in a clear order. The extract is written in a way to explain a concept, that is, the properties that God possesses, that one might not so easily understand if they are of another faith and are converting (or being converted), or students of theology in universities. The brief mention of astronomy links to the university aspect, as it is a skill that can be taught to those within a scientific discipline. 

To begin with, he talks about the miracles of the highest rank, those that are conducted by God himself, and that cannot occur in nature otherwise, so for example, this might include someone dying and then ‘miraculously’ coming back to life again, such as William Cragh.  This can be referred to as “praeter naturam”[footnoteRef:5], a Latin term which simply means events and occasions that are beyond nature, the implication being they are brought about supernaturally. Leading on from the last sentence, Aquinas viewed miracles in a particular way, a re-working of natures normal methods and he categorised them thusly: supra (to be above the process of nature): contra (against the process of nature): or praetor (to be apart from the process of nature).[footnoteRef:6] [5:  (Webster, 2021)]  [6:  (Webster, 2021)] 


The second rank in which miracles occur are those that God and nature can do equally, but not in the same “sequence and connexion”.[footnoteRef:7] The example Aquinas uses here is that nature allows an animal to live, see and walk, but if the animal was to become physically disabled and then walk, blinded and then given sight, die and then become reanimated, this is a miracle that is typically outside of nature, and thus might be a miracle by God.  [7:  (Aquinas, approx. 1256)] 

The end of the extract speaks about the miracles of the third rank, ones that are done by God but are brought about through nature but not done with “natural principles”, in this instance, the recovery of sickness is used as an example, where one could naturally recuperate from a cold, but it can also be a miracle bestowed onto a person to recover quickly. The last type of miracles, those that God intervenes in the process of nature to speed along, are thought to have been the hardest ones to prove the legitimacy of in investigations done by the church.

In fact, whenever someone claimed to witness a miracle or perform one, the credibility would be scrutinized by those working within the church. Miracles were not to happen with instruments of any kind, whether that was crystals, divining, herb work etc.[footnoteRef:8] and if witnesses were in the vicinity they were questioned on the said miracle, so that the truth could be identified and solidified.[footnoteRef:9]   [8:  (Webster. H, 2021)]  [9:  (Webster. H, 2021)] 


Aquinas is well known for well thought out arguments, and in his writing he never diminishes his opponents’ arguments[footnoteRef:10] whilst setting out his own, as he seems to enjoy the argument and debate that can come from a well written theological discussion on God.  The nature of his examples are very telling in this chapter, they are not put in Christian terms, they are for more secular, and this would be because of who Aquinas has in mind when he is writing his piece, whom he would have regarded as infidels.  [10:  (NCR, 2020)] 

The wording is open to interpretation by those of other faiths because of this, for their better understanding, as their own faiths are not considered to be so mired in strict Christian philosophical phrasing. The Summa Theologiae in comparison, though unfinished, is full of theological debate and examples, because those arguments and objections are written for those within the Christian faith, who are somewhat advanced and philosophical in their faith.
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