Commentary on Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica:
First Part, Question 105: The change of creatures by God, Article 8

To comprehend the meaning and significance of Thomas’ Article 8 of Question 105, regarding changing attitudes within Catholic doctrine concerning miracles, the text requires contextualisation in terms of Thomas’ motivations and intent, and the religiopolitical setting of its composition.
The First Part was written between 1265-68 in Rome, where Thomas was serving as papal theologian for Pope Clement IV, and teaching at the newly established Dominican ‘Studium Provinciale’ of Santa Sabina.[footnoteRef:1] His authorship of the Summa neatly fulfils both of these duties, comprising both a seminal work of Christian Scholasticism and an extant core syllabus for budding theologians or clergy. [1:  Nicholas M. Healy, Thomas Aquinas: Theologian of the Christian Life. 1st edn. (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2003), p. 4.] 

The Summa challenges hypothetical analyses of theological points by rational deduction, by applying Aristotelian rhetorical ‘logos’ to bring them in line with doctrine. He seeks to reconcile classical Greek wisdom with what he considered the unassailable truth of canonical Catholic principles.[footnoteRef:2] As a Dominican friar it was his mission to communicate clearly and to challenge heresy, and the First Part is crafted to teach another generation to do the same. This is achieved using a stratified series of ‘Parts’, ‘Questions’, and ‘Articles’ where, counterintuitively, Questions are topic headings, and Articles describe actual points of debate. Each Article then presents a number of ‘Objections’ (deductions), followed by a counterargument, which Thomas proceeds to defend. This is not an actual debate, but rather a technique for stating finer points of Catholic doctrine to the faithful. [2:  John F. Wippel, Metaphysical Themes in Thomas Aquinas II (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007), p. 2.] 

Born into a powerful Sicilian family in the court of Emperor Frederick II, as the youngest son, Thomas was expected to succeed his uncle as the abbot of Monte Cassino.[footnoteRef:3] He was sent to the studium generale (university) in Naples at 14, where he encountered newly translated texts from Jewish, Arabic and Greek philosophers.[footnoteRef:4] Here he also met Dominican evangelist John of St. Julian, and despite strong familial objections resolved to join the mendicant Order of Preachers.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Eleonore Stump, Aquinas (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2003), p. 3.]  [4:  Brian Davies, The Thought Of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 1-2.]  [5:  Renn Dickson Hampden, ‘The life Of Thomas Aquinas: A Dissertation Of The Scholastic Philosophy Of The Middle Ages’, in The Encyclopaedia Metropolitana, Div. 3 (London: John J. Griffin & Co., 1848), pp. 21-22.] 

While the influence of the Greek philosophers became a central tenet of Scholasticism, and Thomas was influenced by Aristotelian rhetorical reasoning, as a Dominican he was extremely conscious of the heretical pitfalls of reliance on pagan philosophy. Where radical Aristotelians questioned doctrine with classical reasoning, moving toward what Thomas would call ‘Averroism’ after the commentaries of the philosopher Averroes, Thomas found fault with Aristotle on points that challenged doctrine.[footnoteRef:6] This cautious utilisation of classical thinking is the foundation of his approach in the Summa.  [6:  Stump, Aquinas, pp. 10-11.] 

The ’Question’ discussed here is ‘The change of creatures by God’, whereas the Article is ‘Whether one miracle is greater than another?’ As a Dominican friar teaching in a Dominican school, both Thomas and his pupils were sworn to the Rule of Saint Augustine, therefore many of the ‘Objections’ found to the ‘Questions’ of the Summa represent interpretations of Augustine which Thomas considered naïve.[footnoteRef:7] In the case at hand, the rhetorical objections can be summarised as: 1 — ‘[regarding miracles] … Augustine says … "… the whole measure of the deed is the power of the doer"’.[footnoteRef:8] So, since all miracles are performed by God, all must be equal. 2 – ‘Further, the power of God is infinite …’, and therefore His deeds cannot be ranked according to finite standards.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Augustine, Rule of St. Augustine, on Midwest Augustinians https://www.midwestaugustinians.org/roots-of-augustinian-spirituality/ [accessed 14 May 2023]. ]  [8:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I, q. 105, a. 8.]  [9:  Ibid.] 

To a modern or secular reader this could seem to be a pedantic distinction, but such was not Thomas’ intended audience. In 12th century Catholicism, the concept of ranking miracles had recently become critically important. Wherever Catholic doctrine met classical Grecian philosophy, hierarchy took centre stage, whether it be the Neoplatonic celestial rankings of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in the 5th-6th century CE, or the post-Thomist divine bureaucracies of Dante. However, this tendency obtained a specific urgency following a decree by Pope Alexander III in 1170, which made canonisation the sole prerogative of the Pope. Following the indisputable confirmation of a Papal Bull from Pope Innocent III in 1200, a complex interrogatory procedure was established to determine the case for future prospective Saints. After 1229, this was performed by the newly formed and predominantly Dominican Inquisition.
Previously canonisation had been an episcopal matter, but Papal prerogative demanded a vetting procedure to limit spurious applications. Since a primary requirement was the ability of the prospective Saint’s cult to demonstrate attributed miracles, a system for ranking miracles was needed, in addition to verification. If all of creation were miraculous, as suggested by Augustine, then literally anything could be attributed to a petitioning cult’s saint.
This presented a doctrinal pressure for Thomas to reframe the apparent conclusions of Augustine’s statements to fit the current duties of his order; not entirely cynically – as has been noted previously, Thomas was of the opinion that where doctrine differed from reason, it was the human ability to reason that was at fault. Hence, he uses Aristotelian rhetoric himself to refute the contentious conclusions posited in the ‘Objections’.
While his arguments might seem circular to a secular audience, relying as they do on the unassailable truth of scripture, this was not his concern since he was teaching prospective friars and priests. Therefore, he presents his counterargument in the form of a quote from John (14:12), which incidentally mentions the concept of ‘greater’ miracles. Within the Dominican paradigm, this would essentially win the argument, but it fails to address the apparently paradoxical position of Augustine.
Therefore, Thomas reconciles his position with Augustine using semantics. He opens by pointing out that ‘Nothing is called a miracle by comparison with the Divine Power …’. By discussing what is acceptable to call a miracle, rather than an empirical definition, he sidesteps disagreement with Augustine. Rather, he argues that while creation is a de facto miracle, what we call a miracle is defined ‘… by comparison with the power of nature which it surpasses’. 
He goes on to categorise three levels of miracle, based on the manner in which they surpass nature, offering a clear framework for the Inquisition. The greatest miracles are impossible in nature, whereas events that constitute a potentially natural occurrence in wholly unnatural circumstances are category two. Things that could happen naturally, but instead happen by divine intervention (such as praying for rain) are the lowest form.
Further, this leads him to distinguish two forms of resurrection: raising the dead is category two ‘… for nature can give life, but not to the dead …’, but the glorification of a human body (as in the resurrection of Christ) is clearly in the greatest category. This surprising distinction demonstrates the fact, noted in the interrogatory dossier regarding the canonisation of Thomas Cantilupe, that in the 13th Century ‘… returning to life … though accepted as a genuine miracle – was simply too common an event to be noteworthy’.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Harriett Webster, 'The Resuscitation Of The Twice-Hanged Man: Miracles And The Body In Medieval Swansea', Body Matters: Exploring The Materiality Of The Human Body, ed. L. Attala, L. Steel, and K. Zinn (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2019) pp. 135 – 55 (p. 150).] 
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