To what extent, if at all, is the person and work of Christ as explained in Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica a contribution to our understanding of the Doctrine of the Trinity.

   
   The Christology of Thomas Aquinas follows the doctrine established at the Council of Chalcedon and his work on the person of Christ is in defence of the settlement established at this Fourth Ecumenical Council[footnoteRef:1]. This Council helped to bring its three predecessors to some conclusion by stating that Christ’s divine and human natures can not be separated nor confused[footnoteRef:2]. The Council stated that: [1:  Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), chs. 15 and 16. Accessed via Oxford Scholarship Online, 23/3/21.]  [2:  Gerald O’ Collins S.J., Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) pp. 184- 201.] 


[all] should confess that our Lord Jesus Christ is, one and the same Son, the same perfect in God- and the same perfect in manhood, truly God and truly man… consubstantial with the Father in Godhead, and the same consubstantial with us in manhood… only-begotten, made known in two natures without confusion, without change, without division, without separation, the difference of the natures being by no means removed because of the union, but the property of each nature being preserved and coalescing in one prosopon and one hypostasis...[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Quoted in J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines 5th edition (London: A & C Black, 1985) pp. 339- 340.] 


Aquinas quotes from this section of the Council’s statement himself in his Summa Theologiae (part 3, question 2) when he argues that Jesus is both man and God without a confusion of natures and without change. In a later question about the unity of Jesus, Aquinas goes on to explain that ‘in Christ there are two natures and one hypostasis, it follows that things belonging to the nature in Christ must be two; and that those belonging to the hypostasis in Christ must be only one’ (ST, III, Q.17, A.2); for ‘we say that Christ is a man, even as Christ is God’ (ST, 111, Q.17, A.1). Having outlined Aquinas’s position of the nature of Christ (and the influence of Chalcedon), this textual analysis will attempt to show how his understanding of the person and work of Christ has contributed to the understanding of the Doctrine of the Trinity.
   The first key points that will help to initiate this analysis are procession and assumption. Aquinas’s discussions of the eternal processions of the divine persons in God are tied up with his work on divine missions and the relationship between the sender and the sent. Aquinas concluded that just as the persons of the Trinity cannot be separated from one another, ‘neither can the divine missions be separated’[footnoteRef:4]. He stated that ‘the divine person sent neither begins to exist where he did not previously exist, nor ceases to exist where He was. Hence such a mission takes place without a separation, having only distinction of origin’ (ST I Q. 34, A. 1 ad. 2). Furthermore, Aquinas’s understanding is that ‘Divine Scripture uses, in relation to God, names which signify procession’ (ST I, Q.27, A.1). He outlines how Arius misunderstood this, when the latter claimed that ‘the Son proceeds from the Father as His primary creature, and that the Holy Ghost proceeds from the Father and the Son as the creature of both’ (ST 1, Q.27, A.1). Arius’s view implied that neither the Son or the Holy Spirit were true God, which had long been classed as heresy. Aquinas argued that procession takes place within God and that those that proceed are ‘necessity perfectly one with the source whence He proceeds, without any kind of diversity’ (ST 1, Q.27 ad. 2), they are therefore without separation (C.F. statement from the Council of Chalcedon).  [4:  Dominic Legge O.P., The Trinitarian Christology of St Thomas Aquinas, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018) p. 234.] 

   Notably, Aquinas talks about the Son as the Incarnate Word. Aquinas argues that ‘Word’ is a personal name in God. This is in contradiction again to the Arians who ‘endeavoured to maintain that when the Son of God is called the Word, this is not to be understood in a strict sense; lest the idea of the Word proceeding should compel them to confess that the Son of God is of the same substance as the Father’ (ST 1, Q.24, A.1, ad. 1). For Aquinas, the Word alone ‘signifies that which emanates from another’ (ST 1, Q.24, A.1, ad. 2); it is a relational term and it helps us to understand how the Word proceeds from the Father, as it takes place within God. 
   In regards to assumption, Aquinas writes: 

Now the act of assumption proceeds from the Divine power, which is common to the three Persons, but the term of the assumption is a Person. Hence what has to do with action in the assumption is common to the three Persons; but what pertains to the nature of term belongs to one Person in such a manner as not to belong to another; for the three Persons caused the human nature to be united to the one Person of the Son (ST III Q.3 A.4).

This has been noted by Dominic Legge as being particularly significant in regards to Christology and also to the Doctrine of the Trinity, because from it we can appreciate that on the one hand Christ is God Incarnate and that his person and works are of those of the Son only- not of the Father or of the Holy Spirit- but on the other hand ‘we can affirm the Trinitarian truth that the person of the Son is never separated from the Father and the Holy Spirit, nor acts apart from them’[footnoteRef:5]. The Trinity is therefore without division, and at the same time the effect of a divine mission is related to one particular divine person[footnoteRef:6]. In other words, the actions of the Trinity are inseparable and the Father is not the Son nor the Holy Spirit, and the Son is not the Father nor the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is not the Father nor the Son. [5:  Dominic Legge, The Trinitarian Christology, p. 104.]  [6:  Dominic Legge, The Trinitarian Christology, p. 105.] 

   This analysis will now shift its focus from procession and with assumption to take a deeper look at the work and person of Christ as explained in the Summa Theologica in relation to Trinitarian Doctrine. For Aquinas, the reason why the Word became incarnate was because the world was understood to have been brought into being through the Word, and thereby it made sense that the world should be restored through him (ST III Q.3, A.8). And also, by being human the Word enabled us to participate in an intimate relationship with God: ‘hence it was fitting that by Him Who is the natural Son, men should share this likeness of sonship by adoption’ (ST III Q.3, A.8). Aquinas referred to the Incarnation as the remedy to Adam’s sin: ‘For the first man sinned by seeking knowledge... Hence it was fitting that by the Word of true knowledge man might be led back to God’ (ST III Q.3, A.8). In regards to the Word’s relationship with the Holy Spirit in the Trinity, Aquinas states that ‘The Father creates things through the Son, and the whole Trinity sanctifies men through the Man Christ’ (ST 111 Q.34, A.1, ad. 3). The Holy Spirit is present through the whole of Christ’s life from the beginning (ST 111 Q.7, A.13); it proceeds from the Father and the Son and is sent by the Father and the Son: ‘The Son does not act in the world without the Spirit, and so the whole of the mystery of Christ aims at and is accomplished in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the world’[footnoteRef:7]. Jesus was filled with Grace, which ‘sanctified and perfected his human nature in the fullest possible way’[footnoteRef:8]. It gave him the power to sanctify others; Jesus breathed the Holy Spirit on his followers (John 20.22) and commanded them to baptize in the Spirit (Matthew 28. 19). His followers are subsequently reminded in the epistle to the Romans, that they are of the Spirit (Romans 8. 9) and that the Spirit of Christ dwells within them; it is through the Holy Spirit that Christ’s followers can share in his inheritance as adoptive children. Therefore, it is the Spirit who reveals Christ to his people and the Spirit who enables them to share in his life.  [7:  Dominic Legge, The Trinitarian Christology, p. 212.]  [8:  Gerald O’ Collins S.J., Christology, p. 205. ] 

   From this brief analysis one can see how Aquinas’s Christology is Trinitarian and thereby helped to develop the understanding of this Doctrine. In accordance with Aquinas’s views, in the Incarnation and life of Jesus, the Father and the Holy Spirit are revealed alongside the Word. Through the person and work of Christ what is also revealed is the Word’s internal and eternal procession from the Father within God as well as the workings of the Holy Spirit. In accordance with Aquinas’s views, the Word came from the Trinity and reveals the Trinity; all visible works of the Word are accompanied by invisible works of the Holy Spirit. A final point, and something that Legge has highlighted, is that Scripture shows us that Jesus not only reveals the Triune God but also teaches the Trinity too by giving glory to the Father and working miracles through the Holy Spirit[footnoteRef:9]. From an Aquinian persecutive therefore, the person and work of Christ, does not just make manifest the workings of the Trinity and contribute to its Doctrine, but it also draws us into their relationship.  [9:  Dominic Legge, The Trinitarian Christology, p. 235.] 
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