Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles is a significant source for scholars of medieval medical history due to its discussions on miracles and the role of divine power in healing. Chapter 101 of the Summa Contra Gentiles, entitled “Of Miracles,” provides an overview of the concept of miracles and their various orders, and highlights the importance of divine power in the occurrence of miracles. From a medical history perspective, this chapter sheds light on the role of religion and faith in healing practices during the medieval period.

Aquinas begins by defining miracles as events that occur outside of the established order of events and are caused by divine power. He notes that the cause of such events is absolutely hidden from every human being, as the essence of God cannot be mentally grasped. This definition sets the stage for Aquinas’ classification of miracles into different ranks or orders. The first rank of miracles comprises those events that cannot be performed by nature, while the second rank includes events that nature can perform but not in the same sequence or connection as in the miracle. The third rank of miracles encompasses events that are usually performed by natural principles but occur in this case without such principles.

Aquinas’ classification of miracles is significant in the context of medieval medical history as it reflects the prevailing belief in the power of divine intervention in healing. During the medieval period, medical practices were heavily influenced by religious beliefs and practices. It was common for people to seek divine intervention when medical treatments failed, and miraculous healings were often attributed to the intervention of saints and other divine entities. Aquinas’ classification of miracles reinforces the notion that healing is not solely a product of natural principles but can also be brought about by divine power.

Moreover, Aquinas’ discussion of the second rank of miracles is particularly relevant to the medieval medical context. He notes that nature can perform certain actions, such as the ability of an animal to live, see and walk, but cannot perform them in the same sequence or connection as in a miracle. This assertion implies that healing can occur through natural principles but can also be facilitated by divine intervention. This view was shared by many medieval physicians and healers who saw the role of medicine as complementary to that of religion and faith.

Aquinas’ emphasis on the importance of divine power in the occurrence of miracles is also significant in the context of the medieval perception of disease and illness. During the medieval period, illness was often seen as a punishment from God for sin or as a result of demonic possession. Medical treatments were often viewed as secondary to religious and spiritual practices such as prayer, fasting, and confession. Aquinas’ classification of miracles reinforces the notion that healing is not solely a product of natural principles but can also be brought about by divine power.

Furthermore, Aquinas’ discussion of the third rank of miracles, which encompasses events that are usually performed by natural principles but occur without such principles in the case of a miracle, also reflects the medieval belief in the power of divine intervention in healing. For example, the curing of a fever that is naturally curable can be attributed to divine power rather than natural principles. This belief in the power of divine intervention in healing was also reflected in the use of relics and pilgrimage as healing practices during the medieval period.

In conclusion, Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles, particularly Chapter 101, provides important insights into the medieval perception of miracles and their role in healing. Aquinas’ classification of miracles into different ranks or orders reflects the prevailing belief in the power of divine intervention in healing during the medieval period. The discussion of the second rank of miracles, which highlights the complementary nature of medical treatments and divine intervention, is particularly relevant to the medieval medical context. Additionally, the emphasis on the importance of divine power in the occurrence of miracles reflects the medieval perception of disease and illness as a result of sin or demonic possession. Overall, Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles remains an important source for scholars of medieval medical history, as it provides valuable insights into the interplay between religion, medicine, and healing practices during this period.
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