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One thousand word commentary on 

Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles 
Chapter 101 – Of Miracles

Thomas Aquinas, born in Roccasecca Italy between 1224-1225 went onto be a hugely influential figure in the church and was later canonized.[footnoteRef:1]  In Thomas Aquinas’s Summa contra gentiles: a guide and commentary, author and scholar Brian Davies says that after Summa Theologica, Summa contra gentile is Aquinas’s most important work.  [1:  Be Reset, St. Thomas Aquinas Biography, 2019 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TfZwf5jY42E> [accessed 2 June 2021].] 


A figure such as Aquinas would be considered an authority on matters such as miracles.  Clearly a great scholar and prolific writer Summa contra gentiles is a huge work and Suma Theologica is over nine thousand pages long. [footnoteRef:2] To do justice to a commentary of such a person’s work is not an easy task.  The mindset of people of the Middle Ages would been vastly different to our own, so beliefs of what is real, true and possible will vary greatly from our own.  To then accurately assess the mind of St Thomas and what he would have meant by even common terms is difficult. Bartlett in his book The Natural and the Supernatural in the Middle Ages[footnoteRef:3] says that in The Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources has ten different primary meanings of “nature”.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  ‘St. Thomas Aquinas THE SUMMA THEOLOGICA Translat’, 9453. P2]  [3:  ‘The Natural and the Supernatural in the Middle Ages | European History 1000-1450’, Cambridge University Press <https://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/history/european-history-1000-1450/natural-and-supernatural-middle-ages, https://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/history/european-history-1000-1450> [accessed 4 June 2021].]  [4:  ‘The Natural and the Supernatural in the Middle Ages | European History 1000-1450’.] 


The opening line of Chapter 101 – Of Miracles refers to events that are “done occasionally by divine power outside the established order of events” which could mean, events which occur that do not fit into the commonly held beliefs of that time.  There is also an assumption, albeit reasoned, that it is possible to know what things are done by divine power.  

Although there are established norms and definitions of what constitutes miracles and methods of proof, the question of whether Aquinas was a scholar only or scholar and mystic could be key.  In Summa contra gentile (selections)[footnoteRef:5] Aquinas speaks of the aspects of God that are both graspable by reason and beyond ordinary sense perception. He speaks of two types of minds, one of which has a “keener insight into truth than the other”.[footnoteRef:6] His explanations describe angelic realms and the Divine Mind having greater self-knowledge. It appears he is alluding to his knowledge coming from a direct perception of the higher mind itself.  Which, from what he seems to be saying is not bound by the senses. From this we could draw the conclusion that Aquinas is a mystic, in communion with God and not simply a scholar. [5:  Jeremy Sabol, ‘Aquinas-SummaContraGentiles’, 4. P1]  [6:  Sabol. P2] 


Aquinas points out that events unexplainable to one are understandable to another and therefore reactions to the same phenomena differ.  Aquinas goes on to say, “The absolutely wonderful is that which has a cause absolutely hidden.” It may be hidden from the writer and the general populace as far as he was aware.  There may have been people who did know the cause of certain miracles, but it could have been dangerous to reveal such knowledge.

A miracle in one culture might be seen as normal in another. If you go to Bali in Indonesia, or Thailand, they speak of the astral realm and spirits as part of their normal reality, even claiming to see them. In the west, it is a not unheard of to see ghosts for example, but it is often ridiculed to believe in such things.  
To be an authority on who sees what, is quite a claim, but understandable in the context of Aquinas’s role.  What we could really be talking about is the mainstream church view expounded by a brilliant mind given authority.  The only real position that can be congruent when dealing with the unseen or hidden cause is either admitting to not knowing or stating beliefs or reasoned methodology.  Itcould be that he was a mystic, holy man in possession of higher intelligence beyond the scope of most of us.  This distinction is hard to make with any certainty.

The instrument itself by which we attempt to make sense of all phenomena, our own self and God, that is the mind and perception, ironically functions beyond our understanding.  Nevertheless, human beings want to make sense of the bigger picture such as the existence of God and contextualise wonders such as miracles. This might be a necessary movement of being to give meaning to our existence and perhaps some feeling of security in an insecure predicament.  Beliefs seems to have played a stronger role in Medieval society than now.
It is a curious paradox speaking about miracles and their causes.  We are by virtue speaking about something we do not know how they occur and try to explain and define them.  Aquinas says “the cause absolutely hidden to every man is God.”  That would seem on one hand to say a cause is something, God, while assuming no one can actually explain God, the cause.  

In the second paragraph Aquinas speaks of the different levels of miracles.  Stating that God, who he says is hidden and cannot be mentally grasped does things that nature “can never do”.  There is another paradox in what he is saying, if we cannot know a thing, we cannot know what it is capable of.  Who knows what nature is capable of? It is more accurate when he speaks of events that occur “beyond the order commonly observed in nature.”  
The second order of miracle, “God does something that nature can do but not in that sequence” is again making big assumptions that what is observed by us is all nature can do. Healing itself is hidden except for the result, thus a hidden cause that we accept nature enacts. The final example Aquinas speaks of is when someone is cured of a fever by “divine power”. This is of course something that is very speculative.  

In conclusion, Aquinas was a respected scholar capable of expounding clear views on the nature of miracles and God but speaks of them as facts. He seems to make a lot of assumptions though he may possess the mind of a mystic capable of direct knowledge.  The paradoxes are easier to accept if much remains unquestioned such as the existence of God.  Nevertheless, he will have no doubt been taken seriously at that time in history and his views likely taken on authority.  It does not encourage open minded curious exploration.
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