Introduction

In his introductory monograph Aidan Nichols tentatively argued for a new renais-
sance in the study of the thought of Thomas Aquinas.! The large number of in-
troductions to his thought and translations of his works, which have subsequently
appeared, attest to the fact that a growing number of scholars today find his thought
still worth reading and understanding.? From a Catholic perspective, this renais-
sance inevitably means engaging in reflections on the way in which Thomism can
be renewed after the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) and what it means to be a
Thomist today.” Such a post-conciliar renewal of Thomism, in particular in a context
of prolonged postmodernity, will exhibit the features of a new phenomenon which is
being coined in relation to a previous form of thought.*

The typically modern separation of speculative theology and biblical exegesis
is foreign to the mind of Thomas Aquinas.’ In fact, as Gilbert Dahan has observed,
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Thomas Aquinas is situated in the final phase of the process of differentiation of
speculative theology and biblical exegesis, or in other words, he is still able to com-
bine them despite their differences at a time when many of his contemporaries
thought that the two disciplines would diverge and create alternative worlds.® In
fact, for a medieval Magister in Sacra Pagina such as Thomas Aquinas, the Master’s
threefold office of lectio, disputatio and preaedicatio constitute such a unity that the
expressions sacra doctrina, theologia and sacra Scriptura are considered to be syno-
nyms and “designate the whole of divine teaching foundation on Revelation.””
Thomas Aquinas is indeed a witness of the times in which the transition from
the narrative typology of monastic theology, based on a lectio divina, to the scholas-
tic version of biblical exegesis, emphasizing the quaestio as an interpretative tool for
understanding Revelation, took place.® The sacra doctrina, which grew out of this
scholastic perspective, however, is not intended on ‘freezing’ the intellectual reflec-
tion on Revelation but remains located within a creative tension between biblical
exegesis and speculative understanding. This creative tension offers a framework in
which ever deepening reflection is not restricted but on the contrary functions as a
fertile environment corresponding to, as Henri de Lubac observed, the Latin term
humus.” Aquinas’ exegesis is explicitly and implicitly imbued with metaphysics for
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speculative reasoning is regarded as an integral tool for explicating the biblical mes-
sage and not as a hindrance to its meaning.'"” Many centuries before, Jerome already
emphasized that the Gospel does not consist in the words of Scripture but in the
meaning: “it is not [hidden] in the leaves of mere words but in the root of reason"!
Gadamer’s view that the task of hermeneutics should consist in awakening the word
from its imprisonment in the text resembles Thomas’ idea of the task of exegesis and
theology (sacra doctrina) which is born from reading Sacred Scripture. For Thomas
theological reflection should ultimately contemplate the fittingness (convenientia) of
God’s activity in history and try to discover that the Word is not a ‘dead’ text but is
charged with interpretations which human words cannot fully exhaust. Such a theo-
logical reflection contains in itself therefore a pedagogical dimension, teaching how

to respond to the self-revelation of God, whose testimony is Scripture.'?

Towards defining Biblical Thomism

Among many attempts to deal with the heritage of Thomas Aquinas, there is one
particular type of Thomism which tentatively starts to play its role, namely Biblical
Thomism. Its origins may be found in the works of the Belgian Dominican Servais
Pinckaers" and have been creatively developed by Matthew Levering and others.
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Although the study of Scripture, and in particular Thomas Aquinas’ interpretation,
and of the Church Fathers' set the tone, Biblical Thomism does not intend to intro-
duce yet another type of Thomism as the use of the adjective ‘biblical’ might suggest.
Nor is it primarily concerned with materially retrieving Aquinas’ thought or to pres-
ent his biblical exegesis as a culmination point in the history of biblical exegesis. It
rather seeks to understand and employ the praxis of sacra doctrina, as exemplified
primarily by Thomas Aquinas, and the pivotal role of Scripture in such a speculative
engagement with Revelation as a way to overcome modern separations.”” Hans Urs
von Balthasar once observed that modern liberal exegesis functions as an intellectual
cordon, paradoxically making access to Jesus more difficult. He compared it to the
crowd and its scribes and Pharisees, the exegetes of the Old Law, who surrounded
Christ and formed a cordon which made it difficult for Mary and Jesus’ relatives to
approach Christ.' Biblical Thomism thus aims at a vision of the whole of Scripture.

The whole of Scripture includes the role of the auctoritates, an insight which
is paradoxical from the modern viewpoint of a separation between disciplines. For
Aquinas sacra doctrina is understood as the link that maintains a life-giving rela-
tionship with other branches of knowledge. In other words, theology cannot be the
‘queen of the sciences’ once it isolates itself from other spheres of knowledge. The
authority of these sources is not negative as in closing an investigation nor dialec-
tical as in demonstrating the existence of contrary or even contradictory positions
but rather follows the logic of the catena, the chain, in which each link is important
and cannot be ignored on the way to the truth. Engaging the thought of Aquinas or
practicing theology with Aquinas without taking into consideration his approach to
the auctoritates and concentrating on his solutions runs the risk of repeating without
understanding."” For this reason the exegesis of the Church Fathers plays an im-
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portant part in Biblical Thomism. Thomistic biblical exegesis, moreover, draws our
attention to the ecclesial nature of biblical exegesis, that is to the community of the
Church as the proper hermeneutical space for reading Scripture (in medio Ecclesiae).

The variety of these voices expresses Thomas’ conviction that the Word of God
has unlimited possibilities which can never be exhausted. Its nature is infinite like
God himself who does not only speak in words but also through the events of sal-
vation history. Thomas is convinced that the Bible is a unique book because, unlike
other books, it includes not only ‘words’ but also events. God uses both words and
events which the words describe. What happened in the past is rendered with the
help of inspired words and opens interpretative possibilities which are handed down
through the literal and spiritual meanings. As such medieval biblical hermeneutics
does not treat history in a modern, linear way but emphasizes its participatory func-
tion within God’s providential plan.” Thomas reading of the Bible originates from
this insight and is therefore based on the primacy of the ‘event’ over the ‘text; of the
res over the enuntiabile.” Given the infinite nature of God and His Word, Thomas
does not view the Bible unisono but allows for the multiplicity of interpretations on
different levels. His favorite Denkform is that of ‘symphonicity” in which the same
truth is illuminated from many perspectives and resounds in many tunes. For this
reason, the frequent use of the Latin vel (or) in his search for the meaning of a bibli-
cal passage is not indicative of an intellectual incapacity but is a charateristic feature
of his exegesis.

It is because of this symphonicity that Thomas’ exegesis constantly displays a
shift of perspectives and offers options of alternative interpretations which are rarely
judged in terms of being right or wrong although Thomas frequently states that a
given interpretation is better (melior est). His exegetical procedures play an impor-
tant role here. One of these is citing or juxtaposing several quotations from different
books of Scripture. These are not meant as a mere documentation but as a confir-
mation of the correctness of his interpretation, a kind of a “railroad switch” which
frequently guides to an unexpected track.”” Mutual conversation and interaction be-
tween citations serves the purpose of embedding the reader in a new interpretative
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context as if searching for a better light to illuminate a biblical passage and in doing
so to facilitate contemplation. After all, the outcome of this exegetical practice is not
the intellectual fulfillment of the reader but an intense praedicatio, namely the proc-
lamation of the kerygma which results in a change of life.

Aquinas’s biblical commentaries
versus the Summa Theologiae

Biblical commentaries do not constitute an isolated area of Thomas” work but
are deeply connected to other forms of doing theology and in particular to his Sum-
ma Theologiae. One only has to recall that the writing of biblical commentaries and
systematical works were often parallel efforts. For instance, in Orvieto he simultane-
ously interpreted the Book of Job, worked on the Third Book of the Summa Contra
Gentiles and made preparations for the Secunda Pars of his Summa Theologiae. He
worked in a similar manner on the commentary on the Letter of Paul to the Romans
and the treatise on grace in the Summa.*' But there is more. His deeper penetration
of certain passages from Scripture leads Aquinas to develop his thought. As Daria
Spezzano® has shown with reference to 2 Peter 1:4 (“Thus he has given us, through
these things, his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may
escape from the corruption that is in the world because of lust, and may become
participants of the divine nature”), Thomas at some stages of his life emphasizes
more the first part of the quotation, namely the greatness of promises given to man
in Christ and at other stages the second part of the passage, i.e. the results of these
promises: the participation in the divine nature. This example shows that for Thom-
as the interaction with Scripture as part of his academic duties of lectio and praedi-
catio allowed for a multiplicity of theological questions but it also shows that biblical
citations do not merely function as ornaments nor as arguments but also constitute
a trace of the origin of a particular insight of Aquinas. His biblical commentaries
can also be helpful in understanding his Summa. In the sed contra there are citations
which Thomas does not develop. In order to reconstruct his thought and understand
the argumentative force of the citation, it is therefore necessary to return to the com-
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mentaries and understand the whole context of his thought. Biblical commentaries
reveal the importance and priority of Revelation in Scripture for theological reflec-
tion but also the place of philosophical reflection, for the insertion of philosophical
arguments within his biblical commentaries show an exegete and theologian at work
trying to bring faith and reason into harmony.”

Trying to establish the value of the biblical commentaries for understanding
Aquinas’ thought should not therefore proceed according to the part: part principle.
That is to say, the complementary nature of both types of works is not of primary
importance but more so the reconstruction of a specific chain of thought (catena)
originating from the Bible. In other words, the goal is not to look for what is missing
from his commentaries or from the Summa but to understand more clearly the way
in which Aquinas does theology.

The contribution of this volume

The essays in this volume are intended as a continuation of earlier research.?* In Part
One, three essays approach Aquinas’ exegesis from the perspective of the heuristic
tools he employs to engage with Scripture.

Anthony Giambrone investigates the function of the prologues to Aquinas’
fourteen commentaries on the Letters of Paul. Historically, he argues for a strong
conceptual link between these prologues and Aquinas’ inaugural lecture Hic est
Liber. In terms of the formal conventions and innovations, he explores the ways in
which the prologues form a mendicant fusion of the monastic and school traditions.
In Aquinas’ identification of ecclesial grace in Head and Members as the compre-
hensive subject of the Pauline corpus, Giambrone sees a theological aesthetic at work
which assumes the Scriptures’ harmonious polyphony. On the basis of these insights
he proposes two ways in which modern insights into the Pauline corpus can be put
in dialogue with Thomas’ reading.

Randall Smith argues that an analysis of Aquinas’ inception address as Regent
Master in Theology at the University of Paris (1256), known as Rigans montes, pro-
vides us with a valuable clue to how these medieval masters viewed the Scriptures
but also with important insights into how medieval theologians were trained and

# Jorgen Vijgen, “The use of Aristotle in Aquinas’s biblical commentaries,” in Reading Sacred
Scripture with Thomas Aquinas. Hermeneutical Tools, Theological Questions and New Perspectives,
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# Piotr Roszak, Jorgen Vijgen (eds.), Reading Sacred Scripture with Thomas Aquinas. Herme-
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what habits of mind they developed, that is, what conditions ought to characterize
masters and students and how the doctrine of Scriptures ought to be communicated.
Smith argues that Aquinas has an implicitly incarnational approach to teaching and
learning based on a sacramental metaphysics of teaching.

The contribution by Michal Mrozek intends to offer us an exhaustive and
detailed quantitative and qualitative analysis of the use of Scripture in the Sum-
ma Theologiae 1-11, qq. 49-70, a large treatise dealing with habits, virtues, gifts and
fruits of the Holy Spirit and the beatitudes and in which both philosophy, and in
particular Aristotle, and Scripture are the dominant sources for Aquinas. Following
the work of Pim Valkenberg, he distinguishes between three levels (macro-level,
meso-level, and micro-level) of the use of Scripture according to its function in
the text. For Mrozek, Scripture allows Aquinas to reread and refine Aristotle but
Aquinas also reads Scripture through the lens of mainly Aristotelian categories.
There exists therefore a real and deeply reciprocal influence between Scripture and
philosophy.

In Part Two of the volume, two contributions deal with various aspects of Aqui-
nas’ Christology. Piotr Roszak analyses Aquinas’ eschatological terminology for de-
scribing the ‘last judgment’ in his biblical commentaries. The analysis reveals both
his understanding of history and salvation as well as Christ’s dignity as judge of his-
tory. After discussing the nature of divine judgment and its criteria (the priority of
the good and the fruits of human life under grace, understood as pondus animae),
Roszak discusses the features of Aquinas’ eschatology and its consequences for the
Christian moral life.

Mateusz Przanowski engages in a careful textual comparative analysis of Aqui-
nas’ commentary on Philippians 2:7 and John 1:14 as exhibiting two seemingly op-
posed Christological traditions. He argues that Aquinas’ method of biblical exegesis
and in particular his manner of citing Scriptural passages per ideam enables Aquinas
to overcome this opposition but also to place Phil 2:6-11 in a broader context than
contemporary exegesis is able to do.

The Third Part of the volume deals with important aspects of the moral life.
Michael Sherwin offers a preliminary “sketch” of the manner in which Thomas
Aquinas in his biblical commentaries employs the psychology of love he develops
in his systematic works. His investigation shows that the two main elements of his
systematical psychology of love can also be found in these commentaries, i.e. love as
an affective principle of action and the will’s love as a twofold love (loving something
for itself and loving something in relation to another), whereby one wills good to an-
other. Although Thomas avoids some of the technical vocabulary he employs in the
Scriptum and the Summa, he nonetheless applies his understanding of love as passive
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principle and of love as act to help the reader better understand the biblical message
concerning love, both human and divine.

Enrique Alarcén argues that the harmony of faith and reason, which Thomas
illustrated on the basis of Aristotle’s philosophy, also extends to the coherence be-
tween Aristotelian ethics and the evangelical morality of the Beatitudes. Although
Thomas holds that ultimately happiness is beyond even the most perfect natural
human life and is only given by a supernatural participation in the very life of God,
the morality of Aristotle is, as Thomas explains, not contrary to it.

In his contribution Cajetan Cuddy starts by recounting, with the help of Joseph
Ratzinger, how the promised renewal of postconciliar moral theology resulted in the
abandonment of both the Bible and the natural law. The Pontifical Biblical Com-
mission’s 2008 document The Bible and Morality: Biblical Roots of Christian Conduct
attempts to overcome this abandonment. Cuddy turns to Thomas Aquinas for some
direction with regard to the documents main thesis: the relationship between the
Bible and the natural law in moral theology. He analyzes Aquinas’ comments on
Romans 1:18-32 and 2:14-15 in relation to his summary of natural law inclinations
in Summa theologiae I-11, q. 94, a. 2 and argues for a theonomic orientation within
natural law.

Paul Rogers draws on Aquinas’ commentary on chapters 12 and 14 of Paul’s
First Letter to the Corinthians in order to shed light on how Aquinas sees the social
function of prophecy in the Church (and, by extension, the Church’s function in the
world) to testify to the truths of the Christian faith and, especially, to moral truth. He
argues that Thomas’ treatment of Paul’s teaching about the superiority of prophecy
over the gift of tongues revives an important theme for moral theology today: name-
ly, how the members of the Church are called to live as effective witnesses to the
truths of faith and, particularly, to moral truths as taught within and by the ecclesial
community and shaped especially by prayer — both public and private.

Jorgen Vijgen deals with an often-neglected aspect of Aquinas’ and the Catho-
lic Church’s understanding of marriage as a remedium concupiscentiae. Drawing on
Thomas commentary on 1 Corinthians 7: 1-9 he explores five presuppositions at
work in the background of this text: medicinal grace, the hierarchy among essen-
tial ends, the nature of concupiscence and pleasure, the need for sacramental grace
and original sin. A correct and comprehensive account of these presuppositions is
needed, so he argues, to account for the intelligibility of marriage as remedium con-
cupiscentiae.

Matthew Levering offers an extensive systematical and biblical analysis of
Aquinas’ reasons for the indissolubility of marriage. He first explores Thomas Aqui-
nas’ arguments for the natural indissolubility of marriage, as these arguments are
found in his systematical work. Second, he investigates his view on supernatural
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or sacramental indissolubility, especially in light of his Commentary on Ephesians
(specifically Ephesians 5). Third, he examines Aquinas’s discussion of two seeming
exceptions to the indissolubility of marriage: the so-called “Pauline privilege,” which
allows the marriage of unbaptized persons to be dissolved, and Jesus’ allowance for
divorce in cases of porneia in Matthew 19:9. In doing so, he attends both to his Com-
mentary on the Sentences as well as to his Commentary on Matthew. As a final step,
he compares Aquinas’s position with that of leading contemporary historical-critical
scholarship. In doing so, he argues for a fruitful interplay of Aquinas’s philosophical
theology with biblical exegesis.

It will be clear that the essays share a perspective on Aquinas’ thought as rooted
in and emerging from Scripture. Precisely as a theological and speculative exegesis
of Scripture, Aquinas’ thought can contribute to building a bridge between biblical
and systematic theology.



