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The Authority of St Thomas Aquinas 
in Theology 

REV. PROF. 8. M. ZARB, O.B.E .. S.TH.M., S.S.D., O.P. 

THE Angelic Doctor in his principal work, the Summ.a Theo
logiae, before treating of the great subjects explained in the 

various treatises of Theology, prepares the mind of his l'eaders 
by explaining to them in a short but very comprehensive 
treatise the nature of this supreme science or rather wisdom that 
is caned Theology. "To place Our purpose within proper limits, 
says St Thomas, we first endeavour to investigate the nature 
and the extent of this sacred doctrine" (Qu. I, Prol.). Then fol
lows the division of Lhe treatise into ten articles. The first article 
proves the raison cl' {:tre, the necessity or the existence of. such 
a science, whereas the other nine articles explain its nature 
(article 2), its unity (article 3), its speculativ2 and practical char·· 
acter (article .1), its relation to (article 5) and iis excellence over 
all the other humrtn sciences (article 6), its object (article 7) , its 
method and its sources (articles 8 to 10). We are here concerned 
with these last three articles. and more particularly with the 8th 
article, because artides 9 and 10 are dedicated to the interpretation 
of Holy Scripture which is one of the two sources of divine reve
latjon. 

In the 8th Article Rt Thomas asks: Whether Sacred Doc
trine is a matter of argument, Utrum haec cloctrina sit argll
rnentativa. In other words he investigates whether Theology js 
a matter of faith only, in which case it cannot be called a 
science; or rather whether Theology isa science, that is a know
ledge of the causes, of things, so that a conclusion if; logically de
duced from its principles. He a1lswers in the affirmative, Theo
logy is a matter of argument, because "as other sciences do not 
argue in proof of their principle;:;, but argue from their principles 
to demonstrate other truths in, these sciences: sO this doctrine 
does not argue in proof of its principles. which are the articles 
of faith, but from them it goes on 10 prove something else; as 
the Apostle from the resurrection of Christ argues in proof of the 
genera.! resurrection (1 Cor. 15). 
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'.rheology is not faith. By divine faith we believe all th,at is 
revealed by God in the canonical revelation, and this knowledge 
is common to the theologian as well as to all the faithful; Theo
logy is the sacred doctrine which argues from principles known 
to Us by divine faith and from which it derives its conclusions. 
The object o.f Theology are not the principles revealed, but the 
conclusions derived from the J;evealed principles, and so Theo
logy is indeed a science. Hence the Angelic Doctor .says: "Al
though arguments from human reason cannot avaIl to prove 
what must be received on faith, nevertheless this doctrine argues 
from articles of faith to other truths" (ad 1). 

Theology is, therefore, a matter of argument. But an argu
ment is either from authoritv or from reason. Hence St Thomas 
proceeds further to show ~hether 'l'heology is based ou argu
ments from authority or from arguments of faith. and says: 
"This doctrine is especially based upon arguments from author
ity, inasmuch as its principles are obtained by revelation: thns 
we ought to believe on the authority of thm;e to whom the reve
lation has been made ... But sacred doctrine makes use even of 
human reason, not, indeed, to prove faith ... , but to make dear 
other things that are put forward in this doctrine. Since there
fore grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it, natural rea
son should minister to faIth as the natural bent of the will minis
ters to charity. Hence the A postle says: Bnnging into. captivit·y 
every understanding unto i.he obedienc:e of Christ (2 Cor. X. 5). 
Hence sacred doctrine makes use also of the authority of philo
sophers in those questions in which they were able to know the 
truth by natural reason, as Paul quotes a saying of Aratus: As 
some also of yOUr poets said: Por we are a~~o His offspring (Acts 
XVII 28) .NeverthelE·ss, sacred doctrine makes use of these autho
rities as e:xtrinsin and probable arguments; but properly uses the 
authoity of the canOl}ical Scriptures as an incontrovertible prOof. 
and the authority of the doetors of the Church as one that may 
properly be used, yet mere;y as probable. For our faith rests upon 
the revelation made to the apostles and prophets, who wrote the 
canonical books, and not on the revelation (if any such there is) 
made to other doctors. Hence Augustine says : Only those books 
of Scriptu1'e which are called canonir.al have I learnt to hold in 
such h(m:O'L~r as to believe their authors have nof erred in any way 
in writing them. But other authors I 80 read as ?lOt to deem any-
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thing in their works to be Lme, merely 011 account, of 'their having 
so tJunLght and wr~tten, 1chatever may have been their holiness 
and learning" (ad 2). 

In these few phrases the Angelic Doctor has condensed 
many doctrines which are to-day the object of much longer dis
cussions. It will not be out of place or without interest if we ex
pound a little this important argument. 

In the first place St Thomas classifies the arguments from 
authority as used in Theology into three classes: 

(a) The first class comprehends those arguments which are 
proper and incontrove'J1tible. Such are the arguments taken from 
the authoritv of the canonical Scriptures: The reaSOn is: "For 
our faith res"ts upon revelation made to the apostles and prophets, 
who wrote the canonical books, and not On the revelation (i.f any 
such there is) made to other doctors". In this the Angelic 
Doctor makes a clear distinction between canonical and private 
revelation. Private revelation is not the source of the articles of 
faith and cannot as such be the basis of doctrines pertaining to 
the common belief of th6 Church. Only the revelation mane to 
the prophets and to the apostles, that i~ to those who were con
stituted by God as the organs Or ministers of his revelation, is 
the basis of the divine faith of the Church. St Thomas, following 
in the footsteps of St Augustine, whom he quotes 6xplicitly at 
the end of this article, says that ., Our faith rests upon the reve
lation made to the apostles aud prophets, who wrote the cano_ 
nical books". From these words, many Protestant writers, such 
as Adolf von Harnack, conclude that the Angelic Doctor as well 
as St Augustine do not admit another source of revelation besides 
the sacred Books of the Bible; in other words Divine Tradition 
is not, a source of revelation according to these two great Doc
tors of the Church. It is well known that the exclusion of divine 
tradition, since the days of Luther, has been a fundamental doc
trine of Protestantism and constitutes one of the fundamental 
divergencies between Protestantism and Catholicism. 

It is true that Divine Tradition as a source of revelation is 
a dogma which was only defined in the 4th Session of the Coun
cilof Trent, 8th April, 1546. But this dogma is clearly contained, 
at least implicitly, in the docitrine of the Fathers and C\f the Doc
tors of the Church. In fact, both St Augustine and St Thomas, 
though none of them lays down in proper terms the doctrine de-
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fined by the Conncil of rl'rent as regards divine tradition, make 
use of that tradition in their writings. Indeed, some of the ar
ticles of St Thomas .are a mosaic of (luotations from the Fathers 
and the Councils of the Church, particularly in points where 
Scripture is of no avail. '1'herefore, it is more than clear that in 
practice St Thomas makes recourse not only to the Holy Books, 
but also to divine tradition, because thev both derive from God. 
The dogmatic definition oJ the Councif of Trent is most clear 
and gives the fundamental reason why divine tradition has the 
same force as the Holy Books. Here is the text: "'rhe most 
sacred, oecumenical and general Synod of 'rl'ent, :egitirnately con· 
gregated in the Hol'y Ghost, presided over by the three legates 
of the Apostolic See, having ever before its eyes the removal of 
error and the preservation of the 'rrl1th of the Gospel in the 
Church-that Gospel which, promised beforehand through the 
Prophets in the Holy Scriptures, Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God, first promulgated with his Own mouth and then ordered 
to be preached to every creature by His Apostles as the fountain 
of all saving truth and moral instruction - is contained in the 
written books and in the unwritten traditons. These traditions 
were received by the Apostles from the very mouth of Christ, or 
were delivered, as it were by hand, by the Apostles themselves at 
the dictation of the Holy Ghost, and came down to us. The Sy
nod .following the example of the orthodox Fathers, accepts and 
venerates with equal piety 11nd affection all the books both of the 
Old and of the New Teshunent, because the author of both is 
one and the sallle (Tod, and the traditions pertaining to faith as 
well as to lllorals, as either given by mouth by Christ or dictated 
by the Holy Ghost, and preserved in continuous succession in 
the Catho~ic Church." And after enumerating the Holy Books, 
it condudes: "Whosoevl r does not accept as sacred and canoni
cal those same books in a:l their integrity and in all their single 
parts. as it i:; the custom to read them in the Catholic Church and 
as they are contained in the Oid Latin Yulgate, and knowingly 
and prudently despises the aforesaid traditions, let him be ana
thema" CD. 783f.). 

In this most important definition the Council of Trent clear
ly teaches that divine revelation is contained not only in the 
Holy Books. but also in the divine traditions, because these divine 
traditions have no less than the Holy Books a divine origin and 
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consequently they are both accepted and venerated by the 
Church with equal piety and affectioll. In fact these divine tra
ditions are only those received by the Apostlel:l from the very 
mouth of Christ, or were delivered, as it were by hand, by the 
Apol:ltles themselves at the dictation of the Holy Ghost, and 
came down to us, that is were preserved for us in a continuous 
sueeession in the Catholic Chure11. 'l'hHefore these unwritten 
traditions, illeluding and surpassing aJ doctrine eontailled in the 
Ro~y Books, are preserved in the teachings oJ the Catholic 
Church, that is in the solemn definitions of the Councils and of 
the I~oman Pontiffs, in the ordinary teaching of the Church con
tained in its Liturgy and in its ministry, that is in its cult and in 
the administration of Holy Sacraments, in the writings of the 
Roman Pontiffs and of the Bishops, of the Fathers and of the 
Doctors of the Church, of Cathoric theologians and canonists, 
and in all other doctrinal llIanifestations a~cepted and approved 
by the Church. '1'his does not llIean that every single doctrine 
eontained in these various sources is a divine tradition. 
Only that doctrine is to be kept as divine which is commonlY 
accepted and approved by the Churcl! as universal both with re
gard to time ,LUll to spa,ee. Indeed, what is reeeived in the whole 
Church and is known to have been received at all times in the 
whole Church, goes evidently back to the Apostles :.Hld through 
t·he Apostles either to Christ or to the Holy Ghost, and so is 
divine. 

(b) '1'he seeond class of argllments from authority used ill 
'l'heology are also ,proper, but on~ly probable: such are the argu
ments taken from the authority of the doctors C\f the Church: 
"'l'he authority of the doctors of the Church, says St Thomas, is 
one that may properly be used, yet merely as probable." Hence 
the writings of the :Fathers and of the doctors of the Church be:lr 
authority and pertain intrinsically to this science, because they 
are the organs of divine tradition, but they are not incontroveL 

tible, unless there is a moral unanimity among the Fathers and 
the Doctors of the Church which could c~early prove that such 
doctrine goes back to the Apostles; if this proof fails, then that 
authority does not exceed probability. This probability may have 
varioqs degrees according to the competence of the Father or o.f 
the Doctor of the Church. We aim at proving the authority of 



ST THolViAS IN THEOLOGY 49 

St Tbomas Aquinas in Theology, and therefore we immediately 
return to this subject. 

(c) r1'he third dass of arguments from authority used in 
rrheology are the arguments of human reason. r1'hese arguments 
are not pro.per, but eu;trinsic, because things of faith cannot be 
proved by human reason. 

r1'he purpose of this article is to ascertain the authority of the 
Angelic Doctor in Theology. \'I'-e llave already said that the ar
guments taktll from the &uthority of the doct-ors of the Church 
"'may prope6y be used, yet merely as probable". The reason is 
because no partieuiar Judor is a souree of divine revelation. This 
cloes not exclude that God can, if He so wills, communicate di
rectly with saintly and learned persons; but only the revelation 
granted to the prophets and to the aposties is t-o be considered as 
eanonical, tl1<1t is authoritative, on which dogmas of faith can 
amI shOUld be based, vVhence comes therefore the authority of 
these doe tors '? ITl'Om the [tpprobation of the Church. 

r1'11e Church, as the Vatican Council pnt.s it, together with 
the apostolic mic;sioll of teadllng, received the task of keeping 
the faith (D. 1798). r1'11e Church is the em;iodian of the faith. III 
order to be Lt custodian, i [ is not re<luil'ed to be the recipient of 
revelation; the C11n]'(:11 i,; not a SOlll'ee of revelal ion, but it enjoys 
the assistullce of Uod to give out to the faithful the right mean
ing of revelation without ally possibility of error. r1'he Church is 
therefore the authentic interpreter of revelatioll. 

'1'he Chnreh may prebent to the faith.ful the doctrine con
tained ill revelatioll either directly, w!Jel1 she gives tL teaching as 
contained in the revealed doeLrine; or indireGily, when she ap
proves the doctrine of tJI8 Fathers or of the doctors of the 
Church. Indeed, when the UIllll'eh approves Lt doctrine, that dOI~
trine becomes the dodri ne of the Chureh, and as such it 111 ust 
be accepted as authentic catholic doctrine. When the Church 
proclaims Olle as lL Father or a Doetor of the Church. she invests 
him with her own authority: whether the Church approves every 
single proposition contained in the writings of that Father or 
Doctor of the Olmreh appears from the terms of her approbation. 
Hence there are degrees and differences alllong the Fathers 
and the Doctors of the Church accotc1ing 10 the approbation given 
to them by the Church. 
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:B'Qur qualities are required in order that a writer may be 
declared a Father of the Church, namely, sanctity, orthodoxy, 
antiquity and approbation of the Church. These same qualities 
are to be found in a doctor of the Church, one excepted, namely 
antiquity. 

rrhus St Augustine is a Father of the Church, because lD
gether with sanctity, orthodoxy, and approval of the Church, 
lw lived between the years 354 and 430; whereas St 'l'homas 
A(lUinas is a Doctor of the Church, because though he possesses 
sanctity, orthodoxy, and his doctrines were often approved by 
the Church, he lived ill the middle of the :XIII century and sO 

he lacks that antiquity required tD be a :B'ather of the Church. 
Of these four qualities the one most peculiar or specifically 

required, is the approval of the Church. 'rhus St Augustine's 
Doctrine is particularly approved by the Church in matters con
cerning the doctrine of originai sin, predestination and grace. 
But it would be erroneous to say and to hold with the J ansenists 
that' 'one can absolutely admit and teach any doctrine, provided it 
is dearly founded in the writings of St Augnstine, without 
taking into consideration any Bull of the Sovereign Pontiff" (D. 
J 320). In £act this proposition has been condemned by Alexander 
VII on the 7th December, 1690. 

rrhe reason if> because a Father Or a Doctor of the Church 
is to be considered either as a private doctor or as a witness of 
the Catholic Faith :as a private doctor he expla.ins the doctrine 
of the Chur<:h according to his own inteilectual abilities, and thus 
he has a double authority, sciwl1tific and IIistorica.l; as a witness 
of the Catholic Faith he is only a riDg in the long and uninter
rupted chain of learned people who bear witness to the correct
lless of the Catholic B'aith in his own clays, and in this he has 
a dogmatic authority. Hence one ean ea8ily find in the writings 
of a Father or Doctor of the Cbm-dl a threefold authority, namely 
scientific, according to his greater or lesser competence in the 
matter under consideration; historical, in as mnch as he is a wit
ness to the Catholic Faith as admitted ,::nd professed in his own 
time; and finally doyrnatic, becaUfie he Is a link between his own 
time and the preceding :B'athers and Doctors of the Church in 

witnessing to the correctness of the unchangeable Catholic doc
trine back to the clays of the Apostles. 

(7'0 be continued) 




