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INTRODUCTION: A MONUMENT
OF MEDIEVAL THOUGHT

Few  works  in  the  history  of  Western
philosophy and theology have achieved
the  enduring  influence  of  The  Summa
Theologica  Of  St  Thomas Aquinas.
Written  between  1265  and  1274,  this
massive synthesis of  Christian doctrine
and Aristotelian philosophy remains one

of  the  most  ambitious  intellectual
projects ever undertaken. More than a
mere  textbook,  i t  represents  a
systematic  effort  to  reconcile  faith  with
reason,  to  answer  fundamental
questions  about  God,  morality,  and
human  purpose,  and  to  provide  a
comprehens ive  f ramework  fo r
understanding the entire created order.
Aquinas, a Dominican friar and scholar,
composed the Summa Theologica (also
known as the Summa Theologiae) late in
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his  relatively  short  l ife.  He  left  it
unfinished  when  he  died  in  1274,  yet
even in its incomplete state, it stands as
a masterpiece of logical argumentation
and spiritual insight. For centuries, it has
shaped  Catholic  theology,  influenced
countless philosophers,  and provided a
foundation  for  debates  about  natural
law,  the  existence  of  God,  and  the
nature of virtue.
In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the
structure,  purpose,  and key themes of
this  seminal  work,  examining  why  it
continues  to  matter  in  a  world  far
removed  from the  medieval  university
where Aquinas taught.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF
THE SUMMA THEOLOGICA

To  appreciate  the  significance  of  The

Summa  Theologica  Of  St  Thomas
Aquinas,  one  must  understand  the
intellectual climate of the 13th century.
E u r o p e  w a s  u n d e r g o i n g  a
transformation.  The  recovery  of
Aristotle's works, translated from Arabic
and Greek into Latin, had introduced a
powerful new system of logic and natural
phi losophy.  This  posed  both  an
opportunity and a challenge for Christian
thinkers.
Some theologians, particularly within the
Franciscan order,  viewed Aristotle  with
suspicion, fearing that his emphasis on
reason and empirical observation would
undermine  revealed  truth.  Others,  like
Aquinas, saw Aristotelian philosophy as a
tool that could be used to illuminate and
defend  Christian  doctrine.  The  Summa
Theologica  was  Aquinas's  response  to
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this  tension.  It  is  a  work of  synthesis,
demonstrating that faith and reason are
not enemies but partners in the pursuit
of truth.

The Purpose of
the Work
Aquinas  wrote  the  Summa  Theologica
primarily  for  the  education  of  young
Dominican students who were preparing
for the priesthood and for scholarly work.
The  structure  of  the  work  reflects  its
pedagogical purpose. It is organized not
as  a  narrat ive  but  as  a  ser ies  of
questions posed in a formal, dialectical
format. For each topic, Aquinas presents
objections,  then  offers  a  counter-
argument,  and  finally  provides  a

resolution  that  clarifies  the  truth.
This  method,  known  as  the  quaestio,
allowed students to engage with difficult
issues  in  a  disciplined  manner.  They
learned to consider opposing viewpoints,
to  reason  carefully,  and  to  arrive  at
conclusions supported by both authority
and logic.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE SUMMA
THEOLOGICA

The  Summa  Theologica  Of  St
Thomas Aquinas is divided into three
main  parts,  sometimes  referred  to  as
Part  I,  Part  II,  and  Part  III.  Each  part
addresses a distinct area of theological
inquiry.
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Part I: God and
Creation
The  first  part  of  the  Summa  deals  with
God  in  Himself  and  with  the  work  of
creation. Aquinas begins with questions
about the existence and nature of God.
Here  we  find  his  famous  Five  Ways,  or
five arguments for the existence of God,
which remain among the most discussed
philosophical arguments in history.

The Argument from Motion:
Everything that moves is moved
by something else, leading to a
First Mover.
The Argument from Efficient
Causality: The chain of causes in

the universe requires a First
Cause.
The Argument from
Contingency: Contingent beings
depend on a necessary being for
their existence.
The Argument from Gradation:
Degrees of perfection imply an
ultimate standard of perfection.
The Argument from Design:
The order and purpose in nature
point to an intelligent designer.

This  part  also  explores  the  nature  of
God's  attributes—His  simplicity,
perfection, goodness, omniscience, and
omnipotence—as well as the Trinity, the
creation of the world, and the nature of
angels and human beings.
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Part II: Morality
and Human
Action
The second part is by far the longest and
is often divided into two sub-parts: the
First Part of the Second Part (I-II) and the
Second Part of the Second Part (II-II).
I-II focuses on the general principles of
morality. Aquinas discusses the ultimate
end of human life, which he identifies as
beatitude, or happiness in the vision of
God.  He  examines  human  actions,
passions, habits, virtues, vices, and law.
His  treatment  of  natural  law  in  this
section is particularly influential.  Natural

law, for Aquinas, is the participation of
rational creatures in the eternal law of
God. It provides a foundation for moral
reasoning  accessible  to  all  people,
regardless  of  religious  faith.
II-II  examines  specific  virtues  and  vices
in  detai l .  Aquinas  discusses  the
theological  virtues  of  faith,  hope,  and
charity, as well as the cardinal virtues of
prudence,  justice,  fortitude,  and
temperance. He also explores the gifts of
the Holy Spirit and the beatitudes. This
part  is  a  comprehensive  guide  to  the
moral life, applying general principles to
concrete situations.
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Part III: Christ
and the

Sacraments
T h e  t h i r d  p a r t  o f  The  Summa
Theologica  Of  St  Thomas  Aquinas
focuses  on  Jesus  Chr ist  and  the
sacraments.  Aquinas  considers  the
Incarnation,  the  life  and  passion  of
Christ, and the sacraments as channels
of grace. He died before completing this
part,  and  the  work  was  finished  by
others  using  his  notes  and  earlier
writings.
The  treatise  on  the  sacraments  is
especially  important  for  understanding

Catholic theology. Aquinas explains the
nature and purpose of each sacrament,
their efficacy, and the grace they confer.
His  reflections  on  the  Eucharist,  in
particular, have had a profound impact
on Eucharistic theology in the Western
Church.

KEY THEOLOGICAL AND
PHILOSOPHICAL THEMES

Several overarching themes run through
the entire Summa Theologica, giving it
coherence and depth.

The Harmony of
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Faith and Reason
Perhaps the most fundamental theme is
Aquinas's  conviction  that  faith  and
reason  are  compatible.  He  does  not
argue  that  reason  can  prove  every
article of faith, but he insists that reason
can provide support for the faith and can
help clarify its meaning. The mysteries
of  the  Trinity  and  the  Incarnation,  for
example,  cannot  be  demonstrated  by
reason alone, but reason can show that
they are not contradictory and that they
are worthy of belief.

The Analogy of

Being
Aquinas employs the concept of analogy
to talk about God. Since God is  not a
being among beings but the source of all
being,  language  about  God  must  be
analogical  rather  than  univocal  or
equivocal.  When  we  say  that  God  is
good, we do not mean exactly the same
thing  as  when  we  say  that  a  human
being is good, but neither do we mean
something completely different. There is
a  proportion  or  relationship  between
created goodness and divine goodness.
This  analogical  understanding  of
language about God is a cornerstone of
Aquinas's theology.
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The Role of
Grace
For  Aquinas,  grace  is  not  opposed  to
nature  but  perfects  it.  Human  nature,
created good but wounded by sin, needs
grace to achieve its ultimate end. Grace
elevates  and  heals  nature,  enabling
human beings to know God and to love
Him  in  a  way  that  exceeds  natural
capacity.  This  principle  of  grace
perfect ing  nature  has  profound
implications for Aquinas's understanding
of  the moral  life,  the sacraments,  and
the  relationship  between  human  effort
and  divine  assistance.

THE ENDURING INFLUENCE OF
THE SUMMA THEOLOGICA

The  influence  of  The  Summa
Theologica  Of  St  Thomas  Aquinas
extends  far  beyond  the  confines  of
academic  theology.  It  has  shaped  the
intellectual  tradition  of  the  Catholic
Church in a profound way. Pope Leo XIII,
in  his  1879  encyclical  Aeterni  Patris,
recommended the study of Aquinas as a
model  for  Catholic  philosophy  and
theology.  This  led  to  a  revival  of
Thomism that continues to the present
day.
Beyond Catholicism, Aquinas's work has
influenced philosophers such as G. E. M.
Anscombe,  Alasdair  MacIntyre,  and
Elizabeth Anscombe, who have drawn on
his  ethical  theory  in  developing
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contemporary  virtue  ethics.  His
arguments  for  the  existence  of  God
continue to be debated by philosophers
of religion. His natural law theory is cited
in discussions of bioethics, human rights,
and political philosophy.

Modern Critiques
and Responses
No work of such ambition is without its
critics. Some modern thinkers argue that
Aquinas's synthesis of faith and reason is
untenable,  that  his  metaphysical
framework  is  outdated,  and  that  his
moral  theology  is  too  rigid.  Others
question his use of Aristotle, pointing out
that Aristotelian physics and cosmology
have  been  superseded  by  modern

science.
Yet defenders of  Aquinas respond that
the core of his thought does not depend
on  medieval  cosmology.  His  insights
about the nature of being, the structure
of  human  action,  and  the  relationship
between law and virtue remain relevant.
They  argue  that  Aquinas  offers  a
r e s o u r c e  f o r  e n g a g i n g  w i t h
contemporary  questions  that  is  both
intellectually  rigorous  and  spiritually
profound.

READING THE SUMMA
THEOLOGICA TODAY

For the modern reader, approaching The
Summa  Theologica  Of  St  Thomas
Aquinas  can be a  daunting task.  The
work  runs  to  several  thousand  pages,
and its dialectical style can seem foreign
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to readers accustomed to more narrative
forms  of  writing.  Yet  there  are  many
ways to engage with it.
One  can  start  with  selected  questions
that address topics of particular interest.
The  questions  on  the  existence  and
nature of  God,  on natural  law,  on the
passions, and on the virtue of justice are
all  accessible  and  rewarding.  Many
modern  translations  include  helpful
introductions  and  notes  that  provide
context and guidance.
Reading  the  Summa is  not  merely  an
academic exercise. It is an invitation to
think deeply about the most important
questions of human existence: What is
the purpose of life? What does it mean
to be good? How can we know God? Who
is Jesus Christ? These questions are as
urgent today as they were in the 13th

century.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS WORK
OF SYNTHESIS

The  Summa  Theologica  Of  St
Thomas Aquinas stands as a testament
to the power of disciplined thought and
the harmony of faith and reason. It is a
work of immense scope and depth, yet it
was  wr i t ten  with  a  pastoral  and
pedagogical  heart.  Aquinas  sought  not
only to inform the mind but also to direct
the soul toward its ultimate end in God.
Eight centuries after it was written, the
Summa continues to challenge, inspire,
and illuminate. Whether one approaches
i t  as  a  be l iever  seeking  deeper
understanding,  as  a  philosopher
exploring questions of metaphysics and
ethics, or as a curious reader drawn by
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its  reputation,  the  Summa  rewards
careful  study.  It  reminds  us  that  the
pursuit of truth is a noble endeavor, one
t h a t  e n g a g e s  t h e  w h o l e
person—intellect,  will,  and  heart.  In  a

world often fragmented by specialization
and distraction, the integrated vision of
Aquinas  offers  a  compelling  model  for
how to think about God, the world, and
ourselves.


