The Four Meanings in Holy Scripture

By Brother Francis, M.I.C.M.

was asked by a friend to write something explaining the four meanings

of Holy Scripture as taught by St. Thomas: namely, the historical (or
literal), the allegorical, the tropological (or moral), and the anagogical. I am
glad to comply with this request, because I am convinced that the crisis in
the Church today is due in large part to the failure to interpret Holy Scripture
as God intended and as the Church has consistently understood it.

St. Thomas considers this matter of such importance that he deals with it
in the very first question of his great masterpiece, the Summa Theologica.
The teaching of the Angelic Doctor in this matter is confirmed abundantly
by the way the Church uses Holy Scripture in her liturgy, as we shall show. It
can also be shown to agree with the universal tradition of the Fathers. To
give one typical example, St. Gregory the Great says, “Holy Scripture tran-
scends all other sciences by its very style of expression, in that one and the
same discourse, while narrating an event, transmits a mystery as well.”

We must always keep in mind that the principal author of Holy Scripture
is God Himself. Next to the Incarnation, Holy Scripture is God’s greatest
favor given to men. Only God could have taught us that He created the world,
and how He did it and why. The first article of the Creed — I believe in God
the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth — is a truth transcending all
natural science and all rational philosophy. Why? Because all rational disci-
plines must reason from, and must presuppose the nature of, things. They
cannot explain how these natures came to be in the first place, nor why.

One of the first truths we teach our children is: “Why did God make you?
God made me to know Him, to love Him, to serve Him in this life, and to be
happy with Him in eternity.” No human science or philosophy can teach us
this wisdom, and this is why all godless education is marked by purposeless-
ness.

God did not reveal the truths of Scripture to the proud, the suspicious, or
the skeptic, but to the simple of heart. And it is part of His Providence not
merely to inspire, but to be understood. And as part of His Providence, He
gave us an infallible teacher to teach its truths without danger of error. And
to keep His Church one, He made the principle of infallibility unique. There-
fore, to interpret Holy Scripture correctly, one must understand it with the
mind of the Church and under the guidance of the infallible magisterium.

St. Thomas, learning from the Fathers of the Church, teaches us that the
inspired books — having God for their principal author — are infinitely

Opposite: The Crucifixion, surrounded by the allegorical “four living crea- 31
tures” representing the four Evangelists (see Ez. 1:5ff and Apoc. 4:6-10).



From THE HouseTops

richer in meaning than books ema-
nating from a human source. A hu-
man author can teach from the mean-
ing of words, but God conveys a mes-
sage through the things He created.
One could ask what is the meaning
of the French word soleil and be told
that it means “sun.” But no one can
give the meaning of the sun itself,
except the mind that put it in exist-
ence and gave it a purpose within the
whole creation. Only God can answer
the question “why?”.

St. Thomas teaches that in Holy
Scripture, besides the literal sense,
God intends to convey three mysti-
cal meanings: One, the allegorical
sense by which things of the Old Law
signify the things of the New Law,
and certain lesser realities in the New
Law signify certain greater ones; two,
the tropological or moral sense, by
which the things done by Christ and
by those who prefigured Him are
signs of what we (His Mystical Body)
should carry out; and three, the
anagogical sense, which signifies
things that lie ahead in eternal glory.

A few examples from the practice
of the Church are sufficient to explain
this method of understanding and
explaining Holy Scripture. Take the
story of Abraham and Isaac as re-
ported in Genesis 22:1-18. The literal
sense is a historical event that took
place exactly as told in the Bible. But
in the mystical or allegorical sense,
the Church sees in Isaac a prophetic
figure of Our Lord Jesus Christ, walk-
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ing up the hill of Golgotha, carrying
His cross, to offer up the great sacri-
fice by which He redeemed the world.
In the prophetic figure, God the Fa-
ther did not allow Isaac to be sacri-
ficed but provided a ram to substi-
tute for him. But in the prophesied
reality, no ram was provided on
Golgotha. God the Father, who
spared Abraham that sacrifice, re-
served that privilege for Himself.

In the same text, the Church un-
derstands a tropological sense.
“Tropological” means “turned
about”* to apply to the moral life of
the Church or an individual member
of it. All the faithful must imitate the
faith and obedience of Father
Abraham, who deserved to hear from
God the Father: “And in thy seed
shall all the nations of the earth be
blessed, because thou hast obeyed my
voice.” (Gen. 22:18)

The tropological sense is often
used by preachers when they apply
a text to an occasion which need not
have been intended by the inspired
author but could have been in the
mind of God Who was inspiring.
When Don John of Austria won a
great victory for the Catholic cause
at Lepanto, a preacher could apply
to him the text: “There was a man
sent from God whose name was
John.” The same text could have
been applied to John Hunyadi after
the battle of Belgrade or to King John

*From the Greek trepein, to turn.

Sobieski after the victory of Vienna
of 1683.

The episode of the ten lepers, re-
lated in Luke chapter seventeen, can
be interpreted in the three senses we
have presented thus far. Literally, it
really happened. Ten lepers did cry
out “Jesus, Master, have mercy on
us!” So did the rest of the event truly
happen as related by St. Luke. With-
out jeopardizing the historicity of the
account there is also rich allegory in
the story. The nine Jews who were
cured but were ungrateful represent
their nation, so graced by God, yet
so ungrateful as to miss the time of
their visitation. The Samaritan rep-
resents the gentile world, who were
formerly forgetful of God, but who,
with the grace of the New Testament,
are grateful. They are the “strangers”
who return to “give glory to God.”
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The Four Meanings in Holy Scripture

Tropologically, or morally, it teaches
us, as a Church and as individuals, to
show gratitude to God for the mani-
fest graces He has given us, cleans-
ing our filthiness and healing our dis-
eases.,

Finally God wants us to raise our
thoughts and interests towards the last
things: heaven, hell, the last judg-
ment, the state of glory, etc. But since
our ordinary language is inadequate
to express such transcendental truths,
the Bible uses persons or things of
time as symbols of eternal realities.
This is the anagogical sense, of which
there are many examples in the litur-
gical prayers of the Church.

For example, take the Introit of
Laetare Sunday, the fourth Sunday of
Lent. It is meant to bring joy and en-
hance hope in the midst of the peni-
tential season. It says: “Rejoice, O
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This woodcut from an old missal provides images which can be 33
interpreted in all four senses. See what you can find...




