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Hans Boersma

3 Ressourcement of Mystery
 The Ecclesiology of Thomas aquinas and the  
 Letter to the Romans

Ressourcement of a Sacramental Ecclesiology
Yves Congar (1904–95), in a 1974 aquinas Lecture at Blackfriars, oxford, on 
the topic of “St. Thomas aquinas and the Spirit of Ecumenism,” held out the 
angelic Doctor as a source of inspiration for discussion between Catholics and 
Protestants.1 While recognizing the tension between “the ontological and sa-
piential point of view of Thomas and the existential-dramatic approach of Lu-
ther,” Congar pointed out that nonetheless not just Catholics but also Protes-
tants were looking to Thomas aquinas (1224/25–74) as a source of inspiration.2 
With some degree of relish, it seems, Congar quoted Karl Barth (1886–1968):

an attentive reading of the works of the Doctor Angelicus permits one to verify in 
him certain lines of force which, even if they do not lead directly to the Reforma-
tion, do not tend, any the more, towards Jesuitical Romanism. Thus when one knows 
how to use intelligently this immense compendium of the previous tradition which 
constitutes the Summa, one remarks that its author is, on many issues, an evangelical 
theologian useful to know.3

i wish to thank Darrell W. Johnson and matthew Levering for their helpful comments on an 
earlier draft of this paper.

1. Yves m.-J. Congar, “St Thomas aquinas and the Spirit of Ecumenism,” New Blackfriars 55, 
no. 648 (1974): 196–209. Cf. Fergus Kerr, “Yves Congar: From Suspicion to acclamation,” Lou-
vain Studies 29, nos. 3–4 (2004): 273–87, at 280–87.

2. Congar, “St Thomas aquinas and the Spirit of Ecumenism,” 200.
3. ibid. The quotation is from Karl Barth, Die kirchliche Dogmatik, vol. 1, bk. 2, Die Lehre vom 

Wort Gottes: Prolegomena zur kirchlichen Dogmatik (Zollikon: Evangelischer Verlag, 1938), 686. i 
have retained Congar’s own translation. Cf. idem, Church Dogmatics, vol.1, bk. 2, The Doctrine of 
the Word of God, ed. G. W. Bromiley and t. F. torrance, trans. G. t. Thomson and harold Knight 
(London: t&t Clark, 2004), 614.
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Congar, along with other ressourcement theologians in the decades leading up 
to the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), engaged in just the kind of “atten-
tive reading” to which Barth alluded. What is more, Congar came to conclu-
sions rather similar to those of the Protestant Swiss theologian.

Particularly Thomas’s ecclesiology—one of Congar’s key areas of inter-
est—came out looking remarkably evangelical in the writings of the Do-
minican scholar from Le Saulchoir. This is not to say that Congar painted 
St. Thomas as an evangelical Protestant. Congar was genuinely Catholic in 
his convictions, and his strong ecumenical inclinations did not cause him to 
ignore the differences between Catholicism and Protestantism. Protestant 
ecclesiology, Congar was convinced, did not take the structures of the Church 
sufficiently seriously—the result, he believed, of the Protestant lack of focus 
on the sacramental means of salvation in the economy of redemption. But 
Congar was equally convinced, along with Barth, that Thomas did not tend 
toward what Barth termed “Jesuitical Romanism.” one of the main reasons 
for Congar’s interest in Thomas was that he saw in him an ally in his own op-
position to the juridicizing that he believed had increasingly put its stamp on 
the Church’s structures since the eleventh-century Gregorian Reform.4 These 
juridicizing tendencies had resulted, argued Congar, in the manuals De eccle-
sia, which had originated in the early fourteenth century and had set off an 
approach to ecclesiology that, according to Congar, suffered from juridicizing 
and intellectualizing tendencies. The result had been a loss of the Church as 
mystery of faith. in order to recover a sense of mystery, Congar believed it was 
necessary to work out a doctrine of the Church that would focus on the com-
munion of the Church as the fellowship of believers, the assembly of the faith-
ful (congregatio fidelium), and so on the unity and peace of the Church. he 
maintained that the neo-Thomist establishment had focused on the Church 
as sacramental means (sacramentum), whereas Thomas’s own primary inter-
est was the sacramental reality (res). Put differently, Congar argued that a 
ressourcement of St. Thomas’s ecclesiology required a shift from a one-sidedly 
juridical to a more spiritual view of the Church.5

as i already indicated, Congar realized that his reading of Thomas aqui-

4. Yves m.-J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions: The Biblical, Historical, and Theological Evi-
dence for Catholic Teaching on Tradition, trans. michael naseby and Thomas Rainborough (Lon-
don: Burns and oates, 1966), 135; idem, L’Église: De saint Augustin à l’ époque moderne, histoire 
des dogmes 3 (Paris: Cerf, 1970), 112; idem, Power and Poverty in the Church, trans. Jennifer nich-
olson (London: Chapman, 1965), 104–6; idem, Fifty Years of Catholic Theology: Conversation with 
Yves Congar, ed. Bernard Lauret (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 40–44.

5. See hans Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery 
(oxford: oxford university Press, 2009), Chapter 7.
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nas through the lens of a sacramental ecclesiology by no means turned the 
thirteenth-century theologian into a Protestant. a sacramental ecclesiology, 
such as proposed by Congar’s reading of St. Thomas and officially propounded 
in Lumen gentium, still presents challenges to Protestantism, since this re-
newed focus on the life of the Church as its sacramental purpose (res) does not 
negate the significance of the Church’s structures as the sacramental means 
(sacramentum). Particularly those evangelical groups that regard sacraments 
as extraneous signs that point merely toward internal realities, without having 
a real, inherent connection to them, would take little solace from Congar’s 
ressourcement of St. Thomas or from Lumen gentium’s understanding of the 
Church as sacrament. But also more sacramentally inclined Protestants from 
the Lutheran and Reformed traditions will continue to struggle with the way 
in which Congar’s version of Thomas relates sacrament and reality—particu-
larly when it comes to questions of papal authority and infallibility.

That said, it seems to me, for two reasons, that Congar’s Thomas—who 
i believe was largely endorsed by Vatican ii—holds ecumenical significance. 
The first reason is that Congar pointed out that the neo-scholastic juridiciz-
ing and intellectualizing of ecclesiology endangered an authentically Thomist 
sacramental view of the Church, since for Thomas, the Church had primar-
ily been a mystery to be entered into and explored by faith. This accentuation 
of the reality of the spiritual unity of the Church had also been one of the 
Reformation’s main concerns, and Congar’s reading of Thomas thus opens 
up possibilities of genuine ecumenical convergence. The second reason is that 
Congar presents a necessary challenge to Protestant (and, especially, evangeli-
cal) ecclesiologies. Congar purposely set forth what he called a “sacramental 
ontology” (ontologie sacramentelle), which he framed by interpreting time in 
a sacramental fashion.6 Past, present, and future were not simply chronologi-
cally distinct moments in time; rather, in faith and through the sacraments, 
they converged as the eschatological future entered into time. Cosmic time 
and the time of human history coincided sacramentally in the Church. Thus, 
Congar explained, “the time of the Church” (le temps de l’Église) was sacra-
mental in character.7 i do not have the time to explore all the implications of 
what i believe to be a profound insight.8 Suffice it to say that for Congar, and 

6. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, 259. Cf. Johannes Bunnenberg, Lebendige Treue zum 
Ursprung: Das Traditionsverständnis Yves Congars, Walberger Studien 14 (mainz: Grünewald, 
1989), 211–12.

7. Congar, Tradition and Traditions, 259–60.
8. one of the more immediate implications, as matthew Levering rightly pointed out to me 

in personal conversation, is the fact that the joining together of cosmic time and human history— 
implying that all chronological moments of time are sacramentally present in each other—takes 
up and elevates the basic creaturely reality of time as created participation in divine eternity.
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also for others associated with nouvelle théologie, this sacramental ontology 
affected the approach to the nature-supernatural relationship, to the histori-
cal and spiritual meanings of Scripture, to the continuing development of the 
Christological deposit of faith, and to the relationship between the structure 
and the life of the Church.9 as a Protestant in the Reformed tradition, i must 
regretfully acknowledge that the decline of a sacramental ontology has seri-
ously affected our ecclesiology; the charge that, all too often, Protestants do 
not have an ecclesiology carries some degree of validity. in short, a ressource-
ment of the ecclesiology of St. Thomas along the lines of Congar presents 
challenges to Catholics and Protestants alike, and in both directions i believe 
these challenges to be generally on target.

in this chapter, therefore, i will follow Congar’s lead by engaging in a dis-
cussion of the ecclesiology found in Thomas aquinas’s commentary on Ro-
mans.10 The focus on the Epistle to the Romans means that i will make no 
attempt to present Thomas’s overall understanding of the Church. not only 
would that be beyond my abilities as a nonexpert in Thomas aquinas, but also it 
would require a discussion of numerous ecclesiological issues that Thomas’s Ro-
mans commentary barely touches on, such as the role of the magisterium and of 
the pope, the relationship between Eucharist and Church, and the place of the 
angels within the Church. Even the description of the Church as the gathering 
of believers (congregatio fidelium) falls outside the scope of this paper, despite 
the fact that it was Thomas’s second most favorite description of the Church 
and highly significant for a retrieval of a sacramental ecclesiology focusing on 
the unity of the believers.11 instead, i will take St. Thomas’s commentary as my 
guide, and i will argue that it offers support for a sacramental ecclesiology along 
the lines advocated by nouvelle théologie, notably henri de Lubac (1896–1991) 
and Yves Congar. That is to say, the sacramental ecclesiology of Thomas’s Ro-
mans commentary demands from us a ressourcement of the Church as mystery 
and as such provides a suitable context for further ecumenical discussion be-
tween Catholics and Protestants. in the process of arguing for the sacramental 

9. Cf. Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, passim.
10. i use the Latin text of aquinas’s Super epistolam B. Pauli ad Romanos lectura from Corpus 

Thomisticum, ed. E. alarcón (Pamplona: universidad de navarra: 2000–), http://www.corpustho 
misticum.org/cro00.html. For English translation, see Thomas aquinas, Lectures on the Letter to the 
Romans, trans. Fabian Larcher, ed. Jeremy holmes (ave maria, Fla.: aquinas Center for Theologi-
cal Renewal), http://www.nvjournal.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=53& 
itemid=62.

11. Cf. Joseph P. Wawrykow, “Church,” in The Westminster Handbook to Thomas Aquinas 
(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox, 2005), 25–28, at 25: “aquinas’s favorite designation is 
church as ‘mystical body of Christ’ (corpus mysticum Christi), followed in terms of frequency by 
another cherished designation, namely, church as ‘congregation of the faithful.’”
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character of Thomas’s ecclesiology, i will highlight five elements of his Romans 
commentary: (1) its ecclesial focus, (2) its kerygmatic focus, (3) its historical fo-
cus, (4) its Christological focus, and (5) its sacramental focus.

The Church as Mystery
Before moving to these five characteristics, i want to sketch what i mean 

by Thomas’s approach to the Church as mystery. For this purpose, i will turn 
briefly to a second ressourcement scholar, the Jesuit patrologist from Fourvière, 
henri de Lubac. his historical study of Eucharist and Church in the middle 
ages, Corpus mysticum (1944), discussed the developments surrounding the 
approach to the threefold body (corpus triforme) of Christ: his historical body 
(born of the Virgin), his sacramental body (in the Eucharist), and his ecclesial 
body (the Church).12 For the present discussion, i will highlight two results 
of de Lubac’s impressive scholarly research: (1) the medieval view of the body 
of Christ as “mystical body” and hence of the Church as mystery; and (2) the 
shift in terminology used for the Church from “true body” to “mystical body,” 
which took place in the high middle ages.

First, de Lubac explained that in the middle ages, the threefold body of 
Christ was regarded as one body, despite the fact that different aspects could 
be distinguished. The three aspects—the historical, the sacramental, and the 
ecclesial—were not seen as three separate bodies, but as three aspects of the 
one body of Christ. Within this one body, the sacramental or Eucharistic as-
pect was designated as the “mystical body” (corpus mysticum).13 The fact that 
it was the sacramental body—not the ecclesial body—that was referred to as 
“mystical body” is important in the light of later linguistic and theological de-
velopments. De Lubac then explained that the adjective “mystical” depended 
on the noun “mystery” (μυστήριον), “to which both the Latin mysterium and 
sacramentum correspond.”14 medieval theologians talked about the “mystical 
body” of the Eucharist and about the “mystery” of the Eucharist both to indi-
cate that the Eucharist was a sign of something else and to refer to the obscure 
depths hidden in the Eucharist.15 The ecclesial body was the sacramental re-
ality to which the Eucharist pointed and which the Eucharist made present. 

12. henri de Lubac, Corpus mysticum: L’Eucharistie et l’Église au Moyen Âge: Étude historique, 
Théologie 3 (Paris: aubier, 1944), trans. Gemma Simmonds with Richard Price and Christopher 
Stephens as Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the Middle Ages: Historical Survey, 
ed. Laurence Paul hemming and Susan Frank Parsons (London: SCm, 2006).

13. De Lubac, Corpus mysticum, 28–36, 41–45.
14. ibid., 45.
15. ibid., 46–48.
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Thus, there was a dynamic movement from the sacrament to its mysterious 
reality, from the sacramental to the ecclesial body. as de Lubac put it: “[a] 
mystery, in the old sense of the word, is more of an action than a thing.”16 
The medieval use of the term “mystery” obviously did not have the modern 
connotation of a secret that further rational, discursive thought would gradu-
ally be able to uncover. instead, the term had a sacramental connotation. The 
historical, sacramental, and ecclesial aspects of the body of Christ were sac-
ramentally connected. Thus, to say that the Eucharistic body was a “mystical 
body” was to say that it represented and contained a deeper, spiritual reality.17

Second, the Eucharistic controversies surrounding Berengar of tours († 
1088) made it increasingly difficult to sustain the sacramental link between 
the sacramental and the ecclesial body.18 over against Berengar’s “spiritual-
ist” view of the Eucharist, the Church increasingly emphasized Christ’s real 
presence in the Eucharist and began to separate this sacramental body from its 
dynamic purpose, namely the sacramental reality of the unity of the Church. 
The emphasis on transubstantiation, insisted de Lubac, led to a disintegration 
of the threefold body. a linguistic change accompanied these theological de-
velopments. Starting in the twelfth century, the term “mystical body” (corpus 
mysticum) came to refer to the Church rather than to the Eucharist. at the 
same time, the expression “true body” (corpus verum) no longer referred to the 
unity of the Church as the reality (res tantum) of the sacrament; instead, it was 
now the Eucharist that became the “true body.” Thus, the twelfth century wit-
nessed a “slow inversion,”19 with corpus mysticum moving from Eucharist to 
Church and corpus verum moving from Church to Eucharist.20 The widening 
gap between Eucharist and Church had made it possible, by the fourteenth 
century, to interpret the “body of the Church” (ecclesiae corpus) by means of 
analogies with juridical, social, and political bodies.21 These comparisons, de 
Lubac maintained, would in turn radically alter the meaning of the Church 

16. ibid., 49.
17. For further discussion of the meaning of the term “mystery,” see henri de Lubac, Medi-

eval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, vol. 2, trans. E. m. macierowski (Grand Rapids, mich.: 
Eerdmans, 2000), 19–27; Yves Congar, Un Peuple messianique: L’Église, sacrement du salut; Salut 
et libération (Paris: Cerf, 1975), 47–55

18. For what follows, see de Lubac, Corpus mysticum, 143–67.
19. henri de Lubac, Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man, trans. Lancelot C. 

Sheppard and Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco, Calif.: ignatius, 1988), 100n68.
20. Cf. Susan K. Wood, Spiritual Exegesis and the Church in the Theology of Henri de Lubac 

(Grand Rapids, mich.: Eerdmans, 1998), 63–68.
21. De Lubac, Corpus mysticum, 114–16. Cf. the analysis of the linguistic developments of 

corpus mysticum in Ernst h. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political 
Theology, 2nd ed. (Princeton, n.J.: Princeton university Press, 1997), 193–232.
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as corpus mysticum: it would become simply one social body among many.22 
Thus, when the Reformation dissociated the mystical body of Christ from 
the visible Church, the Catholic Church was without adequate response: the 
common premise on both sides of the Reformation divide was a separation 
between sacramental body and ecclesial body.23 De Lubac was convinced that 
both Catholicism and Protestantism needed to restore the sacramental cast of 
the doctrine of the Church.

When we move to St. Thomas’s commentary on Romans, we find that he 
designates the Church as “mystical body.” aquinas refers to the apostle’s ad-
monition not to think too highly of oneself (Rom 12:3), and he explains that 
the Pauline admonition is

based on the mystical body’s likeness to a natural body. First, he touches on three 
things in a natural body; first, its unity when he says: For as in one body; secondly, the 
multiplicity of members when he says: we have many members; for the human body is 
an organism consisting of various members; thirdly, the variety of functions when he 
says: all the members do not have the same function. For the variety of members would 
serve no purpose unless they were ordered to different functions. Then he likens these 
three aspects to the mystical body of Christ, which is the Church: “he made him the 
head over all things for the church, which is his body” (Eph 1:22).24

St. Thomas goes beyond the Pauline metaphor of the Church as the body of 
Christ to refer to it as the mystical body. his language thus fits in with the later 
development sketched by de Lubac, according to which corpus mysticum no 
longer denoted the sacramental body but instead referred to the ecclesial body.

Thomas’s use of corpus mysticum to describe the Church (rather than the 
body of Christ in the sacrament) raises the question whether the concomi-
tant theological changes described by de Lubac have also found their way into 
Thomas’s theology: the separation between the sacramental and the ecclesial 
body; the heightened emphasis on real presence and transubstantiation over 
against a spiritual eating in faith; and the understanding of the ecclesial body 

22. De Lubac reiterated his displeasure with this understanding of the Church as simply one 
body among many in The Splendor of the Church, trans. michael mason (1956; repr., San Francisco, 
Calif.: ignatius, 1999), 128–30.

23. De Lubac, Corpus mysticum, 114–17.
24. In ad Rom. 12, lect. 2 (§§ 972–73). “Praemissa admonitione, hic apostolus rationem as-

signat sumptam ex similitudine corporis mystici ad corpus naturale. Et primo in corpore naturali 
tangit tria. Primo quidem corporis unitatem, cum dicit sicut enim in uno corpore; secundo, mem-
brorum pluralitatem, cum dicit multa membra habemus: est enim corpus humanum organicum ex 
diversitate membrorum constitutum; tertio officiorum diversitatem, cum dicit omnia autem mem-
bra non eumdem actum habent. Frustra enim esset membrorum diversitas, nisi ad diversos actus 
ordinarentur. Deinde aptat haec tria ad corpus Christi mysticum, quod est Ecclesia. Eph. i, v. 22: 
ipsum dedit caput super omnem Ecclesiam, quae est corpus eius.”
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as just one of many social and political bodies. mostly, these specific questions 
fall beyond the scope of Thomas’s Romans commentary. The underlying, gen-
eral question, however, is pertinent for our present purpose: does St. Thomas 
already reflect a move away from the unity and life of the Church as the sacra-
mental reality (res) to questions of juridical structures (sacramentum)? in short, 
the question we need to address is the following: is Thomas’s description of the 
Church as corpus mysticum indicative of a decline in sacramental ontology?

Characteristics of Thomas’s Ecclesiology
Ecclesial Focus

This question brings us to the five elements that struck me as important 
in my reading of St. Thomas’s Romans commentary. First, the very fact that 
the commentary is distinctly ecclesial in character is worthy of notice. This 
ecclesial character may not be immediately obvious considering the absence 
of any extended discussion of the Church. and, of course, ecclesiology is no-
table for its absence not only from this commentary, but also from Thomas’s 
work in general. Discussions of Thomas’s ecclesiology regularly mention this 
absence of anything resembling an explicit exposition De ecclesia.25 The expla-
nation may partially be historical, seeing that the first ecclesiological treatise 
was not written until the early fourteenth century, by James of Viterbo (ca. 
1255–1308).26 Thomas aquinas was not alone in his omission of a treatise De 
ecclesia. it seems likely, however, that this historical factor is interwoven with 
theological factors. in a 1939 essay on “The idea of the Church in St. Thom-
as aquinas,” Congar argued that the reason for the absence of an explicit 
ecclesiology was that the entire secunda pars of Thomas’s Summa theologiae, 
dealing with Christian faith and morals as the movement of human beings 
toward God, constituted his ecclesiology: “to define the Church as a body 
having community of life with God is to conceive of it as humanity vitalized 

25. See, for example, George Sabra, Thomas Aquinas’ Vision of the Church: Fundamentals of 
an Ecumenical Ecclesiology, tübinger theologische Studien 27 (mainz: matthias-Grünewald, 
1987), 19–33; Thomas F. o’meara, Thomas Aquinas: Theologian (notre Dame, ind.: university of 
notre Dame Press, 1997), 137; aidan nichols, Discovering Aquinas: An Introduction to His Life, 
Work, and Influence (Grand Rapids, mich.: Eerdmans, 2002), 120; herwi Rikhof, “Thomas on the 
Church: Reflections on a Sermon,” in Aquinas on Doctrine: A Critical Introduction, ed. Thomas G. 
Weinandy, Daniel a. Keating, and John P. Yocum (London: t&t Clark, 2004), 199–223, at 199.

26. Cf. Congar’s expressions of displeasure with the treatises of De ecclesia as originating with 
James of Viterbo’s De regimine Christiano in “The idea of the Church in St. Thomas aquinas,” 
Thomist 1, no. 3 (1939): 331–59, at 331, 358; idem, Lay People in the Church: A Study for a Theology 
of the Laity, rev. ed., trans. Donald attwater (1965; repr., Westminster, md.: Christian Classics, 
1985), 43.
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Godwards by the theological virtues, which have God for their object, and 
organized in the likeness of God by the moral virtues.”27 if the entire dynamic 
process of the deifying return to God constitutes the Church, a separate eccle-
siology hardly seems necessary. according to Congar, then, the absence of an 
explicit ecclesiology was the result of Thomas’s sacramental vision. he argued 
that Thomas’s focus was less on the external and juridical sacramental means 
than on the internal and spiritual reality of grace.28

This explanation is in keeping with St. Thomas’s approach in the Romans 
commentary. it is true that the commentary as a whole contains precious little 
discussion that is explicitly ecclesiological in character. But this observation 
needs to be qualified in two ways. First, Thomas’s expositions on circumcision 
and baptism, on the role of faith, on the Jew-Gentile relationship, on predesti-
nation, and especially, of course, on the body of Christ, are all ecclesiological 
in character. although Thomas does not use any of these themes to construct 
a theology of the Church, he does present numerous issues that would have to 
find a place within a treatise on the Church, if one were to write one. Second, 
when he explains the purpose of the various Pauline letters, he categorizes the 
fourteen letters, which he argues are all about Christ’s grace (gratia Christi), 
in an explicitly ecclesiological fashion. The grace of Christ may be considered 
in three ways: 

in one way, as it is in the head, namely, Christ, and in this regard it is explained in 
the letter to the hebrews. in another way, as it is found in the chief members of the 
mystical Body, and this is explained in the letters to the prelates. in a third way, as it 
is found in the mystical Body itself, that is, the Church, and this is explained in the 
letters sent to the Gentiles.29 

27. Congar, “idea of the Church,” 337. Cf. ibid., 339: “For St. Thomas, the Church is the whole 
economy of the return towards God, motus rationalis creaturae in Deum [the movement of the 
rational creature into God], in short, the Secunda Pars of his Summa Theologica.” Sabra expresses 
his disagreement with this explanation, arguing that although it is true that everything is ecclesio-
logical in Thomas’s theology, one could say the same thing about the doctrine of God or of Christ 
(Thomas Aquinas’ Vision of the Church, 27). Thus, he maintains that the deeper explanation is that 
“in contrast to those later authors, he [i.e., Thomas] did not view the church in predominantly 
juridical, political and sociological terms” (ibid., 29). So, for Sabra the absence of ecclesiological 
treatise supports his overall thesis that Thomas’s ecclesiology is more theological than juridical in 
character. Sabra may well be right in this explanation, but it seems to me identical to what Con-
gar was arguing. For Congar, since the entire secunda pars was ecclesiology, Thomas regarded the 
Church primarily as the dynamic movement of the deifying return to God. in other words, ac-
cording to Congar, too, Thomas’s ecclesiology was more theological than juridical in character.

28. Congar later presented an additional (but similar) rationale (“traditio thomistica in ma-
teria ecclesiologica,” Angelicum 43, nos. 3–4 [1966]: 405–28; reprinted in idem, Thomas d’Aquin: 
Sa vision de théologie et de l’Eglise [London: Variorum, 1984]). Cf. Sabra, Thomas Aquinas’ Vision 
of the Church, 21–22.

29. In ad Rom., prol. (§ 11). “Est enim haec doctrina tota de gratia Christi, quae quidem 
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Thus, St. Paul’s letters to the Gentiles are, in Thomas’s view, ecclesiological in 
nature. They deal with the grace of Christ as it is found in the Church, the 
mystical body. Thomas then goes on to explain that the letter to the Romans 
discusses the grace of Christ “as it is in itself ” (secundum se), while the letters 
to the Corinthians and the Galatians discuss the sacraments, and Ephesians, 
Colossians, and Thessalonians deal with the unity that Christ’s grace produc-
es in the Church.30 Romans, in other words, while its immediate focus is on 
gratia Christi “as it is in itself,” is part and parcel of an overall ecclesiological 
exposition: the grace of Christ exists in the Church, comes to believers in the 
sacraments, and thus produces the unity of the Church. Thomas’s larger pic-
ture of the way in which St. Paul’s letters cohere thus obviates the need for an 
explicit ecclesiological discussion in his commentary on Romans. This larger 
picture itself is very much ecclesiological in nature. it focuses on the grace of 
Christ, which, in the Church and through the sacraments, produces the unity 
of the Church. This seems rather like the sacramental ecclesiology advocated 
by de Lubac and Congar, according to which the structures of the Church, 
and especially, of course, the sacraments themselves, function as the sacramen-
tum that produces the reality (res) of the Church’s unity. 

Kerygmatic Focus
The second item i want to highlight is the kerygmatic focus of those eccle-

siological elements that we do find in this commentary. although i have just 
emphasized the role of the sacraments in producing the unity of the Church, 
for St. Thomas they do not function in isolation. The preaching of the Gos-
pel and the faith that results from this preaching are crucially important to 
the angelic Doctor. Commenting on Paul’s eagerness to preach the Gospel, 
which the apostle describes as “the power of God” (Rom 1:16),31 St. Thomas 
explains: “This can be understood in two ways. in one way, that the power 
of God is manifested in the Gospel: ‘he has shown the people the power of 
his works’ (Ps 111:6); in another way, that the Gospel itself contains in itself 
God’s power, in the sense of Ps 68 (v. 33): ‘he will give to his voice a voice of 
power.’”32 Thomas then goes on to explain how faith leads to salvation: “This 

potest tripliciter considerari. uno modo secundum quod est in ipso capite, scilicet Christo, et sic 
commendatur in epistola ad hebraeos. alio modo secundum quod est in membris principalibus 
corporis mystici, et sic commendatur in epistolis quae sunt ad praelatos. tertio modo secundum 
quod in ipso corpore mystico, quod est Ecclesia, et sic commendatur in epistolis quae mittuntur 
ad gentiles.”

30. ibid.
31. “For i am not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to every one who 

has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”
32. In ad Rom. 1, lect. 6 (§ 98): “Quod potest intelligi dupliciter: uno modo, quia virtus Dei 
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happens in three ways. First, through preaching: ‘Preach the gospel to every 
creature. he who believes and is baptized will be saved’ (mk 16:15). Secondly, 
by confessing the faith: with the mouth confession is made unto salvation (Rom 
10:10). Thirdly, by the Scripture; hence even the written words of the Gospel 
have a saving power, as Barnabas cured the sick by placing the Gospel upon 
them.”33 Salvation is the result of the Gospel as it is written down in the Scrip-
tures, as it is preached, and as it is confessed in faith.

When in Romans 10:15, the apostle quotes isaiah’s exclamation about the 
beauty of the feet of those who preach good news (isa 52:7), Thomas presents 
two interpretations to his readers for their consideration:

This can be interpreted in two ways: in one way, so that by feet is understood their 
procedure, namely, because they [i.e., the preachers] proceed according to due order, 
not usurping the office of preachers: “how graceful are your feet in sandals, o queenly 
maiden!” (Song 7:1). in another way, by feet are understood their affections which are 
right, as long as they announce God’s word not with the intention of praise or gain but 
for the salvation of men and the glory of God: “Their feet were straight” (Ez 1:7).”34

The task of preaching properly proceeds only on the basis of a divine mandate, 
and it needs to take place with the appropriate subjective intentions on the 
part of the preacher. only in this way can the feet of the preacher be said to be 
beautiful.

When two verses down, in Romans 10:17, the apostle again connects faith 
to hearing and preaching,35 Thomas raises the question of how this can be 
squared with the idea of faith as a divinely infused virtue (virtus infusa divini-
tus). he deals with this dilemma by making a distinction between the subjec-
tive disposition and the objective contents of the faith: the inclination of the 
heart is indeed a gift of grace and does not come from hearing, but the decision 

in Evangelio manifestatur secundum illud Ps. CX, 6: virtutem operum suorum adnuntiavit populo 
suo; alio modo, quia ipsum Evangelium in se Dei virtutem continet, secundum illud Ps. LXViii,  
v. 34: dabit voci suae vocem virtutis.”

33. Ibid. 1, lect. 6 (§ 100): “Secundo, per quem modum Evangelium salutem conferat, quia per 
fidem, quod designatur cum dicitur omni credenti. Quod fit tripliciter: primo per praedicationem; 
mc. ultim.: praedicate Evangelium omni creaturae; qui crediderit et baptizatus fuerit salvus erit. 
Secundo per confessionem; infra X, 10: oris confessio fit ad salutem. tertio per Scripturam, unde 
etiam verba Evangelii scripta virtutem salutiferam habent, sicut beatus Barnabas infirmos curabat, 
Evangelium superponendo.”

34. In ad Rom. 10, lect. 2 (§ 840): “in his autem verbis, primo, commendatur processus praedi-
catorum, cum dicit quam speciosi pedes, quod dupliciter potest intelligi. uno modo ut per pedes in-
telligantur eorum processus, quia scilicet ordinate procedunt, non usurpantes sibi praedicationis of-
ficium. Cant. Vii, 1: quam pulchri sunt gressus tui in calceamentis, filia principis. alio modo possunt 
intelligi per pedes affectus qui rectitudinem habent, dum non intentione laudis aut lucri verbum 
Dei annuntiant, sed propter hominum salutem et Dei gloriam. Ez. i, 7: pedes eorum, pedes recti.”

35. “So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ.”
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about what to believe does come from hearing.36 Ever concerned with the pri-
macy of grace, Thomas safeguards its infused character. in no way, however, 
does this minimize for him the importance of the office of preaching: the 
preacher proclaims Christ and is thus responsible for the contents of the faith 
that is to be passed on. The Reformed scholar George Sabra rightly comments:

When one reflects on what Thomas says about the word of God, one is struck by the 
immense power attributed to it. to affirm that it effects forgiveness and sanctification, 
leads to eternal life, nourishes the soul, cleanses the heart, etc., is to ascribe mighty ef-
fects to it. if one compares these effects to what Thomas writes about the effects of 
the sacraments, one finds a great similarity. Preaching and teaching the word of God 
seem to function also as means of grace, so when the church “administers” the word it 
appears to be doing something quite similar to the administering of the sacraments, as 
far as the results are concerned.37

indeed, Sabra goes so far as to insist that for Thomas “the office of preaching and 
teaching was superior to that of administering the sacraments.”38 Be that as it 
may, it is clear that the task of preaching is hugely significant to Thomas, not in 
the least because it is a prerequisite to people’s acceptance of the Gospel in faith.

Redemptive Historical Focus
The redemptive historical focus of Thomas’s Romans commentary is the 

third aspect that i would like to bring to the fore. one of the main interests of 
the pre-conciliar ressourcement movement was its desire to take history more 
seriously as a theological category than had been the case in the neo-scholastic 
commentatorial tradition. marie-Dominique Chenu’s (1895–1990) retrieval of 
Thomas aquinas positioned the angelic Doctor squarely within the context 
of the twelfth- and thirteenth-century rediscovery of nature and against the 
backdrop of the changeover from monastic schools (tied in with the feudal 
system) to the university system (connected to the rising merchant class).39 
Congar, as Chenu’s student, was similarly interested in history. his interpre-
tation of Thomas’s ecclesiology highlighted its redemptive historical charac-
ter. one of the results of Congar’s interest in the progression of redemptive 

36. In ad Rom. 10, lect. 2 (§ 844). “Dicendum est ergo, quod ad fidem duo requiruntur: quo-
rum unum est cordis inclinatio ad credendum et hoc non est ex auditu, sed ex dono gratiae; aliud 
autem est determinatio de credibili et istud est ex auditu. Et ideo Cornelius qui habebat cor incli-
natum ad credendum, necesse habuit ut ad eum mitteretur Petrus, qui sibi determinaret quid esset 
credendum.”

37. Sabra, Thomas Aquinas’ Vision of the Church, 147–48.
38. ibid., 152.
39. See especially marie-Dominique Chenu, Aquinas and His Role in Theology, trans. Paul 

Philibert (Collegeville, minn.: Liturgical Press, 2002).
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history was his strong appreciation of the Church as the “people of God” 
(populus Dei). Congar believed that the centrality of this notion in Lumen 
gentium was definite theological gain. “The idea of the People of God,” Con-
gar wrote at the time of the Second Vatican Council,

in the first place, enables us to express the continuity of the Church with israel. it at 
once invites us to consider the Church inserted in a history dominated and defined by 
God’s Plan for man. This plan is one of covenant and salvation: People of God con-
notes Plan of God, therefore sacred history. We know that this Plan and this history 
are translated into a positive and gracious historical intervention.40

Congar was encouraged by the rediscovery of the notion of the “people of 
God” between 1937 and 1942 through the work of theologians such as mannus 
Dominikus Koster (1901–81), Lucien Cerfaux (1883–1968), and others:41 “one of 
the greatest recoveries of contemporary Catholic theology has been that of the 
eschatological sense, which implies a sense of history and of God’s plan as lead-
ing everything to a consummation.”42 Congar believed the image of the “people 
of God,” with its background in the narratives of israel’s desert journey—high-
lighting the many shortcomings and failings of the old testament people of 
God—was helpful particularly because it accentuated the historical situation in 
which the Church found herself in the “in-between” period. he also drew at-
tention to the fact that the renewed focus on divine election and on historicity 
was of ecumenical value in the dialogue with Protestants, particularly since the 
notion of the “people of God” suggested “less sharply defined frontiers.”43

in his discussion of the various metaphors that the angelic Doctor used 
to describe the Church, Sabra points out that the Church as “people of God” 
is the one metaphor that for Thomas has a more political and juridical conno-
tation, since, according to Thomas, the notion of populus implies the common 
consent of law as well as an ordered community.44 Thus, Sabra comments:

40. Yves m.-J. Congar, “The Church: The People of God,” in The Church and Mankind, vol. 1 
of Concilium: Theology in the Age of Renewal (Glen Rock, n.J.: Paulist, 1965), 11–37, at 19.

41. ibid., 14–18. Cf. Yves m.-J. Congar, This Church That I Love, trans. Lucien Delafuente 
(Denville, n.J.: Dimension, 1969), 12–16. Congar referred, among others, to mannes Dominikus 
Koster, Ekklesiologie im Werden (Paderborn: Bonifacius, 1940); Lucien Cerfaux, La Théologie de 
l’Église suivant saint Paul, unam Sanctam 10 (Paris: Cerf, 1942). 

42. Congar, This Church, 18. See further Cornelis Th. m. van Vliet, Communio sacramentalis: 
Das Kirchenverständis von Yves Congar—genetisch und systematisch betrachtet (mainz: matthias-
Grünewald, 1995), 201–8, 219–24.

43. Congar, “Church: The People of God,” 28. at the same time, Congar added that “Protes-
tant thought fails to see what the incarnation of the Son of God has introduced that is new and 
definitive. no doubt it is on the Christological level that this inadequacy begins. as a result the 
idea of the Body of Christ is not given its full value” (29).

44. Sabra, Thomas Aquinas’ Vision of the Church, 48.
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The designation populus, as used by Lumen Gentium, is also meant to emphasize the 
pilgrim-status of the church and to bring to the fore an eschatological dimension of 
the church (e.g., “messianic people”). it is also quite clear that the new People of God 
embraces the whole church. The same cannot be said of Thomas’s notion of populus. 
The gulf that separates Thomas’s use of this designation from that intended by Vati-
can ii is perhaps as vast as the centuries that lie between them.45

Sabra maintains that for St. Thomas, the notion of populus Dei lacks histori-
cal and eschatological dimensions, while it refers mostly to the “people”—as 
distinct from the hierarchy—ruled by the political order of law.

This political and juridical connotation of the notion of the “people of 
God” might seem to undermine Congar’s ressourcement of the angelic Doc-
tor, at least on this point.46 But it seems to me that Thomas’s Romans com-
mentary asks for a somewhat more nuanced picture. it is true that Thomas 
does not negate the juridical connotation (with its elements of law and order) 
of the notion of populus Dei. and the populus are sometimes indeed those who 
are in a position of obedience toward their hierarchical leadership.47 These as-
pects, however, do not take center stage in Thomas’s commentary. instead, the 
passages in which he works with the notion of populus in an ecclesial context 
often arise directly from the issue of the Jew-Gentile relationship. The Jews are 
the people of God to whom God gave his promise of descendents.48 They are 
the people who were circumcised so they could be distinguished from other 
peoples.49 They are the people whom God has adopted as his own.50 With the 

45. ibid., 48–49.
46. indeed, Sabra directly takes issue with Congar’s interpretation of Thomas’s use of populus 

as being identical with the ecclesia (ibid., 49). Cf. Yves m.-J. Congar, “‘Ecclesia’ et ‘populus (fidelis)’ 
dans l’ecclésiologie de S. Thomas,” in St. Thomas Aquinas 1274–1974: Commemorative Studies,  
vol. 1, ed. armand a. maurer et al. (toronto, ont.: Pontifical institute of mediaeval Studies, 
1974), 159–73. Reprinted in idem, Thomas d’Aquin: Sa vision de théologie et de l’Eglise (London: 
Variorum, 1984).

47. E.g., In ad Rom., prol. (§ 4): “and just as in the old testament after the law of moses the 
prophets were read to instruct the people in the teachings of the law—‘Remember the law of my 
servant, moses’ (mal 4:4)—so also, in the new testament, after the gospels are read the teachings 
of the apostles, who handed down to the faithful the words they had heard from the Lord: ‘For i re-
ceived from the Lord what i also delivered to you” (1 Cor 11:23).’” (“Et sicut in veteri testamento post 
legem moysi leguntur prophetae, qui legis doctrinam populo tradebant secundum illud mal. iV, 4: 
mementote Moysi servi mei ita etiam in novo testamento, post Evangelium, legitur apostolorum doc-
trina, qui, ea quae a domino audierunt, tradiderunt fidelibus, secundum illud i Cor. Xi, 23: accepi a 
domino quod et tradidi vobis.”) See also In ad Rom. 12, lect. 3 (§ 997); 13, lect. 1 (§ 1039).

48. In ad Rom. 3, lect. 1 (§ 253): “For God promised to multiply that people and make it great: 
‘i will multiply your descendants’ (Gen 22:l6).” (“Promisit enim Deus populum illum multiplicare 
et magnificare, ut patet Gen. XXii 16: multiplicabo semen tuum.”)

49. In ad Rom. 4, lect. 2 (§ 347): “The third reason was to distinguish the people worship-
ing God from all other peoples.” (“tertia est ut per hoc signum populus ille Deum colens, ab 
omnibus aliis populis distingueretur.”) For similar references to the “people” as the Jewish nation 
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coming of Christ, Thomas maintains, circumcision (the old testament sacra-
ment of initiation) was replaced by baptism.51 as a result, Thomas maintains 
that both divine election and the adoption as sons has been extended to the 
Gentiles. Gentile believers, too, are now the “people of God.”

aquinas reflects on this inclusion of the Gentiles in the “people of God” 
particularly in connection with St. Paul’s discussion of hosea 2:23 and 1:10 
in Romans 9:25–26.52 The Gentiles, explains Thomas, used to be cut off from 
three blessings that the Jews enjoyed: divine worship, divine love, and deliv-
erance from original sin through circumcision.53 The first of these, divine 
worship (divinus cultus) constituted the reason why the Jews were called the 
“people of God.”54 Thomas argues, however, that thanks to the reconciliation 
effected by Christ, the Gentiles, too, have now become the “people of God”:

But the Gentiles were alienated from the society of this people, as it says in Eph (2:12): 
“alienated from the commonwealth of israel and strangers to the covenants of prom-
ise.” however, through Christ they have become God’s people: “he gave himself for us 
to purify for himself a people of his own” (tit 2:14). and that is what he says: Those who 
were not my people, i.e., the Gentiles, I will call my people, i.e., that they be my people.55 

This inclusion of the Gentiles means that they are now referred to as “sons of 
God” (filii Dei) and are reckoned as the people of God.56 Their inclusion in 

distinguished from other nations, see In ad Rom. 5, lect. 6 (§ 463); 9, lect. 1 (§ 744); 9, lect. 2 (§§ 
750, 761); 9, lect. 5 (§ 809); 9, lect. 3 (§ 850); 11, lect. 1 (§§ 861, 862, 872); 11, lect. 4 (§§ 918, 923). in 
addition to these references, St. Thomas quotes numerous old testament passages that refer to the 
Jewish covenant “people” of God. i should also note that Thomas often uses the word gens (and 
sometimes plebs) rather than populus as referring to the Jewish covenant people. it does not seem to 
me that Thomas has particular reasons for choosing one term rather than another. i have restricted 
my analysis mainly to his use of the term populus.

50. In ad Rom., 9, lect. 2 (§ 749): “First, therefore, he says: it has been stated that the promises, 
the adoption of sons, and glory referred to people whose fall is to me a source of great sadness 
and unceasing sorrow.” (“Dicit ergo primo: ita dictum est quod eorum sunt promissa et adoptio 
filiorum et gloria, pro quorum casu est mihi magna tristitia et continuus dolor.”) Cf. In ad Rom., 
9, lect. 2 (§ 761).

51. In ad Rom. 4, lect. 2 (§ 349).
52. “as indeed he says in hosea, ‘Those who were not my people i will call “my people,” and 

her who was not beloved i will call “my beloved.”’ and in the very place where it was said to them, 
‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’”

53. In ad Rom. 9, lect. 5 (§ 799).
54. ibid.: “divinus cultus, ratione cuius dicebantur populus Dei, quasi ei servientes et eius 

praeceptis obedientes.”
55. ibid.: “Sed ab huius populi societate gentiles erant alieni, secundum illud Ephes. ii, 12: 

alienati a conversatione Israel et hospites testamentorum. Sed per Christum facti sunt populus Dei. 
tit. ii, 14: dedit semetipsum pro nobis, ut emundaret sibi populum acceptabilem. Et hoc est quod 
dicit vocabo non plebem meam, id est, gentilitatem quae non erat plebs mea, plebem meam, id est, 
ad hoc ut sit plebs mea.”

56. Cf. ibid. 15, lect. 1 (§ 1160): “The third authority contains the devotion of the Gentiles to 
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this people of God is due to faith in Jesus Christ. Whereas proselytes to Juda-
ism had to leave their native land and journey to Judea, this is not necessary 
for those converted to Christ: “Therefore, to each one living in his own place, 
where it was said to them in former times, ‘You are not my people,’ there will 
be called sons of God by divine adoption: ‘to all who believed in his name, he 
gave them power to become children of God’ (Jn 1:12).”57 The result of this 
Gentile inclusion is that Thomas can speak in a rather loose way about the 
customs of the “people of God,” simply referring to them as customs of the 
faithful.58 in short, it seems that Thomas is content to follow the biblical usage 
of the expression populus Dei, and as a result he retains its redemptive histori-
cal use as found in Paul’s letter to the Romans. if the Jewish nation are called 
the “people of God,” then the Church, those adopted as sons of God through 
faith and baptism, can also be called the “people of God.”

Christological Focus
Thomas’s ecclesiology is characterized, fourthly, by a Christological fo-

cus. although Congar genuinely recommended the term “people of God” 
as a suitable designation for the Church, he was apprehensive about the fact 
that it did not appear to have a Christological referent. The absence of such a 
Christological element meant that the expression “people of God” was unable 
to highlight the Christological newness of the Church. as a result, Congar 
cautioned against absolutizing the expression. taken on its own, it focused 
too much on the “wilderness wanderings” of the people and thus on the “not 
yet” of the eschaton. Congar was convinced that Protestant ecclesiology, with 
its historical focus on the “people of God,” did insufficient justice to the radi-
cal newness given with the incarnation.59 Therefore, the term populus Dei had 
to be supplemented with the notion of the Church as corpus Christi.60 Com-
mented Congar: “under the new Dispensation, that of the promises realized 
through the incarnation of the Son and the gift of the Spirit (the ‘Promised 

God. hence he adds: And again it is written in Ps 117 (v. 4): Praise the Lord, all Gentiles, i.e., confess 
his goodness: ‘From the rising of the sun to its setting the name of the Lord is to be praised’  
(Ps 113:3); and let all the peoples, not only the Jewish people, praise him.” (“tertia autem auctoritas 
continet devotionem gentium ad Deum. unde subdit et iterum scriptum est in Psalmis laudate, 
omnes gentes, dominum, scilicet eius bonitatem confitentes, Ps.: a solis ortu usque ad occasum lauda-
bile nomen domini; et omnes populi, non solum populus iudaeorum, magnificate eum.”)

57. In ad Rom. 9, lect. 5 (§ 800): “unicuique ergo in loco suo habitanti, ubi dictum est eis, olim 
ex divina sententia, non plebs mea vos, ibi vocabuntur filii Dei per divinam adoptionem. io. i, 12: 
dedit eis potestatem filios Dei fieri his qui credunt in nomine eius.”

58. ibid., 14, lect. 1 (§§ 1098, 1100).
59. Congar, This Church, 29.
60. ibid., 29–38; Congar, “The Church: The People of God,” 29–37.
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one’), the People of God was given a status that can be expressed only in the 
categories and in the theology of the Body of Christ.”61 Ecclesiology needed to 
be framed in Christological categories.

also, here, i believe, Congar showed himself a true disciple of Thomas 
aquinas. We have already seen that aquinas uses the expression “mystical 
body” as designation for the Church and that, in fact, for the angelic Doc-
tor, the Pauline corpus is centered on the grace of Christ as found in the 
Church, with the letter to the Romans itself focusing on this grace of Christ 
“as it is in itself ” (secundum se). accordingly, the Christological aspect shows 
up throughout the Romans commentary. it occurs, first of all, in connection 
with the doctrine of predestination. Rational creatures, Thomas avers, are 
united to God by grace.62 This can refer either to the various graces that God 
freely gives to people (gratia gratis data), such as the gift of prophecy, or to 
the sanctifying grace of adoption (gratia gratum faciens).63 Christ, too, can 
be said to be predestined, as Romans 1:4 makes clear. in his case, the union 
is a “union in personal being [esse personali]; and this is called the grace of 
union.”64 St. Thomas then adds, “Therefore, just as a man’s union with God 
through grace of adoption falls under predestination, so also the union with 
God in person through the grace of union falls under predestination. and as 
regards this he [i.e., Paul] says, who was predestined son of God.”65 Thomas then 
connects the “grace of adoption” (in the case of human beings) to the “grace of 
union” (in the case of Christ):

now it is obvious that anything which exists of itself is the measure and rule of things 
which exist in virtue of something else and through participation. hence, the pre-
destination of Christ, who was predestinated to be the Son of God by nature, is the 
measure and rule of our life and therefore of our predestination, because we are pre-
destined to adoptive sonship, which is a participation and image of natural sonship: 
“Those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son” (Rom 8:29).66

61. Congar, “The Church: The People of God,” 35.
62. In ad Rom. 1, lect. 3 (§ 46). 63. ibid.
64. ibid.
65. ibid.: “Sicut ergo hominem esse unitum Deo, per gratiam adoptionis, cadit sub praedesti-

natione, ita etiam esse unitum Deo, per gratiam unionis in persona, sub praedestinatione cadit. Et 
quantum ad hoc dicit qui praedestinatus est filius Dei.”

66. ibid. 1, lect. 3 (§ 48): “manifestum est autem quod id quod est per se est mensura et regula 
eorum quae dicuntur per aliud et per participationem. unde praedestinatio Christi, qui est prae-
destinatus ut sit filius Dei per naturam, est mensura et regula vitae et ita praedestinationis nostrae, 
quia praedestinamur in filiationem adoptivam, quae est quaedam participatio et imago naturalis 
filiationis, secundum illud Rom. Viii, 30: quos praescivit et praedestinavit conformes fieri imagini 
filii sui.”



Ressourcement of Mystery  69

Predestination of human beings is patterned on the predestination of the Son 
of God; or, we could even say, predestination of human beings is a sharing in 
or a participation in the predestination of Christ (participatio et imago natu-
ralis filiationis). in his commentary on Romans 8:29–30,67 Thomas again con-
nects our sonship to that of Christ: “For just as God willed to communicate 
his natural goodness to others by imparting to them a likeness of his good-
ness, so that he is not only good but the author of good things, so the Son of 
God willed to communicate to others conformity to his sonship, so that he 
would not only be the Son but the first-born among sons.”68 our sonship is 
tied in with that of Christ. all of this, according to Thomas, clearly excludes 
the idea that grace is given because of our merits.69

When Thomas speaks of the actual, temporal inclusion of human beings 
in Christ through faith, it does not take long before he has recourse to “body 
of Christ” language. understandably, this language occurs most emphatically 
in connection with Romans 12:1–2, where St. Paul himself uses the analogy of 
the human body.70 here, Thomas reflects on the unity of the natural body, on 
the multiplicity of its members, and on the variety of its functions. he then 
moves from the natural body to the body of Christ. in Thomas’s own words: 
“Then he [i.e., Paul] likens these three aspects to the mystical body of Christ, 
which is the Church: ‘he made him the head over all things for the church, 
which is his body (Eph 1:22).’”71 Thomas explains that the apostle touches 
first on the number of the members, then on the unity of the mystical body, 
and finally on the variety of functions that the members have with regard to 
the common good of the body.72 The discussion is limited to the Pauline anl-
ogy between the natural body and the body of Christ, and in no way does 
Thomas attempt to interpret the “body of Christ” by using the analogies of 
political or social bodies, which, as we have seen, was de Lubac’s concern about 

67. “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren. and those whom he predes-
tined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he 
also glorified.”

68. In ad Rom. 8, lect. 6 (§ 706): “Sicut enim Deus suam naturalem bonitatem voluit aliis 
communicare, participando eis similitudinem suae bonitatis, ut non solum sit bonus, sed etiam 
auctor bonorum, ita filius Dei voluit conformitatem suae filiationis aliis communicare, ut non so-
lum sit ipse filius, sed etiam primogenitus filiorum.”

69. ibid. 8, lect. 6 (§ 703).
70. Romans 12:4–5: “For as in one body we have many members, and all the members do not 

have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members 
one of another.”

71. In ad Rom. 12, lect. 2 (§ 973): “Deinde aptat haec tria ad corpus Christi mysticum, quod est 
Ecclesia. Eph. i, v. 22: ipsum dedit caput super omnem Ecclesiam, quae est corpus eius.”

72. ibid. 12, lect. 2 (§§ 973–75).
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the later medieval use of “body of Christ” language. The Church, for Thomas 
aquinas, is not simply one body among many.73 With regard to the unity of 
the body—which, as we have seen, de Lubac and Congar regarded as the sac-
ramental reality or the dynamic aim of the Eucharistic celebration—Thomas 
comments:

This mystical body has a spiritual unity through [which] we are united to one another 
and to God by faith and love: “There is one body and one spirit” (Eph 4:4). and be-
cause the Spirit of unity flows into us from Christ—“anyone who does not have the 
Spirit of Christ does not belong to him” (Rom 8:9)—he adds in Christ, who unites us 
to one another and to God by his Spirit whom he gives us: “That they may be one even 
as we are one” (Jn 17:22).74

The Spirit of Christ unites us to Christ as the head of the mystical body. The 
result of this incorporation into Christ is the renewal of one’s life. in his com-
mentary on Romans 6, Thomas reflects on our dying with Christ and on our 
being made alive with him. our being crucified with Christ results in “the 
removal of past sins,” and it also “makes us beware of future sins.”75 The fact 
that we now live with the risen Christ means that we have “the faculty of nev-
er returning to sin.”76 By being incorporated into Christ (incorporati Christo 
Jesu) we die to sin and live for God.77 This does not mean a sinless life; the 
inclination to sin remains.78 But it does mean that we have been freed from 
the kingdom of sin and that sin has lost its dominion over us.79 as a result of 
this incorporation into Christ, believers now observe the Law “not as existing 
under the Law but as free.”80

The incorporation into Christ is, according to Thomas, the result of faith 
and of the sacraments of faith. We have already seen the importance that he 
assigns to faith in connection with the preaching of the Word. Throughout his 

73. Cf. Sabra, Thomas Aquinas’ Vision of the Church, 65–66; Jean-Pierre torrell, “Yves Congar 
et l’ecclésiologie de Saint Thomas d’aquin,” Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 82, no. 
2 (1998): 201–42, at 212.

74. In ad Rom. 12, lect. 2 (§ 974): “huius autem corporis mystici est unitas spiritualis, per 
quam fide et affectu charitatis invicem unimur Deo, secundum illud Eph. iV, 4: unum corpus, et 
unus spiritus. Et quia spiritus unitatis a Christo in nos derivatur, supra Viii, 9: si quis spiritum 
Christi non habet, hic non est eius ideo subdit in Christo, qui per spiritum suum, quem dat nobis, 
nos invicem unit et Deo. io. XVii, 2 s.: ut sint unum in nobis, sicut et nos unum sumus.”

75. ibid. 6, lect. 2 (§ 481): “Deinde cum dicit ut destruatur, etc., ponit effectum praedicti ben-
eficii duplicem; quorum primus est remotio praecedentium delictorum. Et hoc est quod dicit ut 
destruatur corpus peccati.... autem effectus est ut caveamus a peccatis in futurum: et hoc est quod 
subdit dicens ut ultra non serviamus peccato.”

76. ibid. 6, lect. 2 (§ 484): “facultatem numquam de caetero ad peccatum redeundi.”
77. ibid. 6, lect. 2 (§ 491). 78. ibid. 6, lect. 2 (§ 493).
79. ibid.
80. ibid. 6, lect. 3 (§ 497): “non quasi sub lege existens, sed sicut liber.”
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Romans commentary, he highlights the indispensable character of faith for 
salvation. Faith is the result of predestination.81 Faith leads to justification and 
adoption as sons.82 Faith is what characterizes us as the seed of abraham.83 
and faith unites us to Christ as the head of the mystical body. This last point 
needs to be emphasized, because the more scholastic discussion of Christ’s 
headship in the Summa may give the impression that all people belong to the 
body of Christ, since also unbelievers have Christ as their head; they have him 
as their head potentialiter.84 While this (potential) inclusion of unbelievers in 
the body of Christ is certainly an aspect of Thomas’s thought, in his biblical 
commentary on Romans 8:9,85 he restricts the headship of Christ in a rather 
unencumbered fashion to the believers: “For just as that is not a bodily mem-
ber which is not enlivened by the body’s spirit, so he is not Christ’s member 
who does not have the Spirit of Christ: ‘By this we know that we abide in him, 
because he has given us of his own Spirit’ (1 Jn 4:13).”86 The body of Christ 
is thus, for Thomas, simply a way of speaking about those who by faith have 
been incorporated into Christ—the Church, in other words.87

Sacramental Focus
The centrality of faith is not something that Thomas would in any way op-

pose to the efficacy of the sacraments. The final focus of Thomas’s ecclesiology 
that i want to mention, therefore, is its sacramental character. God incorpo-
rates people into Christ and into his mystical body by the combined means of 
faith and the sacrament of baptism. it would be unthinkable for Thomas to 
separate the two. The mystical body can thus not be played out over against the 
structures of the visible Church. in fact, it is precisely a characteristic of the new 
covenant that the sacraments are more than merely external signs. in his discus-
sion on the freedom from sin (Rom 6:14),88 Thomas comments that God’s

81. ibid. 4, lect. 1 (§ 330). 82. ibid. 8, lect. 6 (§§ 703, 708).
83. ibid. 4, lect. 2 (§§ 352–53). Cf. ibid. 9, lect. 2 (§ 753).
84. Summa theologiae iii, q. 8, a. 3. Cf. Rikhof, “Thomas on the Church,” 215; Sabra, Thomas 

Aquinas’ Vision of the Church, 174, 178.
85. “any one who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.”
86. In ad Rom. 8, lect. 2 (§ 627): “Sicut non est membrum corporis quod per spiritum corporis 

non vivificatur, ita non est membrum Christi, qui spiritum Christi non habet. i io. iV, 13: in hoc 
scimus quoniam manet in nobis, quoniam de spiritu suo dedit nobis.” Cf. also ibid. 5, lect. 5 (§ 443); 
ibid. 8, lect. 1 (§ 605).

87. nicholas m. healy argues, wrongly it seems to me, that for St. Thomas, since all people 
are members of Christ’s body but not of the Church, “body of Christ” is not synonymous with 
“Church” (“Ecclesiology and Communion,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 31, no. 3 [2004]: 273–
90, at 282). Potential inclusion in the body does not, however, amount to actual inclusion. nonbe-
lievers are potentially members not just of the body of Christ but also of the Church.

88. “For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.”
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grace, making men freely obey the Law, was not conferred by the sacraments of the 
old Law, but Christ’s sacraments conferred it. Consequently, those who submitted 
themselves to the ceremonies of the Law were not, so far as the power of those sacra-
ments were concerned, under grace but under the Law, unless they happened to ob-
tain grace through faith. But one who submits to Christ’s sacraments obtains grace 
from his power, so as not to be under the Law but under grace, unless they enslaved 
themselves to sin through their own fault.89

The idea that the old testament sacraments did not confer grace is something 
that St. Thomas repeatedly mentions. Circumcision, he comments in his com-
mentary on Romans 4:11,90 “was not the cause but the sign of justice.”91 unlike 
circumcision, “the burial of baptism causes the death of sin, because the sacra-
ments of the new Law bring about what they signify.”92 The sacraments, under 
the new covenant, cause what they signify, unless people enslave themselves to 
sin through their own fault. Faith and love and the sacrament of faith (i.e., bap-
tism) combine to incorporate a person into Christ and so to deliver him from 
damnation.93 Because for aquinas, the sacraments truly contain the grace to-
ward which they point, they have an indispensable instrumental role in the real-
ization of the reality of the unity of the Church. although aquinas’s attention 
may be more on the sacramental reality of the actual grace of Christ, he does not 
ignore the instrumental means that lead to a participation in this grace. Congar, 
it seems to me, followed his thirteenth-century teacher when he tried to hold 
together the sacramental structures of the Church and the reality of its life.

Conclusion: Ecclesiology in Ecumenical Discussion
The Romans commentary does not discuss the Eucharist in any detail. 

as a result, aquinas does not address the issue that occupied de Lubac: the 

89. In ad Rom. 6, lect. 3 (§ 498): “hanc autem gratiam facientem homines libere legem im-
plere, non conferebant legalia sacramenta, sed conferunt eam sacramenta Christi; et ideo illi qui se 
caeremoniis legis subiiciebant, quantum pertinet ad virtutem ipsorum sacramentorum legalium, 
non erant sub gratia, sed sub lege, nisi forte per fidem Christi gratiam adipiscerentur. illi vero qui 
se sacramentis Christi subiiciunt, ex eorum virtute gratiam consequuntur, ut non sint sub lege, sed 
sub gratia, nisi forte per suam culpam se subiiciant servituti peccati.”

90. “he received circumcision as a sign or seal of the righteousness which he had by faith 
while he was still uncircumcised.”

91. In ad Rom. 4, lect. 2 (§ 341): “circumcisio non erat causa iustitiae, sed signum.” Cf. also 
ibid. 4, lect. 2 (§ 349); ibid. 11, lect. 4 (§ 920).

92. ibid. 6, lect. 1 (§ 475): “Baptismi causat mortem peccati, quia sacramentum novae legis 
efficit quod signat.”

93. ibid. 8, lect. 1 (§ 596): “Quarum primam ponit dicens iis qui sunt in Christo Iesu, id est qui 
sunt ei incorporati per fidem, et dilectionem, et fidei sacramentum.” For the link between baptism 
and incorporation into Christ, see also ibid. 13, lect. 3 (§ 1079).
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relationship between the sacramental and the ecclesial body of Christ. it is 
nonetheless clear that St. Thomas’s ecclesiology is sacramental in character. 
together, faith and baptism incorporate people into Christ and thus cause 
the unity of the body of Christ. The resulting unity of this mystical body is 
a central concern to the angelic Doctor. There is little or no indication in his 
commentary on Romans that Thomas is particularly interested in the juridi-
cal structures of the Church. This is not to say that he does not have any such 
interests. We are dealing here with the commentary on a letter in which, as 
Thomas sees it, the character of Christ’s grace is central. it is nonetheless strik-
ing that throughout our discussion of the various aspects of Thomas’s ecclesi-
ology, we have found support for the manner in which nouvelle théologie—de 
Lubac and Congar, in particular—engaged in a ressourcement of Thomas’s 
ecclesiology. Each of the five foci that i have highlighted—the ecclesial, the 
kerygmatic, the historical, the Christological, and the sacramental aspects—
point to an ecclesiology that has the mystery of the Church’s sacramental real-
ity (res tantum) as its central concern.

Thomas’s entire theology (as well as his commentary on Romans) is a de-
scription of the creature’s deifying return to God. in this return, the preach-
ing of the Gospel, along with the faith that should result, is crucially impor-
tant. The redemptive history of the people of God—first Jews and then also 
Gentiles—has led to the new covenant in which through faith and baptism, 
people are included in the Church. The combination of the expressions “peo-
ple of God” and “mystical body of Christ” serves in St. Thomas to combine 
the historical continuity and the Christological newness of the Church. The 
sacramental reality of the Church is the very grace of Christ (gratia Christi), 
which Thomas believes is the topic of St. Paul’s letter to the Romans. as a 
result, the Church, for Thomas, is primarily a mystery to be entered into and 
explored by faith. Whatever juridical or structural elements may be necessary, 
even indispensable, to an understanding of the Church, they are not Thomas’s 
ultimate focus. We may well refer to his theology as a dynamic communion 
ecclesiology, whose various foci provide a great deal of ecumenical conver-
gence between Catholics and Protestants.

to be sure, the ressourcement of a sacramental ecclesiology like that of 
Thomas aquinas presents a challenge to Protestants. Thomas’s discussion of 
the causal character of the sacrament of baptism is part and parcel of a genu-
inely sacramental understanding of the Church, and this may well cause dis-
comfort for some Protestants. indeed, the issue of whether the reality of grace 
is already present in the sacramental sign is perhaps the underlying issue that 
to a large extent keeps the ecclesiologies of the Catholic Church and of Prot-
estantism apart. i am afraid that i simply do not know of a way to overcome 
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these differences. overall, however, the ecclesiology of Thomas’s commentary 
is surprisingly hospitable to Protestants. as a Protestant, i believe we would 
do well to consider the biblical expositor, St. Thomas, as a source who has 
shaped and who should continue to shape the Protestant tradition of biblical 
interpretation. and, i would suggest, a reading of Thomas’s commentary on 
Romans with an eye to his ecclesiological concerns may perhaps allow Catho-
lics to understand even better some of the concerns that motivate their Prot-
estant interlocutors.




