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Scripture has what are known as different 
senses. That is, there are layers of meaning 
found in apparently simple sentences and 
images.  
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Different Senses of Scripture 
 
This should not be strange to us, since we all make statements that can be read in 
different senses all the time. Sometimes, the ambiguous sense of a statement can result in 
humor, like the recommendation letter of the employer desperate to foist a lazy worker 
off on some other unsuspecting boss without telling a direct lie about his poor 
performance. It reads, "You will be very lucky to get this guy to work for you!" 
 
Sometimes, the deeper sense of something can reveal a truth that takes your breath away, 
as when Jesus tells James and John that they shouldn't fight about who is to be at His 
right and left hand when He comes into His kingdom since only God can ordain this — 
and we finally see who has been reserved for that privileged position only when Jesus is 
crucified between two thieves. 
 
The notion that Scripture has different senses is as old as Jesus Himself. After all, it was 
He Who said (Lk 24) that the whole Old Testament was actually about Him. In other 
words, as St. Augustine said, the New Testament is hidden in the Old and the Old 
Testament is only fully revealed in the New.  
The Foundation 
 
That said, it is important to remember that the first and foundational sense of Scripture is 
the most obvious one: the literal sense. In other words, before we go looking for hidden 
meanings we have to pay attention to obvious ones. We have to, in short, understand 
what the human author was trying to say, the way in which he was trying to say it, and 
what is incidental to the assertion. 
 
This is important because the literal sense of Scripture is like the foundation on a house. 
You can transcend it and build on it, but you can never "outgrow" it. If Scripture clearly 
tells us (as it does) that there is one God and only one, our understanding of that can 
develop (as that God reveals Himself to be one God in three Persons: Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit). But it cannot mutate into something flatly contradictory, such as the 
acceptance of worshipping pagan gods and goddesses. If the literal sense of Scripture 
says that Jesus was raised from the dead on the third day, we cannot explain that to mean 
that he was eaten by wild dogs but His memory lives on in the hearts of His friends.  



Literal, Not Literalistic 
 
The key to understanding the literal sense of Scripture is to distinguish between the terms 
literal and literalistic. Every text of Scripture has a literal sense. That is, every text of 
Scripture has a meaning the author intends to convey. It does not therefore follow that 
every text of Scripture is to be read literalistically, like a newspaper. If I tell you, "My 
heart is broken" I have a definite meaning I'm trying to convey: I am deeply grieved. But 
I am not using literalistic language to convey that meaning. I don't mean "My cardiac 
tissue is torn." Same with the biblical authors. They employ all sorts of linguistic tricks of 
the trade — poetry, history, parable, hymn, fiction, reportage, myth, argumentation, legal 
codes, apocalyptic — to get their various points across. But however they express 
themselves, they all have a meaning they intend us to get. That meaning is what is meant 
by the literal sense of Scripture. 
 
Sometimes that meaning is obvious: "Love your neighbor," though hard to live, is not 
hard to understand. But on other occasions, Scripture can be very mysterious simply 
because it is, after all, the product of people who lived three thousand years ago and who 
spoke another language in a foreign culture on the other side of the earth. So when 
Abraham seals a deal with God by cutting animals in half and walking between the 
severed hunks of carcass, it's not hard to feel completely at sea if you don't have some 
knowledge of the local customs and their meaning. This is why study Bibles are so 
handy-dandy. The footnotes can provide clues every bit as invaluable as the hints of a 
native speaker of Italian when you are visiting Rome. 
 
Jeff Cavins's invaluable Great Adventure series recommends that the beginning student 
of Scripture start, not by trying to plow through the whole Bible, but simply by reading 
fourteen books — Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 
Kings, Ezra, Nehemiah, 1 Maccabees, Luke and Acts — that give you the "Big Picture" 
of the biblical story. I heartily agree. Start there, looking just for The Story first.  
 
In my next column, we'll talk about how to start going snorkeling in preparation for deep-
sea diving. For now, it's okay to be content with water-skiing.  

 
Mark Shea is Senior Content Editor for Catholic Exchange and a weekly columnist for 
the National Catholic Register. You may visit his website at www.mark-shea.com 
check out his blog, Catholic and Enjoying It!, or purchase his books and tapes here.  



 

The Allegorical Sense of 
Scripture 
8/2/2006 by Mark P. Shea 

The curious thing about the Bible is the way 
it reads itself. 
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Moderns are Suspicious Suckers 
Modern and postmodern folk, having talked 
themselves out of trusting Scripture so that they 
can more credulously swallow whatever some dime store novelist tells them, spend most 
of their energy (should they ever get around to reading the Bible) fretting over the most 
elementary aspects about the text. So, if we propose to the modern mind that Mark wrote 
Mark or Isaiah had something to do with the authorship of Isaiah, this is often greeted 
with hoots of derision as simplistic fundamentalism and the question "How do you 
know?" asked by people who, like jesting Pilate, do not stay for an answer. But if the 
National Geographic dusts off a piece of parchment styled by some anonymous fourth-
century scribe as the Gospel of Judas, it is taken as self-evident that this piece of paper 
was written by Judas and that it, as the saying goes, "shakes Christianity to its very 
foundations." 
 
The authors of the Bible, however, are not moving in such a topsy-turvy mental universe. 
Nor was the Church that chose the books that we have in our Bible. They actually had a 
living contact with the Spirit who inspired the Scripture as well as the community which 
wrote, edited and collated it by the power of that Spirit. They didn't sit around fretting, 
"What gives the Church the right to decide what goes in the Bible?" any more than you 
sit around fretting what gives you the right to decide what goes in your family photo 
album.  
It's All about Christ! 
 
Instead, they took it for granted that whatever they read in the Bible was inspired by the 
Holy Spirit and that, what was more, it was all about one thing: Jesus Christ and His 
Church. 
 
This seems odd to us moderns, but it's a fact nonetheless. Ancients didn't waste a lot of 
time wondering whether Moses really parted the sea. They took it for granted that he had 
(perhaps because they had more recently seen Jesus walk on the sea). Likewise, because 
they had recently seen Jesus multiply loaves and fishes, they had little trouble buying the 
story of the manna in the wilderness. So instead of fussing about whether the events of 
the Old Testament happened, they spent their time pondering what it all meant. 
 
Their big clue was given by our Lord Himself, who assured them that everything in 
"Moses and the Prophets" was actually about Him (Lk 24:44-47). Yet, of course, at no 
point do Moses and the Prophets say, "In 1,300 years, look for a man named Jesus to 



work miracles, die, rise from the dead, found a Church, and ascend into heaven until His 
second coming." So what's going on?  
The Old Hides, the New Reveals! 
 
What's going on, according to Augustine, is that the New Testament is hidden in the Old 
Testament and the Old Testament is only fully revealed in the New Testament. In other 
words, God didn't just speak to us using signs called words, He spoke to us using signs 
ranging from people to miracles, historic events, clothing, furniture, and all the rest of the 
bric-a-brac of the Old Testament. The manna in the wilderness was real and filled 
stomachs. But that's not the end of the meaning of manna. If you want to know what God 
was pointing toward, says Jesus, look at Him, for He is the Bread of Life (Jn 6). If you 
want to know why God used such a strange mode of exit for the Hebrews escaping from 
Egypt, then look at the sacrament of baptism, because the waters of the Red Sea that gave 
new life to Israel and killed their enemies are a foreshadowing of the waters by which we 
die to sin and are raised to new life in Christ (1 Cor 10). 
 
One handy tool for helping us see these secondary meanings in Scripture is the Liturgy of 
the Word in the Mass. Pay attention to the Old Testament reading and the Gospel. Very 
frequently you will discover that they are connected by what the Church calls the 
"allegorical sense" of Scripture. That is, you will discover that an image of Christ or His 
Church is hidden in the Old Testament reading and illuminated in the New. That's what 
the author of Revelation is getting at when he speaks of a sealed "scroll" (representing the 
Old Testament) that cannot be read by any mortal creature, but only by "a Lamb standing, 
as though it had been slain" (Rv 5:6). Only in light of the crucified and risen Jesus does 
the full meaning of the depths of the Old Testament become intelligible. 
 
Next week we will continue exploring those depths as they show us, not just Jesus, but 
our call to discipleship in word and deed.  

Mark Shea is Senior Content Editor for Catholic Exchange and a weekly columnist for 
the National Catholic Register. You may visit his website at www.mark-shea.com 
check out his blog, Catholic and Enjoying It!, or purchase his books and tapes here.  

 
 



The Moral Sense of Scripture 
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St. James warns pithily that theological correctness is not 
a ticket to heaven when he writes: "You believe that God 
is one; you do well. Even the demons believe — and 
shudder" (Jas 2:19). 
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Walk, Not Just Talk 
 
He gets that pithiness from his cousin and Lord, Jesus of Nazareth, Who says: 

Not every one who says to Me, "Lord, Lord," shall enter the kingdom of heaven, 
but he who does the will of My Father Who is in heaven. On that day many will 
say to Me, "Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and cast out demons 
in Your name, and do many mighty works in Your name?" And then will I 
declare to them, "I never knew you; depart from Me, you evildoers." (Mt 7:21-23) 

 
Obedience to God, not mighty works — including mighty works of Correct Theology — is what 
will save us. 
 
That means that as important as is a correct understanding of Who Jesus is, it's not enough. After 
seeing Jesus clearly in Scripture, we have to make it our business to walk in His way. It's not 
enough to know about Christ, we have to be like Him.  

Examples of the Moral Sense 
 
For this reason, the Church has always looked in Scripture not merely for images of Christ, but 
for images of discipleship to Christ. That is, it has always seen in Scripture a moral sense which 
shows us pictures of how the Christian life is supposed to look. 
 
Of course, much of the moral sense is not exactly mysterious. Scripture is replete with examples 
of straightforward natural law such as "You shall not kill" and "You shall not commit adultery." 
In addition, it has moral teaching which is not merely natural but supernatural, such as the 
command to love not simply friends, but enemies as well. All such didactic teaching is available 
to anybody able to read or listen to plain English (or Greek and Hebrew, as the case may be). 
 
But in addition to the plain didactic moral teaching of the Bible there are other ways in which the 
moral teaching is communicated to us. For Scripture is also filled with imagery as well as words. 
Jesus, for instance, gave us not a preachment on servant kingship but an icon when He wrapped a 
towel around His waist, took a basin and washed the filthy feet of the Apostles. He gave us a 
picture. 
 



The Holy Spirit does the same as He inspires the Old Testament. Instead of homilies about the 
triumph of the faithful weak over the powerful of this world, Scripture shows us David and 
Goliath. The temple becomes, for Paul, an image of the human body that must be kept holy and 
undefiled. Warfare in the Old Testament (such as the conquest of the seven nations of Canaan by 
Joshua) becomes an image of our struggle to conquer the seven deadly sins under the command 
of our new captain, Jesus. Physical beauty and ugliness become symbols of moral beauty and 
ugliness.  

Developing Revelation 
 
One of the difficulties with the moral sense of Scripture is that it is emphatically an example of 
the fact that revelation in Scripture is not static but developing. Israelites commit acts which are 
clearly incompatible with the full revelation of Christ and the developed teaching of the Church. 
The Psalmist praises anybody who will smash a Babylonian baby's head against a rock in 
vengeance for the sufferings of Israel in Babylon. David promises to abstain from vengeance on 
his enemies, but then tells Solomon to rub them out after he dies. 
 
There are three wrong ways to cope with this problem: 1) ignore texts you don't like; 2) 
spiritualize the literal sense of the texts out of existence; and 3) try to subordinate the New 
Testament to them. 
 
A wiser approach, I think, is to recognize that biblical revelation is an unfolding revelation. The 
Old Testament writers are growing in understanding. Some talk, early on, as though there is no 
afterlife (for instance, Ecclesiastes). Others have a murky notion of "Sheol," a sort of dim 
underworld. The revelation of Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory doesn't become clear till the 
revelation of Christ. Likewise, the understanding of punishment for sin tends to precede the 
understanding of mercy for sin. David and the Psalmist know something of justice. It's just that 
they don't know everything. 
 
That's partly why Christ has come: to utter mysteries hidden since the foundation of the world 
and to make it possible for us to live those mysteries. For without revelation, 99% of us would 
never dream of loving our enemies. And without the help of the Holy Spirit, those who did 
would find it impossible to do. 
 
Likewise, without revelation, we'd be as clueless about Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory as the 
author of Ecclesiastes. But we are not without that revelation, as we shall discuss next week.  

Mark Shea is Senior Content Editor for Catholic Exchange and a weekly columnist for the 
National Catholic Register. You may visit his website at www.mark-shea.com check out his blog, 
Catholic and Enjoying It!, or purchase his books and tapes here.  



The Anagogical Sense of 
Scripture 

The linked image cannot be displayed.  The file may have been moved, renamed, or deleted. Verify that the link points to the correct file and location.

 
8/16/2006 by Mark P. Shea 

And Jesus said unto the theologians: "Who 
do you say that I am?"  
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Cutting to the Chase 
 
They replied: "You are the eschatological manifestation of the ground of our being, the 
ontological foundation of the context of our very selfhood revealed." 
And Jesus answered them, saying: "Huh?" 
 
It's hard not to empathize with that old joke when we get into the details of Scripture 
scholarship. It's easy to become intimidated by a question like "What is the point of Bible 
study?" Some will tell you that the point is to gain a more thorough grounding in the 
weltanshaung of the biblical authors in order to penetrate the formative layers upon 
which subsequent Christological conceptualization were founded. Others will tell you 
that the point is to decode the narrative strategies by which the Yahwist, Elohist, Priestly 
and Deuterocanonical sources were redacted by later editorial hands in response to 
pressures exerted on the post-Exilic community by both internal and external political 
forces in play during the middle of the first millennium B.C.E. Still others will say that 
biblical study is necessary in order to confront the forces of race, class and gender 
oppression which characterize the Abrahamic cultus at its root and which can only be 
resolved by a radical revisioning of the sacred narrative. 
 
The Church's answer to "What is the point of Bible study?" is much simpler and uses 
much shorter words: The point of Bible study is to get to Heaven. To some folk, that 
seems crass, crude, and simplistic. However, it has the great advantage of being true, 
nonetheless. Jesus came, ultimately, that we may have eternal life with God. That's where 
we're headed. That's what all this stuff is about.  

Time Is a Line 
 
Because of this, Scripture does something that is unique in the pagan world: it thinks of 
time as a line and not a circle. The Jews conceived of history as an arrow, not as a wheel. 
Instead of a myth of endless cycles and repetition, the Jewish Scriptures speak of a 
beginning when God made everything. They see history as going somewhere. They look 
not simply to the past, when the covenant was made with Abraham or Moses, but to the 
future coming of Messiah and ultimately to "that day" when the Lord will judge the 
world and set it all right. Christianity inherits this view of Ultimate Optimism and teaches 
its flock to cultivate it.  



Where Things are Leading To 
 
And so, Scripture is found to contain a fourth sense known as the anagogical sense. This 
three-dollar word refers to the sense of Scripture that has to do with our destiny in Christ 
and the images in Scripture which prefigure such things as Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory. 
So, for instance, St. John, in his Revelation, sees the city of Jerusalem as an image of our 
heavenly destiny when he tells us he sees the "New Jerusalem" dressed like a glorious 
bride. Likewise, the author of Hebrews sees Mt. Zion as an image of Heaven when he 
speaks of the "heavenly Zion." Paul sees images of royalty such as crowns as signs of our 
heavenly destiny. Similarly, when Jesus uses the word "Gehenna" to speak of Hell, He is, 
in fact, doing the same thing, since Gehenna refers, literally speaking, to the Valley of 
Hinnom, where King Manassas had instituted child sacrifice to Canaanite gods centuries 
before. Likewise, when He speaks of the end times in Matthew 24, not a few readers have 
noticed that it's hard to tell when Jesus is talking about the end of the world and when 
He's talking about the destruction of Jerusalem and the razing of the Temple (which 
would occur in 70 AD). 
 
The reason for that is that the destruction of the Temple is the destruction of a world: the 
world of the Old Covenant. And so the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple are 
likewise invested with ultimate significance as a foretaste of our destiny and of the 
destiny of the world and the Church. "Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it 
up," said Jesus. So the destruction of the Temple is an image of the destruction of Christ's 
body on the Cross. It is also an image of the physical death of each member of the Body 
of Christ. It is even an image of the coming suffering of the Church and the world in the 
final conflict with Antichrist.  
 
But likewise, the Church's survival of the calamity of 70 AD is an image of the 
Resurrection, of the hope of eternal life for the believer, and of the Church ultimate 
victory on the Last Day, when Christ shall come to judge the living and the dead. 
 
Scripture, said St. Thomas More, is a river that an ant can wade in and an elephant can 
swim in. All four senses of Scripture highlight this fact and help us see, imitate, and 
follow Jesus — all the way to Heaven.  

Mark Shea is Senior Content Editor for Catholic Exchange and a weekly columnist for 
the National Catholic Register. You may visit his website at www.mark-shea.com 
check out his blog, Catholic and Enjoying It!, or purchase his books and tapes here.  
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People who are approaching the Bible for the first time may be surprised to discover that the 
Church offers us only three basic guidelines for reading it. 
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Three Guidelines 
 
These are: 
 
1. Be especially attentive "to the content and unity of the whole Scripture";  
 
2. Read the Scripture within “the living tradition of the whole Church”; and,  
 
3. Be attentive to the analogy of faith. 
 
In these deceptively simple guidelines are enfolded, like the oak tree in the acorn, the entire pattern for 
reading Scripture in a healthy way. Let's unpack them a bit.  
You Need the Whole of Scripture 
 
1. Be especially attentive "to the content and unity of the whole Scripture." 
 
Scripture is often treated as a sort of "Treasury of Golden Quotes." It's not. In fact, as a general rule, the 
books of Scripture are coherent wholes. As in any book, each passage of Scripture relates to the passage 
preceding it and following it; likewise, each paragraph and chapter. Moreoever, biblical writers will 
often have in mind other books of Scripture as they write. And so they will often allude to these other 
books with the expectation that we, as readers, will "get" what they are referring to. So, for instance, 
when John the Baptist says, "Behold the Lamb of God" as he points to Jesus, he expects us to be 
completely familiar with the story of the Exodus and of the Passover Lamb, whose blood saves Israel 
from death. If we don't know that connection, we won't "get" what John means or, worse, we will think 
we understand him when we don't. 
 
In other words, Scripture (because God is the Author) has a more-than-human unity to it. If you will, 
think of it as a single organism rather than as a collection of separate books, just as you think of a 
goldfish as a single thing and not as a collection of organs that happens to be fish-shaped.  
You Need the Whole Faith 
 
2. Read the Scripture within “the living tradition of the whole Church." 
 
Goldfish do not live in a vacuum. Neither does Scripture. Many people have the notion that the only way 
to get at what Scripture "really" means is by "peeling away Tradition." This is exactly like thinking you 
will get to know your goldfish better by peeling away all that interfering water and holding your fish in 
your hand. What you will find very soon is that your fish is dead. 
 
Same with Scripture, and for the same reason. Scripture is the result of the Sacred Tradition of the 
community that made it under the inspiration of the Spirit. Some people ask, "What right does the 



Church have to decide what goes in the Bible?" You may as well ask what right you have to decide what 
goes in your family photo album. Because Scripture is nothing other than the written testimony of what 
that Church believes and has experienced. Books that reflect those beliefs and experiences were (under 
the guidance of the Spirit) written and then preserved by the Church. Books that don't reflect this were 
not. 
 
Because of this, you can no more read Scripture apart from Tradition than you can talk to a person 
without air. Scripture is simply the written aspect of the Church's Tradition. It is written with the 
assumption that you are already eating, sleeping and breathing that Tradition. Which brings us to the last 
point. 
 
3. Be attentive to the analogy of faith. 
 
The Church has a genius for cloaking commonsense ideas in difficult jargon such as "the analogy of 
faith." Continuing our discussion from above, perhaps the best way to explain what "analogy of faith" 
means is to describe it as the "goldfish bowl of doctrine." Fish gotta swim, and to do that, something has 
to hold the water. For the Church, doctrine does this. In other words, the "analogy of faith" refers to 
those doctrinal statements that summarize and symbolize what we believe.  
 
After all, what's an "analogy"? It's a thing that's like something else. "The kingdom of heaven is like a 
mustard seed" is an analogy. Likewise, a photo of my wife is an analog of my wife. It looks like her, but 
it's not her. 
 
In the most famous instance of an "analogy of the Faith" — the Creed — we find that the Church has 
summarized the basics of what we have to confess if we say we are Christians. It's called the "analogy of 
faith" because, like all analogies, it looks like the object it describes, but is not the same thing as that 
object. For when we say we "believe the Creed" we don't mean we think the Creed made us or redeemed 
us, but that the Creed describes the God Who did. 
 
With these three tools, then, we are set to begin looking at Scripture. However, as we will discover next 
week, these tools are going to enable us to see not just the surface of a vast ocean, but to peer into its 
unguessable depths.  

Mark Shea is Senior Content Editor for Catholic Exchange and a weekly columnist for the National 
Catholic Register. You may visit his website at www.mark-shea.com check out his blog, Catholic 
and Enjoying It!, or purchase his books and tapes here.  
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