THE FOUR SENSES OF SCRIPTURE

In the Eastern Orthodox perspective, the "four senses of Scripture"” is an ancient and foundational
method for reading the Bible, which has been present in the Church since the time of the
Apostles. This approach, sometimes called the Quadriga (the four-horsed chariot), holds that the
sacred text possesses a richness that goes beyond its immediate, literal meaning to speak to the
soul's journey toward God.

At its core, this method is rooted in a conviction that the author of Scripture is God, who can
signify meaning not only through words but also through the very realities and events the words
describe. This idea was developed and passed down by the Church Fathers, notably St. John
Cassian (c. 360—435), who formalized the fourfold sense:

1. The Literal Sense (The Foundation):

This is the meaning conveyed by the words themselves, discovered through careful study
following the rules of sound interpretation. It is the historical event, the plain meaning the human
author intended to convey. Examples include the historical reality of the parting of the Red Sea
or the creation of Eve from Adam's side. Significantly, all other senses of Scripture are based on
this literal sense. It is the foundation upon which all spiritual understanding is built.

2. The Spiritual Sense (The Threefold Depth):

This is the deeper meaning that God intends to communicate through the historical realities. It is
further divided into three distinct senses:

eThe Typological (or Allegorical) Sense: This sense connects the events of the Old
Testament with the New Testament, showing how people, events, and institutions of
the Old Covenant prefigure or "type" Christ, the Church, and the New Covenant. For
example, the Ark of the Covenant, which carried the presence of God, is seen as a type
of the Most Holy Theotokos, who carried God in her womb. Similarly, the manna in
the desert is a type of the Eucharist.

eThe Moral (or Tropological) Sense: This sense applies the Scripture to the life of the
individual believer. It is the "moral of the story," teaching us how we should act now. A
classic example is the dashing of "little ones" against a stone in Psalm 137, which is
interpreted in the moral sense as dashing our "little sins" (sins in their infancy) against
the Rock of our salvation, Christ.

eThe Eschatological (or Anagogical) Sense: This sense deals with the future events of
Christian history: heaven, the last judgment, the resurrection, and our final destiny in
the Kingdom of God. For instance, the city of Jerusalem can be understood in this
sense as the "heavenly Jerusalem," our true homeland.

A helpful summary of this method is the medieval Latin rhyme often cited in Orthodox and
Catholic tradition: Littera gesta docet, Quid credas allegoria, Moralis quid agas, Quo tendas



anagogia. This translates to: "The Letter teaches what happened; Allegory teaches what you are
to believe; Morality teaches what you are to do; Anagogy teaches what you are to hope for”.

It's important to note that the Eastern Orthodox approach is particularly guided by the principle
of Theoria. This term, associated with the School of Antioch, refers to a spiritual, contemplative
perception of the text. Theoria allows the interpreter to see the spiritual significance of the events
without discarding their literal, historical reality. It is the lens through which the Church has
always read the Scriptures, perceiving the deeper meaning woven into history by the Holy Spirit.



