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I 

~ =-~ HE 'MIRACLES' of the Gospels, as we call them, are more 
Hi commonly described by the evangelists as dynameis, that is, 
]] 'acts of power' .  The intention of Jesus, when he cured the 

.~&. sick or possessed, was to cure the sick or possessed; but  what  
struck the bystanders was the display of power involved in the cure. 
Jesus himself was not anxious to perform miracles in order to display 
his power. He did not seek glory for himself through his miracles; 
St Mat thew and St Mark both repeatedly show that he avoided any 
such publicity: 'He cured all who were ill; and he gave strict in- 
junctions that they were not to make him known'. 1 These injunc- 
tions were often disobeyed, and the fame of Jesus spread. But it was 
never his intention to win fame by displays of miraculous power. 

The effect of these sometimes almost unwilling demonstrations of 
power was to make the bystanders gasp with wonder, admiration 
and even fear. After the cure of a paralytic in Mark  2, 1-12, for 
example, the evangelist says that the bystanders 'were all amazed 
and glorified God, saying, We never saw anything like this 1' After 
the cure of the demoniac and the destruction of  the Gerasene swine, 
the people 'were afraid' and begged Jesus to leave their district. 
The 'fear' in question is doubtless religious awe - that feeling ap- 
proaching panic which a mail experiences in the presence of the 
numinous and the incalculable. 

Although the miracles of Jesus were not primarily designed to be 
manifestations of his power, they were nevertheless revelatory acts. 
As St John  says at the end of  his first miracle narrative: 'This, the 
first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his 
glory'. ~ Suppose a man is standing on a railway platform and sees 
a child fall on to the track when a train is approaching: he leaps 
down and pulls the child to safety in the nick of time. In so doing, 
he reveals his courage. But he  did not leap down from the platform 
in order to display his courage. In  the same way Jesus reveals his 
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power and his glory in cures and in providing food and drink for the 
hungry and thirsty, even though this revelation is not his pr imary 
intention. Revelation is a side-effect of salvation. Acts of power are 
at the same time 'signs', pointing to something. 

I t  is very largely through his miracles that Jesus reveals who he is. 
After the stilling of the tempest, says St Mark, the disciples 'were 

: filled with awe, and said to one another, Who, then, is this, that  even 
wind and sea obey him? '~ According to St Matthew, they also sup- 
plied the answer to their question: 'And those in the boat worship- 
ped him, saying, Truly you are the Son of God !,4 

Above all, the miracles reveal Jesus as a saviour, who is able to 
take away the physical and spiritual ills of  suffering men and women. 
St Mat thew quotes Isaiah 53 in connection with the healing min- 
istry of Jesus: 'That  evening they brought to him many who were 
possessed with demons; and he cast out the spirits with a word and 
healed all who were sick. This was to fulfil what was spoken by the 
prophet Isaiah, He took our infirmities and bore our diseases'. In  
the raising of Jairus'  daughter and the cure of the  woman with a 
flux, 5 h e  reveals his power to save us from the deep and h idden  
wounds that afflict our nature, and even from the last enemy, death. 
In  all these acts, he lives up to his name:  he is Jesus, the Saviour. 

The crowds who gathered about Jesus came both to witness his 
wonderful acts and  perhaps to experience in their own persons his 
saving power. 6 The evangelists expected their narratives to have the 
same attractive power, or rather to extend the original attractive 
power of the miracles of Jesus. A docile reader, who is disposed to 
believe that the evangelists' accounts record real events, will share 
the wonder and awe of the first witnesses; he will ponder the ques- 
tion, 'Who, then, is this, that even wind and sea obey him?',  and he 
will desire to experience the saving power of Jesus in his own heart  
and  mind and soul. St John  discloses his own expectations at the 
end of his gospel: 'Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence 
of the disciples which are not written in this book; but  these are 
written that you may 'believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God, and that believing you may have life in his name '3  

In  spite of the lapse of so many centuries, the gospels still have the 
effect that the evangelists intended. When a reader  is unfamiliar 
with the gospels, even if he is not well disposed to christianity, the 
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gospel narratives can still have a profound effect. Archbishop 
Anthony Bloom has described how in his youth, as an unbelieving 
student at Paris University, he listened reluctantly to a lecture by a 
priest, and then went home angrily to check up on what  the priest 
had said. He  asked his mother for a bible, counted the pages to see 
which gospel was the shortest, and started reading St Mark. By the 
time he reached chapter four, he became aware of a Presence, and 
that was the beginning of his conversion. Such stories are not rare 
in spiritual biographies. The policy of the British and Foreign Bible 
Society, to spread the gospel by distributing bibles, may seem 
rather impersonal; but  it works. The Spirit still appeals to new 
generations through the inspired texts. The written and printed 
gospels are still effective instruments of evangelization. 

Unfortunately, for the cradle-christian who has been familiar 
with the gospels since the time when he first learned to read, the 
miracle stories cannot have the same potency. Constant repetition, 
in the liturgy, in para-liturgical prayer-meetings, in the lecture room 
and in private study, gradually steals away their power to evoke 
wonder and awe. St Augustine once remarked in a brilliant phrase 
that miracles of nature such as the multiplication of grain in any 
wheat harvest a s s i d u i t a t e  v i l u e r u n t  - they have become of little ac- 
count, and have lost their power to astound us, through constant 
repetition. The same is true to a great extent of the miracle narra- 
tives of the gospels: they lose their power through constant repeti- 
tion. It  is regrettable , but  psychologically it seems inevitable. 

What,  then, shall we say? Would we do well to read the gospels 
less frequently, in the hope that they will regain their power to sur- 
prise and astound us? Or  should we conclude that the miracle stories 
are of use at the outset of the christian life, to bring a man to the 
initial act of faith, but  have litde further to teach him, once he has 
committed himself to Christ and his Church? 

The first of these two suggestions is not altogether absurd. An in- 
spired text is like inspired music: one can hear it too often, and then 
it ceases to inspire. The catholic theology of inspiration rightly 
glorifies the spiritual potency of the inspired books; but  it can ex- 
aggerate the benefits to be derived from reading the bible, and it 
can cause good people to forget the spiritual benefits to be derived 
from books which are not in the technical sense 'inspired'. The 
voice of wisdom is to be heard in other texts besides the bible - in 
many a passage of Shakespeare, for example. It  is a mistake to look 
for spiritual inspiration and instruction in the scriptures alone. In 
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the BBC's p r o g r a m m e  'Desert  Is land Discs', the castaway is always 
allowed to take with h im both  the bible and Shakespeare. I have  
often wondered  which of  the two the cas taway would  in fact read,  
and  with wha t  effect. A castaway nun  would  p robab ly  devote most  
of  her  t ime to the bible;  yet  where in the bible would  she find such 
excellent advice for an  unmar r i ed  girl as the following f rom Hamlet? 

Laertes: For Hamlet and the trifling of his favour, 
Hold it a fashion and a toy in blood, 
A violet in the youth of primy nature, 
Forward, not permanent, sweet, not lasting. 
The perfume and suppliance of a minute; 
No more. 
Ophelia: No more but so ? 
Laertes: Think it no more: 
For nature crescent does not grow alone 
In thews and bulk; but as this temple waxes, 
The inward service of the mind and soul 
Grows wide withal. Perhaps he loves you now; 
And now no soil nor cautel cloth besmirch 
The virtue of his will: but you must fear, 
His greatness being weighed, his will is not his own; 
For he himself is subject to his birth: 
He may not as unvalued persons do 
Carve for himself; for on his choice depends 
The safety and the health of the whole state; 
And therefore must his choice be circumscribed 
Unto the voice and yielding of that body 
Whereof he is the head. Then if he says he loves you, 
It  fits your wisdom so far to believe it 
As he in his particular act and place 
May give his saying deed; which is no further 
Than the main voice of Denmark goes withal. 
Then weigh what loss your honour may sustain, 
I f  with too credent ear you list his songs, 
Or lose your heart, or your chaste treasure open 
To his unmastered importunity. 
Fear it Ophelia, fear it, my dear sister 
And keep you in the rear of your affection, 
Out of the shot and danger of desire, s 

True ,  there is little need of  such advice when  one is cast away  on 
a desert island. However ,  as we know from Shakespeare 's  Tempest, 

8 Act I, Scene III. 
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all kinds of  people  get cast away on desert  islands; and Shakespeare  
has taken care to show us, in  the same play,  wha t  a boy  and girl  
should do when  left alone on a desert  island: they should p lay  chess [ 
T h e  books of  the bible conta in  the accumula t ion  of  wisdom which  
the jews and early christians wished to pass on to their  descendants .  
T h e  theology o f  inspirat ion must  no t  conceal  f rom us tha t  the 
writers of  o ther  nations, too, have  laid up  a store of  wisdom for us. 
t~eaders of  The Way and  o the r  ser ious-minded christians m a y  expect  
too m u c h  of  the reading  of  the scriptures;  and  excessive a t ten t ion  to 
the scriptures m a y  lead them to neglect  o ther  valid sources of  inspi-  
ra t ion.  In  l i turgical  homilies we are all a little f ired (if the t ru th  
m a y  be  told) o f  references to Moses and  c o m p a n y  in the desert ,  
A homilist  who is famil iar  wi th  o ther  fields of  l i tera ture  can br ing  
in a b rea th  of  fresh air. (Bu t  somewhat  too m u c h  of  this !) 

T h a t  the gospels and  in par t icu la r  the miracle  stories belong 
main ly  to the in t roduc to ry  or kerygmat ic  stages o f  the christ ian 
teach ing  should, I think, be admit ted .  T h e y  disclose to the reader  
who Jesus is, and  how he came to be rejected by  the jews and cruci-  
fied - two matters  which a catechist  or evangelist must  explain to a 
prospect ive conver t  at  the  outset  of  his instruction.  St Mark ' s  Gospel  
has been  called 'a passion nar ra t ive  with an extended in t roduct ion ' ,  
in the sense tha t  before announc ing  that  the dea th  of  Jesus was the  
sacrifice of  our  redempt ion ,  the evangelist  must  explain who Jesus 
is and  how he came to be crucified. Almost  f rom the beginning o f  
his gospel St M a r k  places the  miracle  stories within the f ramework  
of  the deba te  be tween Jesus and  his critics. In  a nar ra t ive  such as 
the following the evangelist focuses a t tent ion  not  so m u ch  on the  
miraculous  aspect of  the inc ident  as on  the hostile react ion of  the 
pharisees:  

Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a 
withered hand. And they watched him, to see whether he would heal 
him on the sabbath, so that they might accuse him. And he said to 
the man who had the withered hand, 'Come here'. And he said to 
them, 'Is it lawful on the sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save 
life or to kill?' But they were silent. And he looked around at them 
with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, and said to the man, 
'Stretch out your hand'. He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 
The pharisees went out and immediately held counsel with the hero- 
dians against him, how to destroy him. 9 

9 M k  3, I - 6 .  
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Once a christian has been instructed about  who Jesus is and how 
he came to be rejected, it may seem that such miracle stories have 
nothing more to teach him. I shall try to show that this is not so; the 
miracle stories can continue to be a help and inspiration, if  they are 
used intelligently. But first a word must be said about  the principal 
obstacle which prevents many readers from gaining any profit at all 
from the miracle stories. 

I I  

Can we feel sure that the miracles described by  the evangelists 
actually occurred? Has not the 'modern approach'  discredited the 
old-fashioned view that Jesus actually did walk on water, cast out 
devils, and ascend into heaven? Do not these things belong to the 
folklore of the Church? Is it not a kind of  neo-fundamentalism to 
try to defend the historicity of the gospels? Since nobody wants to 
be called a neo-fundamentalist, preachers and teachers have be- 
come extremely chary about  saying or implying that any particular 
miracle actually took place. But it is very difficult to contemplate 
with wonder or with awe an event which may not have happened 
at all. I f  so learned and devout an exegete as Professor Dodd regards 
the wine miracle at Cana as unhistorical, what  is the poor curate to 
say about  it on a Sunday morning? I f  he makes ambiguous noises 
and betrays his embarrassment, he deserves much sympathy. 

I t  is no use sweeping the difficulties under the carpet. First of all, 
our thinking about  the past is incurably analogical. When we read 
any narrative of the past, if the actions described are similar to the 
behaviour of men and women within our own experience, we are 
inclined to believe the historian; otherwise we wonder if he is not 
mistaken or misled. The roman historian Tacitus had heard that  
the shores of Britain were strewn with pearls; arguing analogically, 
he concluded that the pearls must be of  very poor quality. The 
alternative, to suppose that  the british are less acquisitive than other 
men, seemed to him unlikely, Most modern readers, even believing 
christians, when they ponder the gospel miracles, can find no parallel 
within their experience. The evangelists appear to say that miraculous 
cures will continue to occur as long as the gospel is preached; ~° 
the promise does not appear to be fulfilled in the literal sense, and 
it is not easy to recognize any spiritual analogue. Few men, for 

10 C f M k  i6, I 7 ; J n  I4, i2. 
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example,  can say wi th  convict ion:  ' I  was born  spiri tually blind, m y  
conversion to Christ  was an awakening comparab le  to the cure  o f  
the m a n  born  bl ind in J o h n  9'- 

Secondly,  when  we examine  the miracle  stories of  the Old  Testa-  
ment ,  there  are good reasons for thinking tha t  most  or  perhaps  all 
o f  t hem belong to the genre of  folklore r a the r  t han  history. Miracles  
are r epor ted  as having occur red  in only  two periods of  old tes tament  
his tory - in the days of  Moses and  Jo shu a  and  in the days of  Eli jah 
and  Elisha. T h e  miraculous  elements in the exodus t rad i t ion  were 
undoub ted ly  magnif ied as t ime went  on and  the story improved  
wi th  the telling; and  the miracles of  Elijah and  Elisha obviously 
belong to the genre  of  folklore. Take ,  for example  the story of  Elisha 
and  the for ty  bad  boys:  

I-Ie went up from there to Bethel; and while he was going up on the 
way, some small boys came out of the city and jeered at him saying, 
'Go up, you baldhead! Go up, you baldhead!' And he turned around 
and when he saw them, he cursed them in the name of the Lord. And 
two she-bears came out of the woods and tore forty-two of the boys. 
From there he went on to Mount Carmel and thence he returned to 
Samaria. 11 

I f  this story is r ead  out  in the l i turgy today,  it  still gives great  
pleasure,  and  can be made  to furnish some valuable  mora l  lessons 
abou t  the reverence  due  to ministers of  religion, par t icular ly  if  ba ld ;  
bu t  no  one believes it. Now our  j u d g e m e n t  of  the old tes tament  
miracles cannot  bu t  affect our  a t t i tude  to the gospel miracles.  I t  is 
difficult to ma in ta in  the position tha t  the miracle  stories of  the old 
tes tament  are fictional bu t  tha t  those of  the New Tes t amen t  are 
historical.  At  a l i turgy where  the old tes tament  reading  tells o f  the 
m a n n a  in the desert  and  the gospel is the feeding of  the five thou-  
sand, most  par t ic ipants  will feel uneasy i f  the homilist  accepts the 
one miracle  at  its face value and  explains the o ther  away as a na tu ra l  
event  or a creat ion of  pious meditat ion.  H e re  again, our  reasoning is 
analogical :  the closest analogues we have to the gospel miracles are 
the old tes tament  miracles;  as we do not  regard  the la t ter  as his- 
torical  we are not  incl ined to accept  the gospel miracles as historical  
either.  

Thi rd ly ,  it  is ve ry  ha rd  for the mode rn  reader  to believe tha t  the 
ascension took place jus t  as it  is na r ra t ed  by  St Luke in his gospel 

11 2 Kg 2, 23-25. 
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and Acts. He  seems to have used the cosmological picture of his 
contemporaries (with heaven 'up there'), much as the author of 
Genesis used the cosmology of his contemporaries, to convey spirit- 
ual instruction in a pictorial form. But once we have begun to won- 
der about  the historicity of  the ascension narrative, our questioning 
spreads to other narratives: may not some of the other post-resur- 
rection narratives be theological constructions ? And if the evange- 
lists had skill enough to create the resurrection narratives, may they 
not also have created the miracle stories of  the public ministry as 
vehicles for instruction? There are various ways of dealing with this 
difficulty, which need not be rehearsed here. None of them is fully 
satisfactory. The difficulty continues to nag. 

There is, therefore, a great danger that the miracle stories will 
lead the modern student to the wrong kind of  wonder:  instead of  
wondering at the power of  God displayed in the events narrated, 
he wonders whether the events really took place - which is an un- 
profitable kind of wondering, and may even be harmful to faith. 
Some scripture scholars and preachers are content to say: 'At l eas t  
we can read the miracle stories as expressions of  the faith of the 
early Church'. But few people will find satisfaction for long in this 
position. A further question will soon arise: 'How could any evange- 
list feel justified in creating such stories, if  the alleged event did not 
take place?' I f  the narratives were created by earlier writers a n d  
mistakenly taken by the evangelists to be historical records, 12 how 
could the holy Spirit permit the evangelists to make such mistakes 
about  the nature of their sources? Here is a major difficulty for mo-  
dern readers of  the gospels. I f  we cannot solve it, can we perhaps 
find a way of  circumventing it? 

I I I  

The  debate about  the historicity of  the gospel miracles is one part  
of  the quest of  the historical Jesus. What  was Jesus like? Was he 
really a miracle worker such as the evangelists describe? To judge 
from its past history, the quest is never likely to come to a successful 
issue. But perhaps this does not matter  too much. I t  is a very 
remarkable thing that while we find it so difficult to describe the 
historical Jesus, we do not find it difficult at all to describe the chris- 
tian spirit. We know very well what is meant  by a christ-like char- 

12 CfJn 2o, 3I. 
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acter ;  the gospels and  epistles present  the same picture.  T h e  t rue  
disciple o f  Christ  has a firm faith in God  his Father ,  believes tha t  he 
must  render  an  account  of  his life a t  the J u d g m e n t ,  is t rue  to his 
word  and  honest  in money  matters ,  is chaste even in thought ,  is 
gentle,  unassuming,  kind, cheerful, compassionate,  r eady  to forgive, 
desirous of  peace,  r eady  to suffer in the cause of  justice, and  he cares 
for his poore r  ne ighbour .  Christ our  Lo rd  was such a man.  T h e  task 
of  the Church  is to form men  in his image;  or perhaps  it  is be t te r  to 
say, the task o f  the  members  of  the Chu rch  is to help one ano the r  
to grow into the likeness of  Christ  as he is r e m e m b e r e d  in the living 
t r a d i t i o n  of  the Church .  T h e  miracle  stories o f  the gospels are o f  
Value to us in so far as they  help us to foster this spirit in ourselves 
and  in  o ther  people.  

But  how can  we make  them serve this purpose?  Le t  me offer two 
suggestions. In  the first place, the miracle  stories can  be r ead  as 
pictorial  descriptions of  the saving power  o f  God :  even if  historically 
Jesus did not  do wha t  is nar ra ted ,  ye t  God  is able to do this kind of  
thing, and we are in need  of  his ministrations.  We c a n  compare  our-  
selves or identify ourselves with the recipients of  the miracles, and  
the process will be found  to foster prayer .  We read  how Jesus raised 
the mother - in- law of  Pe ter  f rom her  fever, and  we reflect (with St 
Augustine) tha t  we too suffer f rom bouts o f  fever:  'pr ide  is our  fever, 
covetousness is our  fever, lust is ou r  fever ' ,  and  so on. T o  become 
aware  of  our  weaknesses is the first step towards the obta in ing of  a 
cure  t h rough  the power  of  God.  O r  take the story o f  the cure  of  the 
syro-phoenic ian woman ' s  d a u g h t e r :  

And Jesus went away from there and withdrew to the district of Tyre 
and Sidon. And behold a canaanite woman from that region came 
out and cried 'Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son &David; my daughter 
is severely possessed by a demon'. But he did not answer her a word. 
And his dlseiples came and begged him, saying, 'Send her away, for 
she is crying after us'. I-Ie answered, 'I was sent only to the lost sheep 
of the house of Israel'. But she came and knelt before him saying, 
'Lord, help me'. And he answered, ' I t  is not fair to take the children's 
bread and throw it to the dogs'. She said, 'Yes, Lord, yet even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master's table'. Then Jesus 
answered her, 'O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as 
yon desire'. And her daughter was healed instantly. 13 

Did  Jesus real ly speak so harshly to this poor  w o m a n ?  W h y  did 

13 M t  I5, 2z-28. 
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he adopt this attitude of racial superiority? Let us leave aside these 
speculations and identify ourselves with the woman;  by so doing we 
can learn the power of persistent prayer to win for others an inter- 
vention of  God's healing power. Setting aside unprofitable argu- 
ments about the history of this or that  miracle, we can use any 
miracle story as a stimulant to renew our awareness of present rela- 
tionships: our present weakness, and the present power of God our 
Saviour. Because the Word of God is entrusted to human keeping, 
christianity is to some extent what we make of it. We can consume 
too much of our spiritual energy in study of the past, and in study 
of origins; what really matters is the power of the Spirit at work here 
and now recreating the  image of Christ in a new generation. The 
miracle stories, if we enter into them by identifying ourselves with 
their beneficiaries, can greatly help us to place ourselves in the right 
disposition to experience God's transforming grace. 

My second suggestion is one which I have already illustrated in a 
series of scripture readings in The Way. 14 I f  the miracle stories are 
losing their efficacy through over-familiarity, one way to find fresh 
interest in them is to bring them into conjunction with significant 
parallels. In  the series of scripture readings I showed, chiefly from 
St Matthew, that the evangelists themselves have balanced their 
narratives off one against another in chains of 'matching passages'. 
When one familiar text is compared with another, some fresh aspect 
of  it comes to light; the texts are not new, but the  comparison is. 
Interest is renewed, and the mind is stimulated to fresh activity. It  
is much to be regretted that in the new lectionary, little effort has 
been made to ensure that the readings on ordinary days truly 
'match'  one another. However, even in a fortuitous conjunction of 
texts it is often possible to find significant points of comparison and 
contrast, particularly if one is blessed with the char ism of inge- 
nnity. 

~4 The Way, Vol IX (i968), pp 3o6-i7; Vol X (I969) , pp 59-73, 148-61, 2~4-4e, 
32I-3o. 




