THEME 3:  THE KINGDOM IN MIGHTY WORKS
TEXTS:
Mk 3:1-30;  5:1-42;  6:30-56
Mt 8:1 - 9:38;  14:13-36;  15:21-39
Lk 4:31 - 5:26;  7:1-17;  8:22-56.
Also  parallels, as well as
Acts 5:1-21;  9:32-42; 16:16-40; 28:1-10.
For the community meeting: Mk 1:21-34 (healing the possessed and sick)

BIBLICAL KEY
1. LITERARY LEVEL
Obviously we do not know the miraculous deeds  of Jesus directly, but only through their literary witness. Doubtless this witness was at first oral, handed on in popular tradition and in the preaching of the apostles and disciples. Only later was it put into writing, perhaps before the gospel accounts; but now we have only these gospel redactions, enriched by an ecclesial re-reading of our first brothers and sisters in faith, which constitute the canonical witness or primordial rule for our own reading. Within the literature regarding Jesus' mighty works,  we should distinguish:

1.1. Summaries
The "summaries"  are résumés of the activity of Jesus that the evangelists set in significant places. They speak above all of Jesus' healing activity and of his exorcisms  or activity aimed at freeing persons who felt possessed by a demon or an evil or unclean "spirit" (Mk 1:32-34; 3:10-11; 6:54-56 and parallels). Mt speaks almost exclusively of healings (Mt 4:23; 9:35; 14:14; 15:30-31; 19:2 and 21:14). Lk stresses the "Power" that Jesus and his followers have (Lk 5:17; 6:18-19; 8:46, as well as Acts 2:22; 6:8; 8:13; 10:38 and 19:11).

1.2. Miracle Accounts
"Miracle Accounts" are a literary genre much used in the Synoptics. Mk has some 17 or 18 accounts. So does Mt. Lk has some 20. Even Jn has some 8 lengthy accounts with their own key terms. All in all we have some 30 accounts, mainly of healings and exorcisms. They occupy approximately one fifth of the Synoptic material. In the Auxiliary Documentation we offer a detailed list.

1.2.1. Characteristics of popular oral tradition
These accounts are also known of outside the Gospels, in different cultures in the Mediterranean and other areas. Thus we know of the miracle traditions of certain popular Greek shrines or of certain Hellenistic wonder-workers, and also of some holy rabbis who performed healings and other miracles. The Gospel itself takes it for granted that among the Jews there are some who perform healings or cast out devils, sometimes in the name of Jesus (Mk 9:38 f.;  Lk 9:49 f., Acts 3:16). In all these cases, we should point out the presence of some common elements or stereotyped narrative forms.

There are three necessary elements: a sick or needy  person with an ailment or problem, a wonder-worker or savior  who attends to it, and the actual liberation  from the sickness or limitation. Moreover, in order to be able to speak of a "miracle" and not just of medicine or magic, one would have to add the religious context,  a reference to a God who saves, either directly or through intermediaries. Because of their popular character, miracle accounts --like the ex voto  effigies of a healed limb, etc., that people still leave on display at certain shrines even today-- tend to stress the difficulty  of the illness or problem that was overcome and to attribute it, in terms of praise or thanks, first and foremost to the divine Benefactor, of whom the shrine or wonder-worker are the intermediaries. Moreover, they usually underscore the petition or supplication  that the sick themselves or their intermediaries made.

Perhaps nothing better illustrates the  difficulty of an illness or problem than demoniacal possession, which is the clearest sign of the extreme impossibility of overcoming the case. For the benefit of hearers or readers who have not witnessed the performance of the miracle, it is often necessary to underscore some supporting proof  of the miracle that has taken place, such as the fact that it took place immediately,  sometimes followed by the great wonderment  of the public who witnessed it. Other more secondary elements are not always present, such as a preparatory scene, some effective word or gesture, or the spread of the news and fame of the wonder-worker.

1.2.2. Traits of the written gospel accounts
The gospel accounts are based on popular oral traditions which do not, simply because they are told by Christians, exclude many of the general characteristics we just mentioned . But they do have some distinctive traits of their own. They rarely deal with miracles of chastisement or those worked for the benefit of the wonder-worker. Nor do they culminate in some act of worship or promote the fame of some shrine. Indeed, there are other traits that are almost exclusive to, or quite distinctive of, the gospel accounts.

In the first place, we must single out the attitude of compassion or mercy  in Jesus the wonder-worker, in keeping with all that we pointed out in the preceding theme. Moreover, one thing that is never lacking in one way or another, either as a demand or as a result, is an attitude of faith of the beneficiary and/or of his intermediaries, or of the disciples themselves.

If now and then some persons react to the miracles with criticism, skepticism or misinterpretation, they are fully disqualified in the gospel account. In such cases, the literary genre approaches or is mixed with the genre of Jesus' controversies or disputes with his adversaries, and thus it serves as a justification of Jesus' conduct and teaching in his anti-legalist and anti-Pharisaic polemics.

Very close to this are those cases in which a healing is linked to an act of forgiveness of sins, as an integral part of the liberation or salvation of the person who is "made whole." This is likewise true of the manifold cures effected by Jesus precisely on the Sabbath. One quite notable element in the gospel accounts (and one that was in fact rarely omitted in popular accounts) is the presence of a chorus of admiration or praise at the final outcome of the miracle, which points to their use in worship.

Besides this, the gospel accounts --including the Christian oral tradition of Galilee, which probably underlies many of them-- offer a theological interpretation of the "powerful works" of Jesus, re-read by the earliest Christians in the light of Easter, with the better understanding that the Spirit of the Risen Lord was giving them. They re-read them from the standpoint of God's action for his people, already witnessed to in the OT, and from the standpoint of their paschal faith in the Lord and his saving power. We will return to this in the other levels we deal with below.

Authors often make a very general distinction between miracles of nature, which are worked on non-human beings (water, bread, fishes), and miracles of persons, as in most healings and exorcisms. This is a rather secondary distinction without much basis in the accounts, because they all deal with miracles performed "for persons," who obviously also have their own "natural" side.

Others prefer to distinguish miracles according to the type of problem or limitation that is overcome. Thus they speak of healings, exorcisms, miracles of relief or rescue, and miracles of legitimation, depending on whether they overcome an illness, a possession, some lack or grave danger (famine or storm), or whether they aim at reinforcing the authority of the teaching or person of a wonder-worker or his followers.

Perhaps the most important feature of this classification, beyond its characteristic description  by themes, is the difference it establishes, on the one hand, between healings, the initiative for which usually comes from the sick or from their intermediaries, and, on the other, exorcisms and gifts,  the initiative for which usually comes from Jesus, who is moved to pity by a situation from which there is apparently no way out. In the first case Jesus supposes or asks for faith on the part of the beneficiary, whereas in the second, he either arouses faith or leads to an understanding of the meaning of the miracle.

Finally, there are those who divide miracles into "brief" or "detailed" accounts, and "apothegms" or "paradigms," where the essential point is not the miracle, but rather the "saying or pronouncement of Jesus." The bad thing about this division is that it sometimes prejudices the historicity of the account that accompanies the saying, whereas, in reality, the two almost always form a close unity. For some, according to the repeated testimony of the gospel, the union of certain miracles with forgiveness, the Sabbath or the outcasts of Jewish society, are decisive traits of their overall historicity.

1.3. Sayings of Jesus on miracles
A case apart are some of the sayings of Jesus on miracles, in which no miracle in particular is told, but there is a clear reference to his healing and exorcising activity. They are not very numerous, but they are very important. Those of Mt 11:21-22 and 12:27-28, with their parallels in Lk 10:13-4 and 11:19-20, may well belong to the oldest core of gospel tradition on Jesus the wonder-worker. To these we should add, at least, the saying of Mt 11:5 (= Lk 7:22), on the occasion of the delegation sent by John the Baptist, and that of Mk 3:22, which Mt and Lk relate with the first of those cited.

What calls our attention here, is the plainness and sobriety of what is said. It is presupposed that exorcisms are already a Jewish practice, and that they form an essential part of the coming of the Kingdom that Jesus announces and brings. On their meaning and theological scope we will speak further on; but these sayings invite us to proceed to the  next level.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. The "mighty works" of Jesus
These "mighty works," as we have just seen, form part of several gospel summaries on the activity of Jesus; even more, they constitute a large part of his activity, as reflected in the numerous "miracle accounts," even in the Johannine Gospel, which we are not considering here. Moreover, the "sayings of Jesus" which confer a significant and to a large extent pre-Paschal outlook on miracles, make it clear enough, even to the most critical historian, that this wonder-working activity (especially healings and exorcisms) dates back to the Jesus of history.

It is true that the gospel accounts give us no details of the miracles worked in Chorazin and Bethsaida (Mt 11:21, Lk 10:13), and that the charge that Jesus was possessed (also mentioned in John 7:20 and 8:48,52) fits better in a pre-Resurrection setting, as does the account of the deputation sent from the Baptist, although that account already reflects a post-Resurrection christology. It is also true that the Gospels themselves testify that Jesus repeatedly refused to work "a sign from heaven" when his adversaries sought one, although he pointed to the sign value of his healings, not only to the deputation from the Baptist, but also to the people in general and to his enemies. More specifically, in the case of Chorazin and Bethsaida, Jesus admits the inefficacy and failure of miracles to bring about the conversion of their inhabitants; and regarding the charge that he expelled demons "by the power of Beelzebub," he has recourse to the Jewish practice of exorcism and above all interprets his own practice of exorcism as a proof of the presence of the Reign of God in history.

But the important thing to take into account is that when Jesus liberated a person from any type of alienation, the mysterious but real eschatological salvation wrought by God was already happening then and there.

2.2. The popular Mediterranean mentality
To us it may seem --and perhaps with some degree of reason-- that the "miracle accounts" attach more importance to this activity than Jesus himself did. Aside from the widespread presence of sickness and want among the poor, the first reason for accounts of this sort may lie in the popular character of the authors and the first addressees of these accounts (including Christian readers of canonical and apocryphal gospels). It would be helpful to read some of the accounts of miracles told in the Greco-Roman world of the time (and in the centuries before and after Christ), as well as in the Jewish world nearer to Jesus, without forgetting the miracle accounts in the Elijah-Elisha cycles (which we shall later consider), in order to understand this theme better.

2.2.1. A pre-scientific mentality
The first obvious trait that underlies miracle accounts and the attitude towards miraculous events, is the pre-scientific attitude of the witnesses and narrators of these events. The world view of the common folk of that time (and even of many later times and popular cultures) found no difficulty in admitting "divine" interventions of this sort. Their problem was, rather, one of interpreting them (e.g., Which God or demon had produced such phenomena?).

Even in more rationalistic and critical times, it is obvious to many that God can do anything, since by definition he surpasses the laws of nature,  as believing apologetes have stated even in our own days. There is no miracle account in or out of the gospels that can resist a critical analysis to establish its historicity, or at least its "extraordinary" character, in the sense of going beyond natural laws. And although present-day science knows of no absolute natural laws, it is just as loath to admit the ingenuous statements of most of these accounts as proof that they have surpassed any of the relative  but complex "natural laws" of physics and chemistry.

2.2.2.  An "immediatist" mentality
Hastily labeled as naive, this popular mentality thinks of God in an immediate way as the sure though hidden author of extraordinary events. We should note that according to this popular mindset, which prevails in much of the OT and NT, God's action is obvious behind every natural phenomenon, beginning with creation and continuing through rains and harvests, not to mention life and death. This is a vision of faith in divine creation and providence, which is by no means ingenuous, though it is likewise not obvious or demonstrably imposed on reason, otherwise it would be science. The greatest defect of this stance lies in its tendency to bypass mediations, to neglect the autonomous value of creation and the serious responsibility of human beings as masters of creation, builders of history and shapers of culture (cultivating the land, forging human relations and institutions, and worshipping the transcendent Wellspring and Goal of all that is).

2.3. Hebrew religious mentality
The authors of the oral tradition on miracles, as well as those who witnessed the powerful works of Jesus, were steeped in Hebrew religious culture. In the OT --and in Judaism at the beginning of the Christian era-- faith in God the Creator  and in God's Providence were essential traits in people's vision of the world, of humankind and of history. In God's relations with humans and in their relations with God, the Power and Goodness of God were manifest in a thousand ways, especially in everyday events: living, breathing, having health, long life, children, timely rains, abundant harvests.

Sometimes, especially in hard times when there seemed to be no way out, the providential hand of God was seen behind events that might have involved some evident natural or human mediation (Noah's ark, liberation from Egypt, a wind blowing over the Red Sea, liberating Judges, Mosaic laws, prophetic words...). At other times divine intervention took on  a character of immediacy, as we noted when we spoke of the popular mindset, which was also common in the Bible.

2.3.1. Symbolic aspect
The most characteristic trait of these extraordinary interventions of God, which the OT often calls "signs and wonders," is their symbolic and liberating value. Their symbolic value is patent in the accounts themselves, but also in the permanent significance that the events accompanying their birth as a people --their liberation from Egypt and their settlement in the promised land-- held in the faith-life of Israel. They are a symbol of God's election and loving providence in the most anguishing moments of their history.

They maintained the people's grateful memory and aroused their personal and collective hope,  in moments when it seemed that their future was doomed. They were and are a way of viewing reality, of interpreting the past and present, and of spurring people on to actions expressed through this symbolic structure. Time and again, the Psalms recall these great events and at the same time bear witness to the thousands of small or great liberations which the praying believer or the praying community have experienced.
2.3.2. Liberating aspect
Almost inevitably, we have already spoken of the liberating aspect of these biblical signs and wonders. The God of Exodus and of the Prophets (especially Elijah and Elisha) performed a series of liberating gestures, mainly of a collective character, but also individual ones (again Elijah and Elisha, together with Isaiah, Daniel and Jonah), which effectively drew humankind from situations of political, religious, bodily or economic oppression. Yet none of these gestures, not even the liberation from Egypt, which is so paradigmatic for the OT, was an integral, let alone definitive, liberation.

For instance, alongside the liberation from Egyptian oppression, we find the ambiguity and worse still the violence of the Conquest of Canaan. Alongside the ordeal at Mt. Carmel, we also find the massacre of 450 priests of Baal. Alongside the widow of Zarephath, who was delivered from starvation and had her dead son restored to her, there must have been many more widows who starved and many more children who died. But the faithful of the OT saw the hand of God in all these real liberations, however partial and ephemeral they may have been.

It is quite likely that Church tradition already gave an OT tone to the miracles of Jesus. The most patent case is the multiplication of the loaves,  narrated as much as six times in the Gospels, in a context of "desert" and "Eucharistic Passover meal" (reminiscent of Ex, Dt and Ps 23). Liberation from the waves of the sea and walking on water likewise recall the first Exodus. In both cases, the "finger of God" is seen at work (Ex 8:15; Lk 11:20). The miracle cycles of Elijah and Elisha doubtless influenced the series attributed to Jesus, including the raising of a widow's son to life (cf. Mt 6:15; Lk 7:11-17 and earlier 4:25 ff.).

Jesus repeated and surpassed the liberating signs and wonders of Exodus and Elijah, but above all he anticipated the signs Isaiah foretold as symbols of salvation or of the arrival of the eschatological Kingdom (Is 26:19, 29:18-19, 35:5-6, 42:7 and 61:1, doubtless alluded to in Mt 11:4-5). This symbolic re-reading of the OT, present above all in Lk/Acts (Acts 2:19-22, 2:43, 4:30, 5:12, 7:36...), would reach its peak in John.

2.4. Gospel redaction
The "mighty works" of Jesus have reached us in definitive form in the fourfold redaction of the evangelists. This means that the preaching of the Apostles, laden with interpretations of the Jesus event, including his Pasch and the experience of the gift of his Spirit, was at work in the communities from which and for which the Gospels were written. This involves a christological and theological level; but even on a literary level we should note its  presence and even the distinct nuances that it takes on in each of the Synoptics.

2.4.1. Christological perspective
In all these accounts there is a christological perspective, since they concern the "mighty works" of Jesus, and not just general possibilities about miracles. In a certain sense they "undervalue" miracles by ascribing similar deeds to others (Mt 12:27), although even these others act by the power of the same God who is working in Jesus, or even "in his Name" (Mk 9:38).

Moreover, Mark underscores the paradoxical character of the healings and exorcisms of Jesus, which are not understood by the people, are misinterpreted by Jesus' adversaries and arouse a deadly reaction. On the way to Jerusalem and above all in the moments of the passion and cross, they totally disappear, since they are never done for the benefit of Jesus himself. In contrast, they show his victory over the forces of evil, over unclean spirits and over human weaknesses and needs. In them is expressed the faith of the post-Resurrection Church in the Lord who is the definitive Holy One and Healer of humankind and of history.

For his part, Matthew focuses his accounts on the attitude of faith in the beneficiaries, which is expressed in the title of "Lord" with which they address to Jesus and sometimes in their almost adoring kneeling or bowing before him. He is the Lord of the Church, who continues to stir up the faith of believers and still performs mighty works among them (cf. Mt 9:28 f.; 15:28; 17:20; 21:21-22...).

Luke, in his two-part work, sees Jesus as Savior of the world, and also as healer of the sick  and welcomer of all sinners and outcasts, of the poor, and of those oppressed by the devil (Lk 10:8-9 and Acts 14:8-10). His activity of healing and exorcising is a germinal victory over the sway of the forces of evil, concentrated in Satan.

2.4.2. Soteriological  perspective
Here we will touch upon the soteriological perspective present in all the Gospels, but highlighted especially in Luke.

Mark  portrays the demons as foreseeing the end of their power over human beings, and he shows us Jesus defending his healings and exorcisms as the presence of God's saving power, as the defeat of the "Strong Man" by the "Stronger Man." With Jesus the Power of the Kingdom has burst into history.  This calls for an attitude of faith, for openness of mind, blind trust and walking behind Jesus on his way, for only those who lose their lives for the sake of Jesus and his Gospel will be saved.

Matthew stresses the way of the Kingdom, taught by Jesus in various discourses, but also shown in the "mighty works" that are mainly concentrated in chapters 8 and 9, but are also repeated in "summaries" throughout his Gospel (4:23 f., 8:16, 9:35, 12:15 f., 14:14,34 ff., 15:29 ff., 19:2,  21:14).  With both, the ancient prophetic promises are fulfilled, since Jesus, by taking upon himself the infirmities of the people, brings salvation in the deeds of deliverance foretold by Isaiah (Mt 8:16-17 and 11:4 ff., related to Is 53:5,12, 35:10 and 61:1-2 especially). The Church must continue this work of deliverance, by putting itself at the service of the little ones and overcoming its "little faith" (Mt 6:30, 8:26, 14:31, 16:8 and 17:20) in its Master and Lord.

The twofold work of Luke put the "works" of Jesus in the forefront as more admirable than his words (Lk 24:19 and Acts 1:1-3, 2:22). In these deeds, Jesus shows himself to be a Prophet powerful in works, even capable of raising the dead to life (Lk 7:11-17), like Elijah and Elisha. With these deeds he legitimates the surpassing of Jewish laws on the Sabbath (two more cases than in Mark). But through them, above all, he brings salvation to the people, the sick and the possessed (both closely linked, because sickness is caused by demons, and possession causes both physical and psychic disorders); he brings joy and choruses of admiration  and praise to God, "who has visited His people and set them free, and raised up for them a horn of salvation" (Lk 1:68-69); and he brings this liberation today (Lk 4:14-18, citing Is 61:1-2).

This saving activity of Jesus is continued in the Church, in the power of the Spirit, as the Book of Acts bears witness (miracles of Peter and Paul above all, together with those of John, Stephen, Philip and others: Acts 3:1-10, 5:1-11,19-20, 9:33-42, 16:16-18,23-40, 28:1-9, etc.). In both cases, we hear of "signs and wonders" that repeat and surpass those wrought by God in the first and second exodus, and signal the liberating action of God in history (Acts 2:22,43, 4:30, 5:12-16, 6:8, 14:3, 15:12). If Jesus performed "powerful works," the Spirit of the Risen Lord continues his work in the world, and even brings those who believe in Him to perform "even greater works" (Jn 14:12;  Mk 11:22-24;  Acts 3:6,16, 4:10).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
Both the christological and soteriological perspectives presuppose and ask for a faith-filled reading of the "mighty works" that Jesus wrought as a sign and anticipation of the coming of the Kingdom. This faith, on its first historical level, was trust in Jesus, in what He represented and taught. On the level of the redaction of the Gospels, it was more specifically christological and theological, as we shall shortly show. But this likewise means that the works should serve as "signs," and not just as astounding demonstrations or neutral proofs of strange powers, which could be twisted, misinterpreted and even turned against Jesus as a collaborator with the Evil One, or as a practitioner of the black arts (cf. Mk 3:22-27;  Mt 12:24-29;  Lk 11:15-22). This reading in bad faith is perhaps the closed stance against grace that Jesus calls the "sin against the Spirit," the only one that cannot be forgiven, because it blinds one to the source of forgiveness, or rather, to the ability to accept it.

In dealing with the Historical Level, we already pointed out that each of the evangelists and the  Christian communities they represent had their own christological and soteriological slant, which was substantially similar but at the same time different. Now, without setting this aspect aside, we would like to fix our attention on their common and similar aspects, on what is radically Christian and permanent, now and always, in these miracle accounts that we still keep proclaiming and preaching in our liturgy and catechesis.

3.1. The "intangible" of the miracle: faith
We have already seen that the attitude of faith toward a miracle is a typical trait of the Gospels and, in all likelihood, of the historical Jesus, although the primitive Church and the evangelists doubtless accentuated and sharpened its contours. In every miraculous event there is always an external aspect, namely, the passage from a state of illness or possession to another state of recovered health or freedom from possession. This, however hard it may be for a certain sort of "scientific" mentality to accept, was not a problem for Jews of Jesus' time or for the vast majority of Mediterranean peoples at that time, and indeed, for those of many other places and times. The decisive element is the context in which these events take place and the meaning they receive from this context, which can be quite diverse, even for those who attach a religious and theological value to them, which is precisely the most decisive factor here.

3.1.1. Faith in Jesus
All of the Synoptic accounts presuppose or lead to faith in Jesus. Sometimes Jesus himself asks for faith, at other times he discovers it in the gestures of the people involved, while at still others he asks about it. Several times he stresses that it is the faith of the sick person that has healed him or her. Mark tells us that Jesus "could not do any mighty work" in his own town of Nazareth, because of their lack of faith (Mk 6:5-6, cf. Mt 13:58), and that this is why he did not work some on other occasions. Matthew  lays greater stress on the fact that the disciples' inability to understand Jesus sprang from their "little faith," which is also why they cannot  perform certain healings that Jesus performs (Mt 17:20). In the Markan parallel text, the father of the possessed boy acknowledges the littleness of his faith and asks Jesus to increase it (Mk 9:24).

3.1.2. Faith in the Power of the Kingdom
However, what Jesus asks for is not so much human confidence in Him, or even for a belief in his authority as a mediator of God, but rather for a belief in the inbreaking of the power of the Kingdom in these "mighty works" that manifest it. We could say that one must first believe in the Reign of God, pay serious heed to this "Good News" and change one's mentality regarding it (Mk 1:14-15). When they see these concrete cures and deliverances, they should see Satan falling from heaven and losing all power (Lk 10:18). If they had faith the size of a mustard seed, they could carry out these extraordinary deeds which faith makes possible (Mt 17:20, cf. Mt 21:21-22 and Mk 11:23-24). More than being just a cause or consequence of a miracle, faith is what performs it, in active collaboration with God.

Only within this broader apocalyptic or eschatological context of the inbreaking of the Kingdom into the present, is it possible to do a correct reading of the messianic signs, even for the group of John the Baptist, who could be scandalized at them (Mt 7:22 ff.). We will spell this out later, but for now we can say that both aspects of faith are integrated: one has faith in Jesus if one has faith in the Good News of the Kingdom which He announces and brings. And one believes in the present Power of the Kingdom by seeing it in action in the mighty works of Jesus (and those worked by his disciples in his Name).

3.1.3. Definition of a miracle
It is possible to venture a definition of a miracle or "mighty work" as it appears in the Bible. For example, a miracle has been defined as "a religious prodigy which expresses in the cosmic order (of man and the universe) a special and gratuitous intervention by the God of power and love, who sends  men a sign of the uninterrupted presence of a saving word in the world" (Latourelle). Perhaps better: "a sensible, saving deed that surprises its spectators, surpasses the actual possibilities of men and is interpreted as an intervention of God, aimed at orienting man toward God" (Uricchio). Or again: "a surprising action performed by Jesus (or by the first Christians) on the occasion of a situation from which there is apparently no way out" (Léon-Dufour).

These are diverse perspectives: from fundamental theology, from biblical exegesis and from hermeneutical reflection on the miracles of Jesus. But in the context of our theme, we would adopt this last definition, which we would structure as follows:

a) An action liberating someone from a situation from which there is apparently no way out,
b) performed by Jesus in relation to his announcement of the Kingdom

c) on behalf of needy persons who (sometimes) ask him for it

d) as a symbol and anticipation of the Kingdom that is already here.

3.2. Confessing Jesus as Liberator
The "Mighty works" that Jesus wrought on behalf of persons in need, clearly responded to a germinal or implicit messianic longing which the people already expressed in greeting him as "Son of David," i.e., as the Messiah descended from David and perhaps even as "the wise and healing Solomon" of popular fame (Mt 9:27, 12:23, 15:22, 20:30; see Mt 12:42 and Lk 11:31). More explicit is the messianic claim in the response to the question of the deputation from John, "Are you He who is to come?" (Mt 11:2-6 and Lk 7:18-23), in which Jesus refers to himself as fulfilling the one announced by Isaiah (Is 26:19, 29:18 f., 35:5-6 and 61:1).

Perhaps the present formulation owes much to the re-reading of the post-Resurrection Church (cf. Lk 24:27,44-45 and Jn 14:26 and 16:23), but the reference to the scandal provoked by Jesus fits much  better with a pre-Resurrection setting and with Jesus reputation as a "glutton and drunkard, a friend of publicans and sinners," in contrast with the austere and withdrawn John the Baptist, who was bent on preparing the people before the dreadful and impending Judgment of God.

More obvious is the messianic thrust of the fearful outcry of the "evil spirits" who go so far as to proclaim that Jesus is the "Son of God" who has come to destroy them (Mk 1:24, 3:11, 5:7). Though the people interpret Jesus' exorcisms as a proof that he is the "Son of David," the Pharisees accuse him of being in league with "Beelzebub, the prince of devils" (Mt 12:23-24 and Lk 11:14-15). Jesus clarified the deep meaning of the facts in three arguments, of which the one alluding to the More powerful one" had a messianic ring to it.

Far from being frightened at the charge that he was possessed, Jesus went on to accuse those who interpreted his exorcisms in "bad faith" with committing a "sin against the Holy Spirit," and proposed a proper interpretation of these mighty deeds as a sign that "the finger of God is here" and as a proof "that the Kingdom of God has come" (Mt 12:28,31-32;  Mk 3:29;  Lk 11:20). Here we can see the christology and even the soteriology of the early Church; but underlying it is the liberation effected by Jesus and its implicit witness that the eschatological end-times have arrived with Him.

Perhaps the Christian confession appears most clearly in the expressions of faith in which the "miracle accounts' sometimes culminate (Mk 5:34 and par., 10:52 and par.;  Mt 8:13, 9:29, 15:28;  Lk 17:19), which go as far as "kneeling in adoration" (proskynesis) in certain passages of Matthew (Mt 8:2, 9:18, 14:33 and 15:25). Although an attitude of faith is without doubt an historical trait, since Jesus did not heal unless he encountered it (Mk 6:5-6), explicit faith in Jesus is a Matthaean trait (Mt 18:6 and 27:42) and decidedly one of the primitive Church (Mk 16:11,16; Mt 28:17; Lk 24:25; Acts 5:14, 10:43, 14:23, 16:31...). In exorcisms and in miracles to relieve some need or to legitimate  some authority, the confession of Jesus as Savior remains somewhat in the background, while the liberating action holds the foreground as an effective sign or real symbol of the presence of the Kingdom.

3.3. The inbreaking of the Kingdom of Life
Faith in the Power of the Kingdom, which is present and active in the words and works of Jesus, has some moments of special symbolic or sacramental relevance in the "miracle accounts" that we are considering. Beyond their facticity in the past, though based on that reality, the faith of the Church recalled and re-read these "mighty works" of Jesus, not only to proclaim its faith in Him, but also to show in an exemplary way how that faith arose and how it is fundamentally structured.

Faith starts out from the human condition of poverty and the need of salvation, and it becomes real in the trust that one places in Jesus and in his Good News: that the Reign of God is already at work in our history. For wherever liberation, however small or partial, is present, there, too, eschatological salvation is anticipated and the "Finger of God" is at work, healing and liberating our bodies and our history. Let us look at this from two complementary perspectives: that of its beneficiaries and that of the oppressions that afflicted them.

3.3.1. Liberation of oppressed persons and deliverance from situations of oppression
The greater part of gospel miracles were directed to the people with whom Jesus lived, shared his word and devoted his energies. These people were either sick (blind, deaf-mutes, lepers, paralytics and others) or possessed  (whether psychologically sick or not, as in the case of epileptics and others). They were outcasts marginalized by society (lepers, possessed people, women with uterine hemorrhages, tomb dwellers, foreigners, pagans and even corpses). They were members of the masses (the hated "rabble" of Jn 7:49), a multitude of sick people who could not afford to pay a physician, people who were hungry, who lived on alms, beggars and foreigners, fishers and publicans, slaves and soldiers.

All of these (lepers, foreigners, Samaritans, the "possessed" and the sick in general since they were supposedly chastised by God, cf. Jn 9:2,34)

were held to be "sinners" and were religiously marginalized. They were generally the poorest, weakest and lowliest of the people (children, servants, women, widows, beggars, the chronically ill or abandoned, field workers and fishermen). Jesus truly brought Good News for the poor.

The situations of oppression are already indicated in this brief enumeration: sickness  of different sorts which diminish human physical abilities; psychological illness  or any extreme situation that encloses people in a cage of muteness, autism, madness or antisocial behavior; poverty  and defenselessness, through the oppression and exploitation of the masses, especially of the weak and the lowly (children, women, foreigners) social mariginalization,  and especially religious marginalization in Jewish society of Jesus' time. This was the case of the sociological "sinners" with whom Jesus ate and drank, whom he invited to eat with him and defended. But in general, it meant almost all of the sick, especially lepers and those who were "demon-possessed."

Many of these situations were not only provoked and maintained by the oppressors, but were even introjected by the oppressed themselves, who accepted them as willed by God as a chastisement for their sins and their negligence in observing the Law. For this reason, the task of Jesus also had to be directed against the root causes of oppression. The stifling legalism,  especially in the religious sphere, along with a Temple and worship services that exploited the scant resources of poor people and widows, were accepted by the people as necessary means for healing and salvation.

3.3.2. Liberation from oppressive agents and structures 
Certainly, what was most important to Jesus was the well-being of persons, their full humanity, their integral salvation. But he was also concerned, though indirectly, with the causes that fostered the malaise of the people, the dehumanization of many and the marginalization of large majorities. The agents of oppression were Roman, Herodian and Jewish authorities, as well as the élites of Judaism. They are alluded to in such harsh texts as the account of the Temptations (Mt 4:8-9) or in Jesus' remarks on "rulers among the Gentiles" (Mk 10:42), who are criticized even more strongly in the Lukan version of both passages (Lk 4:6 and 22:25).

As for the religious élites, Jesus' threats or "woes" are addressed to them both in Mt (23:13-36) and in Lk (11:39-54), as is the criticism in Mk (7:1-13 and 12:38-44). They are the ones who keep the people marginalized and trapped in an alienating sense of being "sinners," and they also seek the death of Him who opens the people's eyes (Mk 3:6, 6:17 ff., 8:31, 10:33-34, 11:18, 12:12, 14:1,10-12,43,53 ff., 11:50 ff.; likewise Mt 23:37 and Lk 13:32-33, not to mention Jn 5:18, 7:1,19,15, 11:50 ff.). Jesus does not invite the people to violent revolt against them, but he does unmask them before the people, so as to liberate the people from their oppressive domination and from the religious alienation on which that domination thrives. Jesus really acted as a Liberator of the people.

The oppressive structures of which Jesus felt free and from which he strove to free the people were first of all religious (Law or legalism, traditions, Temple, Pharisaic teachers, social-religious hypocrisy). This was due to the strongly religious character of the post-exilic Jewish community, together with the ordinary theocratic government of the Sadducean priesthood and the ideological dominion of the scribes of the Pharisees with their own Doctors of the Law and Pharisaic groups in synagogues and towns. These social élites reinforced and maintained the oppressed people's own introjection of the legalistic and cultic schemes that dominated them culturally.

The supreme political power in the hands of Rome did not have such a direct repercussion on the life and consciousness of the people, except for those of a pro-Zealot tendency. Several of Jesus' miracles were performed on the Sabbath, which was thus made to serve the well-being of human beings, and not that of an enslaving casuistry. The beneficiaries of other miracles were "sinners" or "unclean persons," who were religiously marginalized (lepers, publicans, Samaritans, foreigners...). Jesus leapt over all this legalism, especially the "traditions of the elders," and strove to liberate people from a consciousness of being "sinners," while at the same time bringing them recovery of health and reintegration into society. Jesus always appears as a liberated and liberating man.

3.3.3. Permanent symbolic value of miracles
The Church cherished so many accounts of Jesus' miracles in its memory because in the light of Easter it kept realizing evermore deeply the saving nearness of God that was present in Jesus and which continues to be active in the power of his Spirit, allowing human beings in borderline situations to breathe freely and giving all human beings the hope of total liberation, even beyond the final limit or "greatest enemy," namely, death.

Thus the miracle accounts are at once symbols of a reality that has already happened and signs that presage a long-awaited eschatological liberation. This is why they are also called "signs" (semeia) and "wonders" (terata), mainly in John, but also in Luke and Acts. The task which Jesus performed, and which the power of the Spirit continued in the early Church, is still going on today, perhaps in new forms, but always in continuity with His liberating deeds.

Jesus did not come to heal "every sickness and disease" in history (Mt 4:23 and 9:35). There was much suffering before him and there has continued to be suffering after him. Even though the Gospels tend to amplify his miracles, it is evident that Jesus did not cure all the blind or raise all the dead in his own native Galilee, let alone  those of the whole world and of all history. Jesus himself taught the people not to seek him out because of these "signs" or miracles, however useful these little liberations might really be, but rather to understand them as "signs" of a greater and definitive eschatological Liberation, that was already appearing in Him, and not exclusively or even primarily in these miracles, however how much the people were impressed by them:  "What does this mean? ... He gives orders to unclean spirits and they obey!"..."Who can this be, that the winds and the sea obey him?" (Mk 1:27, 4:41, 6:2...).

But at the same time, as seen in his two most authentic "sayings" on miracles, he invites his audience to interpret them correctly as real liberations that anticipate and point to the Kingdom of freedom and total liberation. This is the thrust of the word most commonly used by the Synoptic Evangelists to designate these deeds of Jesus: "dynameis," or "mighty works,"  and sometimes "erga" or "works," which is the term preferred by John, although it already appears in Mt 11:2 and Lk 24:29.

This symbolic character of the miracles indicates to us that the signs of salvation which have reached us and which we transmit to others, must maintain the twofold character of reactualizing the liberating acts of God in Jesus, and of anticipating the fullness of the Kingdom. This efficacy and powerfully liberating force in Jesus' "mighty works" of healing and of psychosomatic and psychosocial liberation, should lead us to continue creatively performing similar acts, in deep continuity with the essential goal to which they point, and in free creativity vis à vis the new signs of our times. If we believe in Jesus, we will do "even greater works" than He did (Mk 11:23 f.; Jn 14:12).


AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

A.  LIST OF JESUS' MIRACLES (INCLUDING THOSE IN JOHN)
	
MIRACLE
	
MARK
	
MATTHEW
	
LUKE
	
JOHN
	
THEME

	Possesed of Capernaum
	1:21-28
	
	4:31-37
	
	Ex

	Fever of Pt's M-in-Law
	1:29-31
	8:14-15
	4:38-39
	
	Hl

	A leper
	1:40-45
	8:1-4
	5:12-16
	
	Hl

	A paralytic
	2:1-12
	9:1-8
	5:17-26
	
	Lg

	A withered hand
	3:1-6
	12:9-14
	6:6-11
	
	Lg

	Tempest calmed
	4:35-41
	8:23-27
	8:22-25
	
	Ru

	Possessed of Gerasa
	5:1-20
	8:28-34
	8:26-39
	
	Ex

	Daughter of Jairus raised
	5:21-34

 +35-43
	9:18-19

 +23-26
	8:40-42

 +49-56
	
	Rn

	Woman with hemorrage
	5:25-34
	9:20-22
	8:43-48
	
	Hl

	Loaves multipl. (twice)
	6:30-44

8:1-10
	14:13-21

15:32-39
	9:10-17
	6:1-15
	Gf

	Walking on Sea
	6:45-52
	14:22-23
	
	6:16-21
	Ru/Ep

	Possessed Syrophenic.
	7:24-30
	15:21-28
	
	
	Ex

	(Possessed) deaf-mute
	7:31-37
	(9:32-34)
	
	
	(Ex)

	Blindman of Bethsaida
	8:22-26
	(9:27-31)
	
	
	Hl

	Possessed epileptic
	9:14-19
	17:14-21
	9:37-43
	
	Ex

	Blindman of Jericho
	10:46-52
	20:29-34
	18:35-43
	
	Hl

	(Withered fig tree)
	11:20-25
	21:18-22
	
	
	(Lg)

	Centurion's servant
	
	8:5-13
	7:1-10
	4:46-53
	Hl

	Mute-blind possessed
	
	12:22
	11:14
	
	Ex

	(Coin in fish)
	
	17:24-27
	
	
	(Lg)

	Miraculous catch
	
	
	5:1-11
	21:3-14
	Gf/Ep

	Son of Widow of Naim
	
	
	7:11-17
	
	Rn

	Stooped woman
	
	
	13:10-17
	
	Lg

	Man with dropsy
	
	
	14:1-6
	
	Lg

	Samaritan lepers
	
	
	17:11-19
	
	Hl

	Severed ear
	
	
	21:51
	
	Hl

	Wine at Cana
	
	
	
	2:1-11
	Gf

	Paralytic of Bethsaida
	
	
	
	5:2-18
	Lg

	Man blind from birth
	
	
	
	9:1-34
	Lg

	Raising of Lazarus
	
	
	
	11:1-44
	Rn


Key to the above:

Hl = Healing; Lg = Legitimation; Ex = Exorcism; Gf = Gift;

Rn = Resurrection; Ru = Rescue; Ep = Epiphany
There are some 28 or 31 "miracle accounts" which may be classified by themes: 8 Healings from diverse sicknesses, mainly blindness and deaf-muteness; 6 or 8 miracles of Legitimation; 4 miracles of Gifts, mainly centered on bread; 3 Resurrections, which were returns to this life; 2 cases of liberation or Rescue from some danger. Some would place these cases of resurrection along with miracles of healing, while others would add a further type of Epiphany, which would include walking on the sea (especially in the version of Jn 21:3-14) and the accounts of the Baptism, Transfiguration and Appearance of the Risen Lord to the disciples on the road to Emmaus.

Tha Acts of the Apostles have 6 Healings (3:1-11, 9:33-35, 9:36-42, 14:8-18, 20:9-12 and 28:8-9; 4 miraculous Rescues, mainly from prison (5:19-20, 12:3-9, 16:23-40 and 27:6-44); 3 miracles of Legitimation (5:1-11, 13:6-12, and 28:1-6) 2 of which are chastisements; 2 cases of Exorcisms (16:16-18 and 19:11-17). There is not a single miracle of Gift, but there are two cases of Resurrection, one worked by Peter and the other by Paul. Both Apostles are freed from prison, cure a lame person and legitimate their authority with a miracle of chastisement. Does there seem to be too many coincidences here? Perhaps, but they serve to underline the continuity between the works of Jesus and those of his disciples, by the working of the Holy Spirit.


A WAY TO PRESENT JESUS' MIRACLES IN PREACHING AND CATECHESIS
	
Title
	
Symbolic Value
	
Liberating Value

	Possessed of Gerasa
	Fanatical violence & self-destructive violence
	Freed from social slavery & political violence

	Woman with a hemorrhage
	Sociocultural marginalizing and subjection to legalism
	Reincorporated in society, overcoming social taboos

	Daughter of Jairus
	Patriarchal submission and paralyzing infantilism
	Escape from legal submission & from human immaturity.

	Blindman of Jericho
	Blindness of heart & false messianic ideology
	Showing liberation in Jesus, who bestows life

	Centurion's servant
	Religious discrimination & social verticalism
	Overcome discrimination & create solidary leadership 

	Canaanite woman and her daughter
	Xenophobia, exclusivism & pyramidal societies
	Approach others with respect for differences

	Paralytic and sinner
	Internalized marginalism and false blame
	Liberate from religious & psychosocial alienation

	Peter's Mother-in-Law
	Social patriarchalism and men's anti-feminism
	Overcoming machismo and ecclesiastical clericalism

	Distribution of the loaves
	Material need and the selfishness of possessing
	Providing bread for all by merciful solidarity

	The calming of the storm
	Human misfortunes and anxiety in facing evil
	Overcome anxiety in facing evil and the struggle for life



CLARETIAN KEY

MINISTERS OF LIBERATION
Jesus proclaimed the Good News of liberation, the fruit of an impassioned love for his people, especially for those of them who were suffering. Jesus invited all to believe in the liberating love of the Father, to believe in Him above all things, in order to be able to experience in the reality of their own life the transforming power of that love. We have seen the importance and meaning of miracles in the ministry of Jesus.

The evangelizer is always an instrument of liberation. The signs of this will be different, depending on different socio-cultural contexts and moments in history. But the reality is always the same.

Enlightened by the gospel texts we have considered in this theme, we could re-read numbers 170-182 of the Autobiography of St. Anthony Mary Claret, as well as those referring to his ministry in Cuba. They can introduce us into the resonance that this theme had in the life and ministry of our Fr. Founder. The conclusion that Claret comes to is important: "I am of the opinion that these people were cured through the faith and trust with which they came, and that our Lord rewarded their faith with bodily and spiritual health" (Aut 181). Claret's attitude and preaching, as well as his nearness to them, had been capable of awakening this faith. This is an important question that we, who have been called to share his charism, should consider. The missionary is a minister of liberation.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. In search of occult powers.  The extraordinary and the marvelous, the occult powers "beyond" the known, have been sought and used in all times and cultures. There have been single or episodic searches (esoteric experiences and consultations, palmistry, witchcraft, apparitions, healings, etc., etc.), as well as systematic searches (sects, groups or movements with their own codes and rituals, perhaps under the spell of some leader). With the crisis of pure reason and the loss of their ideological, political and economic securities, and in view of the many imbalances in  humankind and in nature, these searches are increasing among persons of all mindsets (religious or secularized) and they abound in ambiguity and syncretisms. In these searches, the borders between the supernatural and the psychological, between faith and superstition, are becoming blurred. They can have political, economic or sexual motives, and ingredients from millenarianism and fundamentalism or fanaticism, emptiness and "flights." What kinds of searches and phenomena connected with them do we find in the region, zone or human space where we live and work? What are their causes and effects, and what influence are they having on Christian outlooks and practices?

2. Discerning "mighty works" today. The world is full of "mighty works" that produce life or death, that humanize or dehumanize people. "Mighty works" of economic and technical, industrial and military, political and impresarial forces, the communications media, idleness, style, sports; there are "mighty works" of different mafias, urban tribes and youth gangs, and those of groups or movements such as Green Peace, Volunteers and many other collectives and popular organizations. There are also works of consciousness-raising, resistance and organization among many minorities (ethnic groups, races, cultures, marginalized and oppressed religions). We hear talk on the "power of the weak" and the "victory of the vanquished. And what of the new hopes, new utopias and new "miracles"? We have to discern which of today's "mighty works" (great or small) bear any sign of kinship with those of Jesus, and whether or not they foster, either explicitly or implicitly, the thrust, wisdom and values of the Kingdom. In the country, region or zone in which we live and work, which works produce exclusion, alienation and death, and which promote life, liberation or hope, and lead to a more human and more authentically Christian life?

3. And in the Church of Jesus? As disciples of Jesus, we receive from his Spirit the ability to perform the "mighty works" with which he announced the Reign of God in human history (cf. Jn 14:12). The life of this Reign is expressed in different "messianic signs," some of which are urgently needed among great sectors of humanity abandoned to dwell in  "darkness and the shadow of death." We should ask ourselves, then: "Is this ability to perform works that are sure signs of the inbreaking of the Reign of God active here and now, in our own particular Church? What do we lack and what do we have more than enough of to perform them with greater fidelity to the Bible and history?

4. Miracles as seen by different mentalities. Today in our societies pluralism is not limited to a variety of cultures and religions, but there is also a pluralism of "mentalities" within each culture, religion and church (both universal and particular). In each place, culture, religion and church there are more-or-less prescientific or magical, secularized or religious mentalities; and there are Christians who have an "immediatist" faith in God and Providence, as well as Christians whose faith respects and values historical mediations. If we do not grasp the different mentalities that exist in our locales and do not open up to them, we only communicate with people of our own "mentality." Let us ask ourselves, then: among the people to whom we offer our pastoral service, what sorts of mentalities are there regarding "miracles"? In the popular religiosity of our areas, how are "miracles" viewed? The answers to these questions throw light on another question: In our Christian catechesis today, what should we be highlighting and clearly explaining about miracles?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. If we read them in a prayerful and vocational attitude, the "mighty works" of Jesus call on us to review and revise our faith in the power of the Reign of God in daily life; and they challenge us in view of the "new" lepers and possessed people, the new members of the oppressed, marginalized, aliens and pagans...

2. What does Jesus' statement, "The man who has faith in me will do the works I do, and greater far than these" (Jn 14:12) mean, existentially, for me (and for us as a community on mission)?

3. Each of us must become aware of his own "mentality" regarding faith in God's providence and in the power of his Kingdom (immediatist or not, or how it really is), and to what extent our faith and mission have the same vital references that Jesus had: the Reign of the Father, conversion, faith, the integral liberation of persons (their dignity, their humanization, their Christian filiation and fraternity), along with the social change that this entails.

4. How much "gratuitousness" are we putting into our works of service to the Kingdom? And to what extent are our desires for success and prestige, for self-aggrandizement or money, or our tendency to exercise control over others, conditioning and vitiating our pastoral ministries?

5. It might be helpful for us to have a dialogue on how to suit our catechesis on miracles to the needs and mentalities of our people.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Mk 1:21-34.

3. Dialogue on Theme 3 in its different keys.

* Remember what we said about the Community Meeting in the Presentation.

* Bear in mind the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing song.

1

