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My heart leaps up when I behold


A Rainbow in the sky:





So was it when my life began;


So is it now I am a man;


So be it when I shall grow old,


Or let me die!


William Wordsworth




Introduction


This book is the third in a series of books about the miracles of Jesus. It begins, in the first chapter, by contemplating a red sky, and ends by considering another natural sign that of the rainbow. The rainbow is an important landmark in Genesis which has become a symbol of hope and of God’s love for us in an environment which often seems out of kilter. By choosing the title, If You See a Rainbow, I hope that it will flag up what some readers will realise as a tension which exists between the somewhat deterministic views of conservative Christians and the unbridled optimism of the left.





… … …





But first, this introduction is an attempt to give a systematic account of my approach to miracles. Each book, including this one, appears to have an entirely different approach, which leads me to suspect that I might be charged with an ad hoc approach which changes to suit the subject matter. I hope that I will not be so charged but, if so, I would have to plead guilty. Thus, I begin in an apologia to cover all three books.





Briefly, the subjects of the books were the healing miracles of Jesus, the revivication miracles where someone is brought back to life; and now, a book on the nature miracles. The first two books had secondary agendas. I wished to explore the effect of preaching about healing miracles on disabled people, and in the second to explore the implications of the miracles for people with attitudes about assisted suicide. No such agenda exists for this book, but we must inevitably show an interest in climate change and the question of why God allows such horrendous natural disasters when popular sentiment tends to believe that God should intervene with an all powerful and benevolent hand. These questions will be addressed in the final chapter.





The task of this chapter is therefore to define miracles and defend a belief in them and to show how they may be brought together. It is justifiable to break the miracles into different categories. They take up a tremendous number of verses in the Gospels and without them, the Gospels would be denuded and poorer, bereft of tradition, and lacking some of the humanity we find in Jesus as he performs these miracles.





The reader may judge whether my threefold categorisation of miracles into healing, revivication and nature is useful or not. However, H van der Loos suggested that miracles should be divided into two groups. Jesus either performed them on people or he manipulated nature (Loos, 1965). His scheme offers a direct dichotomy between actions on people and on nature. It has the merit of simplicity and escapes arbitrary decisions about how Jesus worked with people. My system is complicated by my secondary objectives.





Before considering a definition of miracles, it is worth looking at what they involve or do not. Saunders has suggested that we have to distinguish between General Divine Action (GDA) and Special Divine Action (SDA):





General Divine Action (GDA): Those actions of God that pertain to the whole of creation universally and simultaneously. These include actions such as the initial creation and the maintenance of scientific regularity and the laws of nature by God.





Special Divine Action (SDA): Those actions of God that pertain to a particular time and place in creation as distinct from another. This is a broad category and includes the traditional understanding of ‘miracles’, the notion of particular providence, responses to intercessionary prayer, God’s personal actions, and some forms of religious experience.





(Saunders, 2002; p 21)





Two points made by Saunders require further consideration.





First, he suggests that miracles do not interfere with the process of nature. They may result in a special event such as a healing or the parting of the waters of the Red Sea, but the individual action, SDA, does not interrupt the general process of GDA. This is important because people who look for the ending of natural disasters by God are looking for precisely an alteration to the process of nature. We shall see later how important it is to assume that God does not interfere in the general affairs of his creation.





Some Christians believe that the resurrection is the only miracle of significance and would insist that a book on miracles should treat this first. However, I would contend that the resurrection is part of God’s creation story and is a sign that he creates everything anew in the resurrection of his son. For this reason, I shall not consider the matter further.





Second, Saunders suggests that the more personal our belief in God is, the more we look for his interventions in our daily affairs. Most churches have prayers for the sick on Sundays, but I have attended prayer meetings where God has been asked to intervene in the purchase of a house. Does God actually influence the market? God’s miracles are not interruptions to the process of nature but are moments of change in the lives of those who are healed, bereaved or in desperate circumstances of hunger and poverty. It is characteristic of people who have a less personal faith in God that they look for his intervention in the politics and the resultant poverty which is in the world.





C S Lewis wrote one book on miracles which has been described as a profound philosophical analysis of the subject by Miethe (1999). It is actually probably an exaggeration but his central thesis is correct. Lewis argues that people are divided into two classes: those who are naturalists and those who are supernaturalists. Naturalists believe that there is no God or dimension which can cause any interruption to nature - atheists, in other words. If nothing encroaches on the natural order of things, there is no need to believe that there is anything extra to reality. Supernaturalists accept that there is a divine dimension to existence and that we always act with God behind us. In the case of Jesus, we shall see that he was profoundly aware that he was the Son of his heavenly father and that he acted not independently of him but always in the light of his will. In a rather Kantian way, Lewis maintains that without God there can be no understanding of morality or the purpose of the earth and its place in the universe. Likewise, people cannot improve or develop morally if there is no belief in another dimension. To admit that a miracle has taken place, either in scripture or since, there must be a belief in something beyond mere human nature. (Lewis, 1947/96)





David Hume was one such naturalist although he would not have called himself such. He believed that all reality had to be observable and that reports of events past had to have reliable witnesses. In Chapter X of his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, he is adamant that scriptural accounts of miracles were the product of primitive minds which were totally unreliable. He maintains that a miracle could only be proven if it was more plausible to believe an account than to disbelieve it. He was strongly critical of the ‘Christian religion’ but he did not venture into attacks on Jesus himself.





There came fantastic stories of the healing of very abnormal conditions which Hume was prepared to take seriously enough to refute on the basis that the witnesses were unable to establish patterns of normality within them. He probably witnessed the near circus atmosphere when he visited Paris in 1734. (Graham, 2004; 49f) These miracles had a crudity to them which the Gospel miracles do not have but for Hume’s purposes they established the futility of trying to establish the normality of miracles when they were all subject to little corroboration.





To many Christian believers, his dislike of circus-type performances may well have been justified, but when it comes to scripture neither Hume nor people of his ilk read scriptures with the advantage of faith. At one point Hume does suggest that scripture can only make sense to a believer but he does not dwell on it. Faith derives from a belief in the other dimension to life and the Christian’s inspiration stems from a faith and conviction in Jesus Christ. If miracles are to have any sense, they must take on the mantle of faith.





Thus we edge nearer to a definition of miracles. Corner discusses at length the philosophical approaches to miracles and is critical of David Hume’s understanding of them as impossible violations of natural laws. Many other philosophical approaches have limitations and he is naturally forced to offer his own definition:





I will therefore define a ‘miracle’ as a special or immediate act of God, as opposed to God’s continuous work of creating and sustaining the world. The result of this act will be beneficial and religiously significant.





(Corner, 2005; p 15)





This definition is useful in that it allows us to build a theory of God’s moral authority and intentions. God’s prime statement is firmly rooted in creation. The world is good in all aspects but with the fall recorded in Genesis, imperfections crept into the wider picture. Thus death was not an ally but an enemy to be feared. Likewise, illness and disability were to be feared and where fear exists, discrimination and labelling follows. Disabled people become labelled as ‘unclean’ and ‘sinful’ contrasted with ‘perfect’ people. Jesus demonstrates his abhorrence at such exclusiveness by large sections of the society in which he lived when he brings the outcaste back into the centre of society.





Therefore, it is possible to expand Corner’s definition a little further by seeing God’s actions through miracles as postscripts to his act of creation.





When God through Jesus Christ performed a miracle, he did so to demonstrate his will and his compassion in the light of a flaw in human understanding of creation. He healed so that people might have a chance to be whole again, to be part of the religious community of Israel. When he brought someone back to life, he restored a status which had been lost and annulled great distress which would befall the widow or parent of the dead person. Last, when he manipulated nature, he did so to show compassion to those in distress or to reveal more of Jesus’ nature to doubting and disbelieving disciples. His miracles were small insights into the world as it should have been redeemed, not as it was.





To be a supernaturalist implies that one must believe in the sovereignty of God. It is central to Lewis’ argument and without it everything would collapse. God must be supreme in every realm of reality and this must extend to his ability to perform miracles. Miracles are a sign of his power and ability to take decisive action. Lewis’ belief was a personal one: he accepted the GDA which orders the world around us. Order is important and may not be altered except by God. To have no belief implies no necessary order whereas belief not only accepts that order but wonders at it. The wonder comes from an acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty.





One must also reject the idea of dichotomy which creates a false dualism between the everyday work of God which any deist can accept and God’s ability to intervene at any point. God does produce instances of SDA and these are recorded mainly, but not exclusively, in miracles. The miracles in the gospel are moments of special divine action when the sovereignty of God is manifested to all who may witness or come to believe in the outcome of a miracle. These moments are special when it is hard to deny God his place as the author of the order of the universe.





These miracles, however, never interfere with the order which God has created. The order remains but something special has happened. God through Jesus chooses to bestow on certain people wholeness or life, and he creates the opportunity for men and women who are oppressed by the inevitable hardships of his order to find relief in the production of food and the removal of their fear at the power of the sea.





It is what we do with the concept of sovereignty that makes us the evangelists or theologians which we are. Acceptance with grace is one thing; triumphalism is another. It is by grace that we come to know Jesus Christ through his resurrection. It is a moment of special divine action within our hearts or minds and it is at that moment we acknowledge the sovereignty of God. Hitler also acknowledged the sovereignty of God, but he made God in his own image and God was a cruel dictator who controlled the order not for the benefit of man but for his own. Barth points out that whilst the Christian God as an almighty God; Hitler encouraged people to call God ‘the almighty’. Faith insists that we understand that the nature of God’s creation is constantly for good despite the horrendous incidents that cast doubts which can only be overcome by the constancy of our love which is fed by grace. Grace is the acceptance of sovereignty and the source of a belief that all things work together for good for them that love God (to paraphrase Romans 8).





The acceptance of miracles must therefore be tempered by grace. It is all too easy for us to trumpet the sovereignty of God when we read the account of a miracle. However, we must ask ourselves whether our ‘clanging symbols and noisy gongs’ are a good way of expressing God’s love. We can so easily turn the miracles into supernatural accounts in order to boost accounts of God’s greatest moments of love, when in fact God is often speaking in soft tones in the miracles. I have experienced the destruction of many of the gospel miracles by an over zealous desire on the part of a preacher to show how God overcame sin when it was manifested in a disabled person. There are moments when triumphalism is the correct response when we consider miracles like the transfiguration or the moments of supreme revelations of God’s presence in the storm or in the desert in the burning bush.





People will use miracles as they choose. Their meaning is different in the minds of many individuals. This places a responsibility on anyone analysing them to reach out in such a way that their hermeneutic does not offend the most vulnerable in society. It is precisely when healers come along that the most vulnerable are taken in by their power healing which raises God’s sovereignty to unbelievable heights by creating an emotional atmosphere. The sovereignty must be believed through faith; it cannot be generated as many have tried.





This brings us to the crux of the matter. Miracles possess different meanings to a variety of people and they have different values in people’s understanding of faith. I believe that the text must stand by itself. The text is supreme and must be regarded as the only material on which theology can work. There are many ways of going beyond the text, and some of these will inevitably be mentioned in the course of this book. One such is the allegorical method which takes the miracle and tries to draw out an acceptable account of what is implied. One can even read an account of how the ‘swine of Gadarene’ can be seen as an allegory of how homosexuals are treated in today’s society. The tradition has stretched over many centuries but is still justified. However, in the case of the feeding miracles it is hard not to mention this tradition.





Besides the allegorical method, there is one other form of analysis which is quite popular but which I try to avoid. It will be mentioned once in this book and was mentioned in a previous one. (Monteith, 2005) Those who use this method seek to show that Jesus was a thaumaturge, or miracle worker, in a long tradition which has two main purposes. First, it was commonly believed that many people used magic to impress an audience or build up their reputation. This they did by conning an audience in much the same way as ‘snake oil’ peddlers did in the Wild West. Second, miracles offered a way of aggrandisement. It is interesting most religious leaders such as Jesus, Mohammed and Buddha, most notably in Japanese holy writings, have stories told about their ‘virgin births’. This extends to some ancient political leaders as well.





The magic came from a long tradition which had its origin in Persian culture and the spread of Hellenistic culture. Attempts have been made to show that the miracles of Jesus and some of the traditions which now surround him had their origins in these cultural facets. It is claimed that most of the miracles came out of the same tradition of magic as was shown by the wandering miracle workers of his time.





As I say, I dislike this method because it stretches beyond the text and attributes to the gospel writers techniques which they may or may not have had. Also, it tends to put the gospels in a false context in the four gospels in that the tradition of teaching is typically Jewish whilst other traditions are being ascribed to the rest of the gospel.





There is however one Jewish tradition which may be of relevance in the interpretation of certain miracles. Rabbis had a habit of telling stories as haggadah in order to stress a point. Such a story was usually very fanciful but full of meaning and might be compared to a fable of Aesop. Again it is hard to avoid mentioning this at one point but it has almost as little meaning as the previous cultural analysis.





By looking at the text as given, the only way to understand it is to look at the way it has been understood, used and abused over a long period. To some this is roughly equivalent to deconstruction because it begins to unravel the faults and strengths in the way we analyse the miracles and disseminate them to others. But to many the values of the miracles dictate a formulaic value which must be preached at every opportunity.





What is essential is to have a consistent approach to dealing with God’s sovereignty as manifested in the miracles of Jesus. In none of the books which I have written have I questioned that sovereignty but I have been very critical of the way it has been preached.





In Deconstructing Miracles: From Thoughtless Indifference to Honouring Disabled People, I attempted to show how disabled people have been dishonoured in the treatment of miracles by preachers, healers and philosophers alike. The key chapter is one which deals with how the sovereignty of God is understood in terms of power and signs in the healing miracles. It is undoubtedly the case that these miracles do manifest signs and do illustrate the power of God, but all too often the desire to show that these powers and signs glorify God eclipse the subject who at all times is a disabled person. It would seem that to deny the power of God is to negate the message of the gospel in the miracle, yet any of these miracles can be the subject of a sermon which explains that God’s power actually brought healing and wholesomeness to a disabled person. This fact is often overlooked and is not celebrated enough. God’s power dismissed the barriers which held disabled people in bondage – the bondage of shame and attendant poverty.





My second book, Life – Is it God’s or Mine to End? Lessons from Seven Miracles, did not question God’s sovereignty in any way, but suggested that the revelations which come from the miracles of revivication reveal more than God’s power but also many characteristics of his nature. In the seven miracles which were examined, God shows a deep concern for those who live in poverty amidst famine and other misfortunes. He has a concern for the widow and for the maintenance of family life. Last, God’s compassion for those who are suffering the pangs of bereavement shines through. God’s self-disclosure in these concerns is manifested in his servants Elijah and Elisha, St Paul and St Peter, and most notably in the work of his son, Jesus. It is as if God revealed himself in creation but wrote postscripts when these miracles were performed.





The main point is that we must look beyond the sovereignty of God to other characteristics to understand his true nature.





This third book is possibly the most difficult because there is no other explanation of God’s intervention in nature other than his sovereignty. However, the narratives of these miracles reveal other characteristics which give them more profound meanings as they are analysed by theologians and Church Fathers alike. Thus we find that the detail of these stories has fascinated these writers for many centuries. Why, for instance, were 153 fish landed in the miraculous draught of fish? It is either irrelevant or the detail provides clues which go beyond the sovereignty of God to the working out of his will in the society in which the writers and ourselves live.





There is however, one very important lesson to be drawn from each of these ‘nature miracles’ which will recur many times in this book. First, God does not alter the course of nature; and, second, he regards nature as part of his creation, not as something that has gone out of control and is not really part of the original creation. Fortunately, this is not a new insight but is shared by the Old and New Testaments.





In the conclusion of this book, we must address the issues of climate and environmental change, and man’s involvement therein. People are looking for signs whilst the climate is changing before our eyes and for signs that humanity is becoming more responsible. It is easy to invoke the sovereignty of God to suggest that he is in control and that we have to do nothing. Many fundamentalists have done precisely that, but their attitudes do not address the deep seated anxiety in people. We shall have to examine how we can steer a middle course through the mists which surround the subject.





… … …





The four gospels have far too many miracles to ignore. It would be simplistic to divide the gospels by genre: miracles, parables, human interest and the passion and resurrection. But yet each gives a clue to the personality and gifts of Jesus. He was a storyteller but was also a healer. He had such charisma that John codified his entire life into a theology which showed that he was the logos – the word of God made flesh and dwelling amongst humanity. St Matthew dwelt on Jesus as king and showed through his gospel how Jesus began to reveal his kingly qualities to the people, only to be rejected on the cross.





It is perhaps in our awareness that the evangelists were trying to portray different aspects of Jesus’ divinity that we begin to realise that all these individual genres in the gospels come together as a whole.





Similarly, although the miracles of Jesus have been divided into three different groups, it is important to realise their unity through the sovereignty of God. It is the frailty of our mindset that we must first divide them and second, give them different messages that makes our treatment of miracles difficult and sometimes disparate. Although this is inevitable in terms of hermeneutics that we should divide the messages so that we may reach the richness of God’s love and purpose revealed to us and for us.





… … …





The pattern of the book is into roughly two parts: the first part looks at the issues surrounding our thought about nature as opposed to religious thought; and the second part looks at the individual miracles of which there are seven which show Jesus’ relationship to nature and natural phenomenon.





The first task in part one is to look at the conflict between religion, folkloric signs in nature, and science and to point out some of the misunderstandings and historical inaccuracies. Four areas of conflict will be examined which on first sight add to the animosity between religion and science, but do so without reason.





The next task is to look at the nature of the miracle of creation. For many, Genesis 1 is the most important passage about creation, but it can be argued that Job chapters 39 and 40 are just as important and offer a different understanding of the same miracle. God did not only leave us with an account of creation, but his involvement in the great history of his people keeps adding to our understanding of the creation and must be examined. Many of the subsequent indications about God’s involvement in his creation involve examining the signs which may be everything from the rainbow to the withering of a fig tree which Jesus cursed.





The Bible is a book of history and as such it gives nature a part. The most obvious example is the parting of the Red Sea, without which the history of the Israelites would have been stopped dead.





Next we will examine the discourse of Jesus in relation to nature and the closeness with which many of the people he associated with lived to it. Agriculture demands much skill in managing the resources of nature and Jesus talked of those in his parables. Fishing is also of cardinal importance. Other matters will also be considered.





In subsequent chapters, the individual miracles will be considered. For convenience they will be divided into different categories. I want to examine the sea miracles on their own and likewise the feeding miracles are best considered separately. This leaves the wedding at Cana in Galilee on its own.





In the concluding chapter, the reaction of Christians to climate and environmental change will be considered mainly from the standpoint of Roger Scruton. I believe that climate change will only be truly fair and effective if we distribute the means to live comfortable lives to the poorer parts of the world. Therefore, along with a consideration of climate change, I shall look at the work of the Grameen Bank and the influence of micro credit.





This brings us back to the title of the book. The rainbow is a poetic sign of God’s covenant love for his people and his promise of steadfastness in his care of our welfare. How can we interpret this in terms of a world which seems to be running away from us in terms of the way we pollute it and use resources greedily without concern for the future?





The rainbow offers many perspectives on climate change which make it difficult to reconcile some of the more fundamentalist views of Christians who oppose measures to deal with climate change and those who believe that we should be absolutely involved for the future of future generations. As in all his dealings with mankind, God has left us with a responsibility for stewardship of his creation and it is up to us to find a sensible way forward to sustain the world which we so much enjoy at present.




Red Sky at Night …


Red sky at night; shepherds delight,


Red sky in the morning; shepherds warning


Anon





Question: were words like these written by Shakespeare or Jesus?





Answer: both.
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