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The age of miracles is forever here.


THOMAS CARLYLE
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INTRODUCTION


Miracles: The Unpredictable God in a Predictable World


To me every hour of the dark and light is a miracle. Every cubic inch of space is a miracle.


WALT WHITMAN


It has been said by many researchers that ninety percent of Americans believe in God and eighty percent believe in miracles. Why? It would seem we are in need of a God who is bigger than we are. We need a God behind us who can take our hopeless situations and fill them once again with hope. We want to be mystified and enthralled by a God whose every movement is larger than our problems. Give us no weak God who wants to avoid our predicament. Give us instead a God who does wonderful and impossible things—real things—miracles! We want a “pro-me” God who can—if need be—set science and logic to one side and act above such rational confines.


The Bible is the tale of such a God. This lesser book is another—a summons to a feast of miracles. My hope is that every page of it will awaken you to wonder. While you read may the lame leap. May the blind read. May the dead live once again among us.


But can such wonders come to pass? Why would God do these things? Because He is a God who is crazy about the human race and His miracles are but His way of demonstrating His love for us.


Most of us cannot conceive of Christ in any other way except in terms of His miracles. On the Friday after the Tuesday 9/11 attack on New York, I was in Newark to lead a weekend conference in a church. The results of the horrible catastrophe were everywhere obvious. The unending column of smoke continued to pour from the ruins, darkening the skies over Ellis Island. The general mood was morose. The New York area was in pain. But one little girl I met seemed an exception to the rule. She drew a picture while I preached the Sunday morning sermon and gave me her drawing after the service. It was a picture of Jesus—a gargantuan Christ—standing slightly behind and towering over the blazing skyscrapers. In her drawing the souls of those lost were flying up out of the smoke and into the waiting arms of Christ. 


Where had this little artist gotten such a rich definition of Jesus? From our common perception in the West of who He is. We trust that Jesus saves our worst moments of desperation by doing something so wonderful and unexplainable that by common consent we call Him the Miracle Worker. It’s a reasonable way to think of Jesus. After all, who would want a Christ who was powerless to baffle us with His irrational, outrageous love? I constantly feel my own weaknesses each time I come up against the harshness of life. I want a Jesus who can save the day precisely because He can salvage things like 9/11. Jesus must be visualized in just this way. We must be able to count on Him for a miracle when nothing else can be done.


The Double Gift of Miracles


Jesus’ miracles offer us a double gift. First, they assure us of God’s presence in my world. And second, they bestow upon us the gift of mystery. When life moves along in ordinary ways I find I become an ordinary, complacent person, expecting nothing extraordinary to happen. Only when my days are punctuated by the wonderful things I can’t understand do I sit up and take notice. Miracles create within me a vast appetite for God’s presence by feeding me a wonder that devours the ordinary. Miracles obliterate the mundane. Suddenly, dull isn’t there anymore. God has acted. Light explodes, darkness is gone. If I then go on living a dull life after God acts, it is because I agree to be dull.


The poor especially need a vision of God to overcome their sense of powerlessness in a world in which they have not the means to “buy their way out of their difficulties.” In 2001 Denzel Washington starred in the film John Q, which dealt with a poor family whose son needed a heart transplant. The film created an instant furor throughout the medical community. Most physicians and health industry experts agreed with the film—in America the best medicine is most available to those who can afford it. Hearts—and other organs—are for purchase to those with the means.


Planet Earth has always been a needy address. From the age of Christ until recent times in the West the human life span was twenty-seven years. A fourth of all babies died before their fifth birthday in seventeenth-century England, and half of all children never survived mid-adolescence. Jane Austen died in her late thirties. Shakespeare and Cervantes in their mid-fifties.


Throughout most of Western history, doctors were few. Hospitals were nonexistent before the eighteenth century. What medical help there was, was rarely accessible to the lower classes. The poor had nowhere to go each time the plague swept through Europe, often killing a third of the populace. Inoculations and vaccinations were unknown. To be infected with any disease was to die.


Miracles back then were the great hope of the masses—their only way around the hazards of existence. In the absence of medicine the poor had no door to knock on except the gates of God. But God was God! He could amend the usual order of things as He wished. Explainable wonder held little healing for the people’s desperation. When there was no logical way out, they needed a kind of medicine too wonderful for logic. Miracles were seen to be God’s method and mystery was the wrapping in which He packaged them.


Natural law is our celebration of the reliability of God. It is the signature of God on explainable wonder. How nice to have a dawn once every twenty-four hours. But such predictability has for its chief flaw the fact that it is predictable, and predictable does not fascinate. Mystery does.


And the mystery behind all miracles takes away our feelings of powerlessness in a desperate world. When God’s miracle and mystery sweep into human hopelessness the crippled win marathons. The slow of wit join the Mensa Society. The hungry eat by the thousands. Life becomes exciting because God has gotten involved in our seemingly petty days. Suddenly we can see that God has not abandoned us to a heartless, boring world to manage on our own. Immanuel! “He is with us.”


Routine be done with!


Boring begone!


We, the “little” people of the planet who thought our broken world could not be mended, are not so powerless after all. Our tears matter and God’s miracles have come to end our crying. As I said before, the poor have always been needy. And so it is to the poor that miracles often come.


Recently in Nassau I was touched by the great disparity between the rich and poor. After lunching in the resplendent Atlantis Hotel, I walked the streets of Nassau. At the big hotels, secular jazz rolled on for those who could afford it. Sweet but empty notes! It was in the tiny shops and cabs on the back streets that I heard the sounds of gospel music. There the poor lived and depended on God for their hope. They knew from whence came their help, and they celebrated it.


Cookie Bakke had such an experience as mine in Nigeria. She said that a certain Mr. Coomsie, a Nigerian cab driver, told her that—after losing a better job—taking a job as a cab driver was the hardest thing he had ever done. It had forced him to take two or his three children out of school because he could no longer afford their tuition. Mrs. Bakke asked him how much the tuition was.


He told her it cost eight hundred naira, a sum equal to ten American dollars.


Mrs. Bakke opened her purse, took out a business card and a U.S. twenty-dollar bill, and handed them to him.


“Please put your other two children back into school,” she said, “and write to me when it is time to again pay their tuition and I will help you.”


Suddenly the driver’s eyes rolled upward and he began to mumble in an unintelligible stream of words, “I know that Jesus has sent you here to Nigeria to answer my prayers. I know you are a messenger for Jesus.”1


Again, he knew from whence came his help.


You will find as you read these pages an emphasis on miracles that may seem to you to lack the grandeur of those Israel experienced during the Exodus. But sometimes “little” people of this world need only little miracles to waken them to praise. But it is gallant praise—the unstoppable flood of joy from the emotionally destitute who have seen God sweep away the confining tedium of their world.


In Greco-Roman mythology there lived a man named Sysiphus. For angering the gods he was sentenced to the most meaningless kind of hell imaginable. He was condemned each day to roll a huge stone up a high mountain. When his long, soul-destroying struggle finally ended at the top of the incline, he was ordered to let it roll back down the mountain. Then the gods commanded him to follow it back down and then roll it up again the next day, and so on for eternity. Sysiphus’ tale is a story of meandering drudgery. His life had no purpose. It was an endless cycle of empty routine.


But the myth of Sysiphus is no myth. Sysiphus is us. Sysiphus is now. He is a worker in an automobile plant ordered to put the same door latch on five hundred cars a week, week after week, year after year. Such a person’s life is a living hell. And hell, as The Singer said, is a place “where you have nothing to look back upon with pride, and nothing to look forward to with hope.” The only escape many of us have from our forty-hour-a-week hell is to go home at night, crash in front of the TV, and pray that the morning is further away than the alarm clock will make it seem.


The only antidote to such pointless drudgery is mystery. We cannot live without it. Nor do we want to live without the miracles that come packaged in mystery. We of the computer age swelter under a glut of information. We’ve had too many things explained to us. We need a fresh encounter with things that can’t be explained. In Christ we come face-to-face with a force in the universe that exists to do unexplainable things in our lives and we must feel that force.


Perhaps that is why we Christians often put a little more “oomph” in our testimony than is necessary. I knew an old man once who explained his late-life conversion in terms of that force. He said that when he got “saved” it felt “like squirrels running up and down his back.” We often describe our affairs with God in some such sensate fashion. I have often described my own post-conversion euphoria in the words of the Czech novelist Milan Kundera as “the unbearable lightness of being.” I have another friend who says that when he came to Christ the “inner dam of all his sins burst instantly forth and his flood of joy was unimaginable.” If John Bunyan is speaking for himself in Pilgrim’s Progress, he spoke of his salvation as feeling the great burden of his sin “roll off his shoulders and down, down, down… into the mouth of the open tomb.”


Why do we offer such dramatic descriptions of our own coming to Christ? Perhaps because we are only trying to reckon with the notion that our affair with the God of miracle must be more mysterious than matter-of-fact. Without such a mystery we seem only gnats in the giant machinery of an unexplainable universe. Such feelings of triviality not only diminish us, they deny us the right to be made in the image of God and to see ourselves as his special friends.


Remember the game Trivial Pursuit? Triviality is no game. It is a nightmare. There is nothing more tedious than the pointless pursuit of the trivial. Who would want to pursue it? To try to chase it down is to have it nibble at our significance, destroying our self-esteem. That powerless feeling that we don’t matter dogs our days. We read of the rich and famous—movie stars and the like—who live grand lives. But their lives are not ours. We do the laundry. We gas up the car, dry the dishes, and it is morning once again.


Then the God of miracles enters our tedium and the trivial import of our lives is set to soaring. As God’s importance grows in us, we grow, too. When we see His miracles, we believe He is God. In the film the Ten Commandments, Pharaoh beholds the Red Sea split and cries of Moses: “His God is God.” Great miracles leave us with no other conclusion.


Miracle and mystery: unsolvable and glorious! Without miracles we have no meaning in our lives. Unless we encounter truth deeper than our minds can plumb, we must live out our days caged in our own boring, explainable world. Oh, we may from time to time think we would like to understand more of God. Not so! Give us no God whom we can chart or measure. Such a God is no God at all. Only a mind-boggling God is Almighty enough to be of any use to us.


A few years ago my fascination with Theresa of Avila and John of the Cross led me to stand outside a Spanish cave in Avila to ponder all that supposedly occurred there. It is said that when these sixteenth-century saints prayed in that cave, their fervor for God was so intense they levitated even as they prayed. My enthusiasm to enter this cave led me to crack my head on the low stone lintel of the cave as I entered. The blow was so severe it nearly staggered me. My wife said that I deserved it for being so credulous about local superstitions. Perhaps she is right. But I could not deny my eagerness to see the place where the great mysteries of God “perhaps” unfolded. I sought a God I could not understand—a God who could convince me of His relevance. I will serve no God who cannot overcome my tedium with terror and baffle me with mystery.


Miracles, the Terror of Mystery


Thomas Jefferson, during his term of office, rewrote the New Testament by excising the passages he didn’t agree with. Most of these had to do with Jesus’ miracles, which Jefferson couldn’t accept. Only in 1904 (a hundred years after the fact) was Jefferson’s work published. It has for the past century been deemed the Jefferson Bible, and with some reluctance I purchased a copy of it recently. Jefferson—a Deist—would have nothing to do with faith in the biblical Christ. What a poor exchange, to barter the Christ of miracles for the Christ of philosophy. Jefferson left Christ smaller than he was.


Yet we know Christ of Christianity is more than the sum of His sermons. He is an “awesome” Christ—the terrible and wondrous God-man. He is not Christ the namby-pamby founder of a new world “ism.” He is Christ the Tiger teaching us the wonder and terror of the Almighty. To feel this terror is to confess that I am a child, afraid of what I cannot understand. Yet terror titillates me. I want to be terrified as much as I don’t. I want to brag that I survived the rafting of the most horrible river or my ride on the world’s highest roller coaster. Only when I have felt the terror can I claim the joy and the meaning I found in conquering it. Then having conquered it I am then free to experience God’s miracles.


“This is our miracle baby,” a couple once told me of their child just before the baby was to be dedicated in a public ceremony.


“Why ‘miracle’?” I asked.


“Because the doctor told us our child would not survive birth. But we prayed and, as you can see, we now possess our own little miracle of God.”


I could see. But I saw more than a miracle, I saw that the soil of this miracle was the couple’s absolute need for God to quit being entirely nonpartisan and come through just for them. He did. And at the very place where their need met God’s supply a miracle was born.


In an odd sense this is why I too need the God of miracles. He is the God who jellies my fear into self-confidence. I call out to Him over the waves, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the water.” Then suddenly I find myself out of the boat. I am standing on Galilee. The hair rises on my neck. I am being “miraclized” by the terror of doing impossible things. God is aroar all about me.


It is an awe-inspiring moment. It is as if I am at the highest ascent of a roller coaster. I am about to plunge into an abyss of fear. But for the moment the roller coaster tram freezes in time and I meditate on the terror soon to fall upon me. Existence seems to stop. All is surreal. I look around at the lofty world I so lately contemplated from the ground.


Then I plunge, plunge, plunge! My heart is in my throat. Can these flying rails be stopped? Can the horrible war in the pit of my stomach be called to peace? Will I survive the g-force that is tearing me from the straps and pouring white into my knuckles? Who knows? But I must embrace the experience. Why? Because all titanic mystery gives us life.


When my wife and I first moved to Kansas City as newlyweds, our tiny third-floor apartment was invaded one night by a sleepwalker. It occurred around two A.M. when we were both sleeping soundly. When I woke, I saw in the dark interior of our bedroom a “filmy white” person who appeared at first glance to be a ghost. My eye sifted the thick gloom of our garret flat trying to fathom the exact form of this poltergeist. The filmy intruder behaved most erratically. For a while, this tottering nightstalker, tall and threatening, stood immobile in the center of the room. Then it walked over and stood at the foot of our bed. Now I was really terrified! I shook my wife awake and pointing to the specter. “What is that?”


She sat straight up in bed. “Esther?” This was the name of the girl who lived in the apartment just below us.


“Whhhattt?” Esther replied groggily.


How glad I was that this willowy specter could be identified and explained. Why? Because the things we cannot explain terrify us. Only as reason dissects our reality can we lay by our terror and return to our former world of peace.


Likewise miracles fill us with fear. How many times did the disciples back away from Jesus because He had just done something too immense for their nervous systems to handle? They were overwhelmed by fear and wonder, and why wouldn’t they be? Jesus had stilled the storms and walked on water. He terrified them with mystery. Yet this was a terror they craved.


No wonder F.W. Faber wrote:


They love Thee little if at all/who do not fear Thee much,/If love is Thine attraction Lord,/fear is thy very touch.


God has the power to make our flesh crawl and our spines tingle. Jesus’ miracles make our hair stand on end and our hearts stand at attention. Something powerful and unstoppable is before us and we had better agree to it or be crushed by its eerie reality.


Only The God of the Unbelievable Is God


We are ever being overwhelmed by all that science lays before us. As Eric Hofer once said, our current addiction to technology is “our banging on the gates of Eden!” We want back into paradise and we believe science can give us the gadgets that will swing wide those long-locked gates. The technology itself is not miraculous but it has brought a sense of miracle near. Technology’s “miracles” have made toast from bread and flight from fossil fuels. But those who have felt the sheer terror of real miracles know it is a poor trade.


Thomas Merton broadened Hofer’s view of paradise revisited when he said that Jesus’ miracle of changing water into wine was really a “wine for old Adam, digging in the briars outside of Eden.” He pictures the wedding reception this way:


For Jesus came, and His Disciples, and His mother,


And after them the singers and some men with violins… 


Nor did we seem to fear the wine would fail:


For reading, in a row, to fill with water and a miracle,


We saw our earthen vessels, waiting empty.


What wine those humble water jars foretell!”2


We are such jars, too full of ordinary water to be anything more than ordinary. We want to be filled with something more intoxicating. We want our watery plainness to change. We are the water, too—begging God to change our aqueous lives into the wine of more inebriated and heady living!


Imagine the man with a withered hand who met Jesus. Having made millions of good hands Jesus understood the pain of this poor man. Then Jesus spoke. The withered hand was well. Suddenly the terror of his miracle was swallowed up in the delirium of this man’s new and glorious health. As Amos Wells’s carpenter cried out, “I am a man, no more a burdened cumberer! Give me a hammer and any piece of wood.”


But as wondrous as physical healing may be, spiritual healing is far greater. Conversion is the grandest miracle of all. I know this miracle. I was once the bland, plain water untouched by mystery. But I have been made new. I am the water changed to wine. I am well. Like the man with the withered hand I have arrived at a new and glorious sense of my significance. I have come to know who I am and why I was created in the first place.


Jesus did not heal all the sick of His day. When He came the world was sick. It was still sick after He left it. But health is illusory. Even the most robust are never completely well. The big miracle is not in having someone make us entirely well, but the ability to see ourselves that way.


Don Quixote was the first modern novel. Cervantes’s lanky knight is a Christ symbol who spends himself in creating miracles of self-worth. Aldonza, his “lady,” is not healed of anything except her devalued way of seeing herself. Quixote gives her grace—a better way of seeing herself. In a similar way Jesus touched me, supplied me with grace. I got well. After knowing Christ I left the ranks of those who struggle with low self-esteem. I have been set free to live on a higher plane.


I once knew a withered woman. Twice withered she was: her soul had shriveled up before her fear of people because she had to learn to live with a withered leg. As a young woman, polio had taken the use of her leg. Until the paralysis overtook her, she confessed, she had been most self-sufficient. She was then a beautiful, young woman caught up in the selfish dreams of late adolescence. She had set her heart on becoming a concert pianist. She dreamed of nothing else but thrilling people with her vast musical talent.


Enter polio!


This woman promised God that if He would leave her two good hands and one good leg she would dedicate her talent to Him for the rest of her life. And so God healed her and held her to her bargain. Suddenly her life became a self-declarative miracle. She was not made completely whole and remained a cripple for the rest of her life; her left leg was forever braced. But in leaving her a bit of her disease, God made her music accessible to all of us.


There are all kinds of miracles. Some miracles take away our overdone self-confidence to make us useful to God. Others add to it to make us useful. Becoming a believer is the most widespread evidence of miracle. We the dying hopeless were touched by an outside power and changed from mortals to immortals. Why should I refuse to believe in miracles: my entire life with God is the stamp of miracle. Being visited by this great wonder, my mortalness is clothed with immortality and all things perishable have dressed themselves with permanence (1 Corinthians 15:53-ff).


Miracles and Intoxicated Living


Miracles are addicting. They hold an intoxication all their own.


Nehemiah was a cupbearer. He it was who first drank from the King’s cup so the King could be sure that none had poisoned him. Can you imagine the sheer terror and joy of such a job? Here came the king’s wine. “Have a sip, Nehemiah. If you live, then I’ll drink it,” said the king. So Nehemiah lifted the cup. What would be the outcome? Would he smile and lick his lips with delight, or would he fall to the floor clutching his throat? Who could say? The king had lots of enemies, so no single cup of wine could ever be tasted in a casual manner. So Nehemiah lived with the terror and joy of his calling. Gulp! Eureka! No poison!


As Nehemiah could surely attest, such fear and wonder are never boring. Ray Bradbury’s Dandelion Wine tells the tale of a “bogey man” who lived in the horrible night grove and stalked those casual citizens who thought they would chance taking a shortcut through the woods late at night. They were inevitably stalked by this sinister ripper. Sometimes he succeeded. Sometimes he didn’t. But one day the night-stalker was killed. The town became very safe after his death, but it was never very interesting. Nothing is more boring than safety. So, once the ogre was dead, the town had to learn to live without the fear and trembling that once heightened their existence.


I happened to be on the campus of Oral Roberts University some years ago when the evangelist and healer had his ‘vision of a 900 foot Jesus.’ It was on the front of every newspaper across America, and certainly all Tulsa was abuzz with excitement regarding the gargantuan Jesus who had come to Oral’s life.


I was speaking in chapel that day and so I felt some necessity of referring to the vision since it was so much on everyone’s mind. I was there to speak on the inner life in Christ so I opened my sermon by saying, “Your chancellor has had a vision of a Christ of three hundred meters [it didn’t sound so overwhelming in the metric system]. But I would like to invite your attention to the ‘thumbnail Christ’ of Theresa of Avila who sits on the throne of the believing heart, demanding your allegiance.” I went on from there to talk about the Christ of obedience and mystery.


While I thought Oral’s view of Jesus was a bit titanic, I felt that most people I knew were suffering from absolutely no vision of Jesus. We have so domesticated our Lord that he is capable of little more than going to Sunday School. We sing and preach about him, but he is really too much like us to help us. There is too little power left in the church-broken Jesus to terrify us. He’s never outlandish. He’s a drowsy messiah indeed.


Will we long abide a Jesus who never inspires us to anything risky?


I think not.


To become God’s child is to risk and hazard all we have. Garner this great miracle to yourself and own God’s wonder in the center of your soul.


At the center of this book is a core group of thirty-two contemporary miracles. I haven’t numbered them but I have let them stand enmeshed in my attempt to show that miracles still happen. I have also leaned on Jesus’ thirty-five recorded miracles as well as many of those wonders that dominate the Old Testament. In some sections of this book (namely chapters three and four) I have sought to show how essential Jesus’ own recorded miracles are to our understanding and acceptance of miracles. So every paragraph of this book is set forth to make real the involvement of God in the miracles of the Bible as well as those in our own time. A miracle in any age is an occasion to remember God acts in ways that baffle us to demonstrate his reality. He is real. So are his acts. So is our need to be mystified with deeds too large for our small hearts.
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CHAPTER ONE


Miracles: The Mysterious Force of Faith


Water in His presence must be wine or be ashamed.
 At Cana of Galilee
 “The conscious water knew its Lord and blushed.”


RICHARD CRASHAW


Logic is the foundation of knowledge but miracles are the foundation of faith. Only when a dead man lives again is there any point in believing.


But why are the miracles of Christ so much more believable than those we see on cable television? TV miracles seem more entertaining than transforming. They seem so instant and unverifiable. So commercial. So much an ad campaign for the undiscovered God. They leave us hungry for a more certain view of Him. We all want a little less, “Brother, thou art healed—put something in the plate,” and a little more, “Rise, take up your bed and walk.”


All miracles—contemporary or otherwise—take interpretation. For instance, I know Jesus multiplied loaves; I accept this without question. But I remember a woman who invited thirty-five people to her home, forgetting she had only one small churn of homemade ice cream to feed them. According to her, she laid hands on her churn, blessed it, and miraculously fed them all with much to spare.


Why do I believe Jesus’ multiplication of the loaves and not her multiplication of the quarts? Because… well, to be honest, she seemed a bit “off-the-wall” to me. But frankly it just seems that multiplying loaves and fishes is more biblical than multiplying ice cream. Most of us have a natural prejudice in favor of biblical miracles. Television miracles seem smaller and less trustworthy than those of Scripture. Perhaps the things I classify as miracles in my own life are in some cases less showy than asking God to multiply ice cream.


Contemporary miracles rarely come in biblical proportions. For years my wife and I made an annual hike through the Grand Canyon. The hike was a simple matter of leaving the South Rim, following the Kaibab Trail down to the Colorado River, staying all night at the Phantom Ranch, and hiking back up the Bright Angel Trail to arrive once again on the South Rim of the Canyon. The climb back to the surface was always a kind of exhilarating agony.


On one of our trips to the canyon we decided to park our car on the South Rim, take a bus around to the North Rim, and hike down through and across the canyon. While the cross-canyon trip is only twenty-eight miles, the trip around the canyon to the north trailhead is 180 miles. Nonetheless we made the trip and began our hike down into the canyon.


During that ill-fated hike we both became terribly sick with heat exhaustion. Dehydrated and vomiting profusely, we weren’t sure we’d be able to reach sanctuary at the Phantom Ranch on the banks of the Colorado River on the floor of the canyon. Even if we did, we felt we could not make it through the night in the dormitories where we usually stayed. So I began to pray that we would be able to have one of the private cabins in which to spend the night. These units are few in number and nearly always given to those who pay a premium excursion fare to ride the mules to the bottom. In all my previous years of trying I had never been able to secure one of them.
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