May 25, 2005
NBC’s Dateline, Miracles and the Virgin 
The setting was surreal. We were in St. John's Lutheran Church in Helsinki, Finland. It was 2 p.m. Finnish time, (7 a.m. EST) on a Friday afternoon in May. St. John's, a huge, neo-Gothic structure seating some 2400 people, was built in 1891. Its focal point was not the altar where the catholic sacraments were observed, but the massive pulpit standing high above the congregation from where "the Word" in all of its protestant reformation glory could be proclaimed. On this occasion, however, there were only seven people present. One, an NBC producer, his eyes heavy with jet lag, had flown over that day from New York. His two-person camera crew had flown in the day before, one from Germany and the other from England. Others present, in addition to myself, were my wife Christine, my Finnish translator, organizer and close friend, the Rev. Dr. Jarmo Tarkki and the St. John's pastor, the Rev. Auvo Naukkarinen. Television lights, set up for the interview, turned that dark interior space into the brightness of high noon in the desert. All of this created the setting for a Dateline program, featuring miracles and the various appearances of the Virgin Mary, especially those that were supposed to have occurred in the town of Medjugorje in what we once called Yugoslavia. It was a subject in which I had little interest and healthy suspicion; indeed more than that, I regard such phenomena as both superstitious and almost hysterical. That appeared to be the reason that NBC was so eager to have me on this program that they flew this production crew to Helsinki where I was engaged in a ten-day lecture tour across Finland. 

NBC's interest in this story seemed to grow slowly as each episode emerged. First there was the account of the person who believed that the head of the Virgin Mary had appeared on a piece of toast. The story developed 'legs' when that toast was sold on an E-Bay auction for thousands of dollars. Next, there was the 'sighting' of the head of the Virgin under a bridge in Chicago, attracting crowds and media attention. Finally, there was the move on the part of Pope Benedict XVI, to speed the process of declaring the late John Paul II a saint, for which the certification by "competent" authorities of at least two "miracles" was required. Already a man was saying that his brain tumor disappeared after he met John Paul II, and John Paul himself had claimed that his survival of an attempt on his life had been a miracle. Bill O'Reilly had suggested on national television that perhaps the prayers of this Pope brought down communism in Eastern Europe. Miracle stories, always popular with the masses, were in the air. So 'Dateline,' NBC's top magazine news program, decided to dedicate a full hour to this subject. Their producers had contacted me on three occasions about appearing while I was on my book tour across America and Canada. I declined, having no interest whatsoever in the subject and not being eager to play the role of the resident religious critic who would appear alongside the "wide-eyed believers" who talk of their 'supernatural' experiences with both ease and wonder. I thought three refusals would be the end of it. On the third day of our tour in Finland, however, NBC decided that I was what this program needed for balance and were willing to dispatch the crew overnight to Helsinki. No television program had ever been this persistent, so the time and place were arranged by Dr. Tarkki. That was how we happened to come together in that holy space in the center of Helsinki. This 45-minute interview was fed immediately via a telephone line to New York where editors and producers would do their magic on great amounts of taped footage to create an hour-long program, which had to include time for commercials. My 45-minutes would, at best, take up no more than one to five minutes of that time. 

How was it that "a man of the cloth," as they referred to me, "a bishop no less, denied the reality of miracles?" That was the first question. Does not the New Testament speak of nature miracles and healing miracles, to say nothing of the great miracles on each end of the Jesus Story: the Virgin Birth and the Resurrection? Is it not incompatible with historic and traditional Christianity, they suggested, for anyone to interpret these events in any other way than as supernatural signs of a miracle-producing deity? I responded that post-Newtonian people understand the laws of the universe quite differently from the way that first century gospel writers did. We cannot impose a first century world of miracle and magic on people living in the 21st century as the basis for Christian belief. There are many ways to understand the miracle stories of the New Testament other than as supernatural invasive moments. For example, is the story of Jesus feeding the multitude simply an attempt to portray him as a new and greater Moses? Moses had to pray to God asking for heavenly bread. Jesus provided it on his own. Was the story of Jesus ascending into the sky a literal story describing an event in history or was it a magnificent retelling of the story of Elijah's ascension designed to show Jesus as filled with and exceeding Elijah's power? Were the accounts of Jesus performing acts of healing really miraculous events or were they interpretive stories intended to show that the signs that Isaiah said would accompany the end of the age now marked the life of Jesus? Were some of the miracles simply repeating supernatural stories from Hebrew Scriptures? Was the story of Jesus raising Lazarus, told only in John, nothing more than a historicizing of Luke's parable of Lazarus and Dives? In this parable Lazarus at death goes to Abraham's bosom and Dives to the flames of hell. There Dives calls to Abraham to have Lazarus return to the earth to warn his brothers lest they come to this place of torment Abraham responds "they have Moses and the prophets. If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, they will not believe even if one rises from the dead." John suggests that the raising of Lazarus did not cause people to listen; it actually caused them to kill Jesus. When one comes to the Virgin Birth scholars today know that this miraculous birth account did not enter the Christian written tradition until the 9th decade. One finds no trace of it in the writings of Paul or Mark. It appears in Matthew in the mid 80's and is retold by Luke in a dramatically and factually different way a decade or so later. Then it was dropped by the author of the Fourth Gospel who twice refers to Jesus as "the son of Joseph." 

Similarly, if a miraculous physical resuscitation of the deceased body of Jesus is the first meaning of Resurrection, then why is it that Paul seems not to know of it and why is there no undisputed story of a resuscitated Jesus until the later gospels of Luke and John written 60-70 years after the first Easter? Biblical scholarship has rendered the miraculous reading of the gospels by Evangelicals and conservative Catholics to be dreadfully inadequate. 

Moving on to those appearances of Mary that people claim to have seen in Western history the obvious questions are: How do they know it is Mary when there is no description of Mary in the New Testament? The vision they claim to see is always the church's later portrait drawn from developed cultural imagination. Have these people ever looked at the mother of Jesus in the New Testament separated from the church's future doctrines regarding her? Would they be surprised to know that Paul, writing between 50-64, never mentions the Virgin? Jesus' birth was quite normal, he says, adding he "was born of a woman, born under the law;" that he had a brother named James; and was descended from King David "according to the flesh." In Mark, the first gospel, the mother of Jesus is referred to only once and that by a stranger who shouts: "Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary?" Mark also portrays the mother of Jesus as believing him to be "beside himself," or out of his mind, so she goes to take him away. Mary does not become a virgin until Matthew writes, and she appears to cease being one when John writes. Yet in history she becomes not just a virgin mother, but a perpetual virgin, a postpartum virgin, one who is immaculately conceived and bodily assumed into heaven. No vision is ever seen of the Mary of the New Testament, it is always the Mary of Christian tradition. When this is augmented by the fact that no non-believer as well as no Buddhist or Muslim ever sees the Virgin, subjectivity is obvious. 

The major problem, however, with pious accounts of miracles of any sort is that it locks one into a concept of God that is ultimately neither believable nor even moral. If God is understood as a supernatural miracle worker then why are miracles so few, so spasmodic? If God has the power to stop the bubonic plague, the Holocaust, the spread of AIDS or the Tsunami and does not, is God moral? Does the concept of miracle represent the limits on our knowledge or our unresolved superstition? Does it not seem to keep us in a state of dependent immaturity questing after the power the church claims to possess but rations so sparingly? I do not choose to live in a disordered world ruled by a capricious deity who blesses one person with healing and not another, saves one life from peril and not another. The only miracle I recognize is the miracle of expanded knowledge, heightened awareness and transformed humanity that does, I believe, help us to see into the very realm of God where life is eternal, love is unbounded and all lives are called into the fullness of being. That is the God I now see in Jesus and the God we also see now so inadequately in the miracle stories of the first century and in the apparitions of the superstitious in every age. I hope that this is the God to whom I pointed the viewers of Dateline when it played across America on May 18. For this is the God who captures my imagination, challenges my intellect and elicits my devotion. 

-- John Shelby Spong

Question and Answer
With John Shelby Spong

Rev. Mr. Dore, via the Internet, writes: 

I am a New Thought Minister who presents the Bible and the Christ in much the same manner as you do in your articles and books. Can the Christ and Christianity survive the adolescence period where all is in flux, change and turmoil and emerge as the loving empowering way of life that Jesus intended and that we so desperately need or will the Fundamentalists win the day? Will we make it to Spiritual Adulthood? 

Dear Rev. Dore, 

I think your image of adolescence is exactly correct. However, I suspect that the fact that Christians are not eager to grow up comes from two realities, one is external pressure, and the other is internal pressure. The Church as an external institution clearly craves power and achieves it by keeping its followers in perpetual immaturity. Childlike, uncritical dependency that expresses itself in guilt-laden obedience is the Church's unstated goal. The message of the Christ who, according to the Gospel of John, came that we might have abundant life, is portrayed theologically in our churches as coming to rescue 'wretched sinners' who are taught that there is no possibility of doing anything right without God. In order to reveal the greatness of God in this gift of salvation, the Church found it necessary to concentrate on the depravity of human life. Therefore, salvation came to those who accepted the forced status of being passive, dependent and childlike. 

The internal pressure comes from our own evolutionary struggle. We are self-conscious creatures who live in the dimension of time. We remember yesterday and anticipate tomorrow. That means two things. First, fear and anxiety are essential, necessary and chronic in human life; second, we must embrace our own mortality. Both of these realities mean that it is the uniquely human thing to search for security. A parent God with supernatural power, who can watch over, protect and defend us, provides that kind of security. So we accept chronic childhood so as not to lose parental security. We prefer to be born again to growing up. It is a bad swap - perhaps even a delusional swap. The religious system that will survive must encourage self-development and maturity. That means God must be redefined in a non-theistic understanding as enabling, enhancing and encouraging a new humanity. Paul Tillich, a 20th century German Lutheran theologian, started us in this direction. The split in most Christian churches today reveals our adolescent spirituality. Some of us become fundamentalists who live in the past and others who cannot be bound by yesterday live in the future. Both are simply aspects of our journey out of adolescence into the maturity of wholeness. It will probably take a generation or two to move fully into the new consciousness, but I think it is inevitable. Blessings on your ministry. 

--John Shelby Spong 

