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MIRACLES AND THE MEDIEVAL MIND

texture of Christian experience that there was no incentive to examine
or explain the presuppositions that lay behind them. In the twelfth
century, however, an interest in the nm._mnmoamrmru of miracle to doctrine-
arose, which was occasioned by changes in thought about the concept

of natura to which miracula was increasingly opposed. Thought abour

miracles, however, remained fixed throughout the Middle Ages, fol-

lowing the lines laid down by Augustine in the fourth century, with . I
some twelfth-century innovations. It was from this complex of ideas 3 .
3 that Thomas Aquinas drew out his definitions that have formed lacer ‘H‘TQ HT@OH% Om. zhﬁmh_.mm

thought about the matter.?
Accounts of miracles were found not only at shrines; there are also

miracles in thelives:of the. saints, and there are collections of miracles . THE wwmmamwoﬁ_ﬁo?@..._._umEnm_,.apw. thinking about miracles in the
not associated with a place at all. The largest and most influential of Middle Ages are to be found mainly in four works by “Augustine: of
these is the Mitacles: of; thesVirgin, which I have examined for the : I_.Hqu” De Genesi ad Litteram, De Trinitate, De Utilitate Credends, and
period immediately before they attained a predominant place in the De Civitate Dei. Augustine;argues thavthere:is only ongfmiracle, that of
literature of Europe, I have, finally, given some attention to the use, creasion, with its corollary of re-creation by the resurrection of Christ,
made-of miracle stories as propaganda, u_uoumr this field is so wide that God, he held, created the world out of nothing in six days, and within
I have had to restrict myself to one or two types. * that initial creation he planted all the possibilities for the future. All
_ Throughout the Middle Ages miracles were unanimously seen as 'creation was, therefore, both .Dwﬁcn&..»nm ‘miraculous’; “all: patural
part of the City of God on earth, and whatever reflections men might thifgs ..wnmﬂmz&.,.imnw..nrn.,Enpn_w_o:m..m ‘The events of every day, the
have on their cause and thejr aim, they formed an integral part of birth of men, the growth of plants, rainfall’, are all ‘daily miracles’,
ordipary life. The exploration of miracle stories leaves two principle - * signs of the mysterious creative power of God at work in the universe.
impressions: the number and diversity of events regarded as in some A - But Augustine also held that en were so accustomed to these ‘daily
Way miraculous, not out of naivety but from a more complex and subtle . - miracles’ that they were no longer moved to awe by them and needed to
view of reality than we possess: and the unity of opinion about miracles be provoked to reverence by unusual manifestations of God's power.
in both thought and record, a unity expressed by Augustine: _ These, Augustine taught; were events also within the original creation;
. : God had then created sentinum semina;, * seminales rationes ¥ hidden within

God himself has created all thar is wonderful in this world, the great miracles the nature and appearance of things, which at times caused ‘miracles’

as well as the minor marvels I have menrioned, and he has included them all in

st wnicue worder, RE I b r 1 s that seemed to be contrary to nature but were in fact inherent in it. The
L, miracle miracles, the wor 1tselr.

w. most usual channel for these ‘hidden causes’ to be miade manifest was

m {the prayers of the saints; and Augustine himself illustrated thisin his

| £ “account of the miracles connected with the relics of St Stephen in his
idiocese after 416,4

For Augustine, the mechanics of miracles were clear. They were

] wonderful acts of God shown as events in this world, not in oppositi n
L l!llllll'llltlll"ll’ll—lr[

to_nature bur as a drawing out of the hidden workings of God withig a

nature that was all potentially miraculous. There were three levels of

“wonder: wonder provoked by the acts of God Visible aily and_dis-
3




MIRACLES AND THE MEDIEVAL MIND

cerned by wise men as signs of God’s goodness: wonder provoked in the

mmma@mmﬁfﬁ.wo:&&.borcaunhﬂwbmhrn;ﬁou_&hmgmbmnﬁn.mna..n.wmj.ﬂmmm.m
could be amazed b at to the wise man was not unusual; and’wonder
.w.ummw.‘wrm&\_.uﬁ.ww.ﬂ&.mm..immm.nmnm._. unusual manifestations of the power of

God, not contra naturam ch. practer or supra naturam. ‘1 call that mi-

raculous Sr_.,mm..wwwomnm ‘wonderful because it is either hard or impos-
sible, beyond hope or ability’.® Events happened in nature or miracu-
lously, but both were equally the work of God: ‘Some things happen
naturally, others miraculously; God works in whatever is natural and
he is not apart from the wonders of nature’.” The emphasis on the
wonder caused in men, the psychological understanding of miracle,
gave a wide scope for ‘miracle’, including monstra and prodigia® in its
definition, as well as miraculs and signa, and the content of miracle
collections, as will be seen, continued to illustrate this.

Throughout the period under discussion, people asked:How: miracles
related man to God, not how they could be defined in their constituent
parts. Yet a shift of emphasis can be seen even at the beginning of this
period. Discussion about miracles usually arose in connection with
either the creation or the incarnation, and it is in discussing the former
that the earliest instance of this change of emphasis can be seen. “An-
selm of Canterbury’s discussion De Conceptu Virginali is in many ways
an unexpected source for this change, since his interests were not di-
rected toward physics, and the main thrust of his thought was toward
the Augustinian unities. However, Anselm in this treatise proposed a
relationship between events that, while based on the three categories of
Augustine, distinguishéd miracles from natural events and those events
caused by the will of men:

So if we consider carefully everything char is done, we see that they happen
._,\\ | ( either by the will of God alone, or by nature according to the power God has -
/._”uﬁm ) iven it, or by the will of a creature. Now, those things which are done neither
_\OmV%w created nature nor by the will of the creature but by God alone, are miracles
> (semper miranda sint): so it seems thac there are three ways in which things
@...M..\ . rn.vv.mn. that is, the miraculous, the narural and the voluntary (mirabilis,
: WV naturalis, voluntarins) . ®

\

/Wuv\ﬂu L.mrmmmm that happen by nature, or by the will of men, have here been

=5, e

distinguished from mirabilia, which are caused by .the hm.mnw.mmﬂmncmn-

WWJ tion of God in affairs, rather than being events that cause wonder in
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THE THEORY OF MIRACLES

man. Anselm gives as examples of miracles the crossing of the Red Sea
by the > Israelites, the turning of water into wine, and the interior mira-
cles of conversiop.*® As will be seen later, Anselm’s interest in contermn-

= ____.

porary miracles was confined to precisely this kind of event, in which
the action can be ascribed to God alone, especially in the salvation of
souls. The ultimate cause of miracles has not changed in this concept,
but the secondary causes have been differentiated. Miracles a s 2
patticular kind of acc by which God .iowflw_mnmem@? The ac-
tions of men and the workings of nature, though still ultimately ac-
tions of God by their mediation, are set free for examination in a new
way. Their mode of action can be examined without impiety and
quomodp can be applied to them more closely. Miracles:: :
not'subjecetotherlaws of parnr .

D g ——

within nature, while natire di
“miraculous’ of God:—The miraculous is not subject to the other
two or to their laws, but freely rules them’.!!

Anselm? distinction between nature, will, and miracle in events was
used later, and it was usually applied to the matter out of which it
arose, the miracle of creation. 2 Peter Abelard, for instance, used this
&W&Wnﬂ.ou in his commentary on the Creation narrative in Genesis,

—_— 5
where he says the events he calls miracles are those ‘against pature’ or

‘above Rature’ (contra vel supra natura) in which God is-aceing-directly,
ashe did in the first six days of Creation. Like Anselm, Abelard sees the
creation-of Adam from the earth and Eve from Adam as Dpracter naturam,

and therefore miracles; ™ the Virgin Birth and the giving of Sight tothe

e A T s S

blind he cites as other instances of geauine miracles. ™ Like Anselm,

Abelard was Wrm.ﬂ.,MmMWM.BﬁmQF concerned with ‘the nature of things,

but ‘his reflections on'naturé ind miracle tended, like those of Anselm,
f events in whi iod acts di-

to set’ miracles-in a specifi
‘rectly in this world 2 ,

The primary text in“the twelfth century for discussing creation was
the first chapters of Genesis; but the Platonists of the twelfth century
who drew this kind of distinction among events were influenced also
by the account of creation given in the Timaexs that they read with the
commentary of Chalcidius.?® Thierry of Chartres wrote an account of
the book of Genesis ‘secundum physicam et ad licteram’, the /ittera
being the words of Scripture about creation, the physica being Chal-
cidius on Plato’s Timaeus. 1® The three-fold distinction of Augustine is

5




=

MIRACLES AND THE MEDIEVAL MIND

found also in Chalcidius: ‘All things that exist are the works of God, or.

the work of nature, or the work of a human artisan imitating nature’,?
and was echoed in a Christian context by Thierry of Chartres, William

of Conches, and, in a more formal and technical way, by Gilbert de la
Porrée:

All things have been made by God as their author; but certain things are called
God's works just as they are, namely those which he makes by himself and
neither after some resemblance in nature nor through the intermediary service
of someone else, as he makes heaven and earth . . . God therefore is the sole
author of all things.!®

In this view, some matters such as. Bﬁw.nwnm;v&obm.ho‘bws.b?oag.wo-
| tence; other matters, which were created by God but follow their own
. laws, belong to the natural and created order. This shift from the sac-

ramen

tal view’ of the"WhOIE Order of creation as miraculous, in which
ithe power of God could be seen as a sign to men-in all events, em-
phasized, from another point of view, the new freedom to examine the
\natural events; it also tended to limit the events. that could properly he
«called miracles. .

The interest of Platonists in the causes of things received a new
impetus with the appearance of Aristotle’s work on physics. Those who
read Aristotle and his Arab commentators were diverted from the older
concern with the unity and symbolism of events in God and began to
concentrate on the mechanics of their secondary causes. This change
affected the definition of miracle by limiting still further those events
that could be called miraculous. This state of mind, which determined
which texts would be used and translated, was already established, not

. an unexpected influence changing the direction of thought. Adelard of

| Bath'’s Quaestiones Naturales wenr far toward explaining away, as well as

' simply explaining, wonders. For instance, he was asked to account for
thunder, a phenomenon almost universally seen hitherto as a sign from
God, fraught with miraculous significance, and he makes his inter-
locutor phrase the request in tones of incredulity:

- - - One thing which clearly takes Pplace in the air is an object of wonder to all
nations: the death-dealing disturbance called thunder. By it not only are all
nations terrified but fear weighs heavily also upon irrational creatures . . . is
then your science bold enough to give the cause and origin of thunder, or is it
unable to solve this most difficule problem, for in the face of thunder the
philosophers are no braver than the rest,!®
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THE THEORY OF MIRACLES

Adelard replied that the proper way to discover the ‘cause and origin’ of
thunder was to examine its immediate causes in the currents of air, A
storm had become merely a storm instead of a ‘message from God.
Adelard was convinced that recourse to miracle as an explanation
was a last resort; only when all other causes had been tested and found |/
wanting should the explanation of the direct intervention of God béyg
propounded: ’
I will detract nothing from:God:: for whatever is, is from Him, and by Him;

m:@.,.__.mmn -not even this is to be mmEfmmW:n_w and m&_mm.m.mrm_ﬂn.mﬁf for we must
listen to the very limits of human knowledge; only where this ucterly breaks
down should ‘we refer things to God. 2°

ep—

This kind of reasoning when applied to the doctrine of creation
brought criticism on William of Conches, in a letter from William of
St Thierry to St Bernard of Clairvaux:

- - . describing the creation of the first man by philosophy or rather by
physics, he says that his body was not ar first made by God but by nature and a
soul then given him by God, after the body had been made by spirits which he
calls, demons and by the stars. . . . As far as the creation of woman is con-
cerned which is clear to all readers, with what stupidity and arrogance he holds
the authority of sacred scripture in contempt. By interpreting that account
according to physics, he arrogantly prefers the ideas he invents to the rruth it
contains and so makes light of a great mystery, 2!

Only ‘the nature of things’, it seems, should be learned from observa-
tion and philosophy; here also, therealm of the miraculous was being
relegated to a department of Hrm..%cmﬂnmann&.

moé far did the arguments of the masters of the schools affect their
pupils?*Gerald' of Wales can be seen as typical of the clerk who ab-
sorbed a certain amount of new teaching, along with a basic
traditionalism.?* His works are filled with miracles and marvels,
mostly of a ferocious nature, in the manner of Gregory of Tours.?? In
the Topographia Hibernica he comments on the relationship between
miracle and ‘nature’. He says he will speak in the second part of won-
ders that are not contrary to nature, bur to the usual course of nature.
Augustine also finds miracles and wonders inherent within nature as
created by God; the strange and exotic are not contra naturam, they are
conira natura cursum, and are all works of God. This enabled Gerald to
exercise his curiosity to the full in observing and recording the strange

7
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MIRACLES AND THE MEDIEVAL MIND

flora and fauna in Ireland, an interest challenged by other churchmen as
too secular and too trivial for serious record, but which Gerald de-
mmmn”_mm 45 a survey of the wonderful works of God in nature.?4 I this,
'S at one with the masters of the schools in their basic Augus-
anism. He was, however, in practice also one with their more recent
istinctions over miracles: the marvels of nature and of the works of

* man form two clear sections in melw&.buhw%&mw Hibernica, and the mira-

' cles of the saints, the true works of God, are 8rouped separately from

| both: ‘Now let us Pass on to miracles’.?> The miracle by which St

” , : e apea
Kevin caused a willow tree to bear apples is distinguished as a miracle
because it was caused by the prayers of St Kevin to God. But Gerald
| refuses to call the salmon-leap a miracle, since it is within the course of

“nature, however marvellous it may seem: B

—_—

Salmon are moved by wonderful leaps which would be miraculous if chis were

not the nature of the fish. Bur this kind of fish makes such leaps because it is
1es nature to do so.

Thus, Gerald makes events that happen by the will of man the main
part of his work, followed by a separate section about events that hap-
pen naturaliter, in the course of nature, whether marvellously or not,
and a smaller section about events that are miraculosa, the result of the
direct action of God in fesponse to the prayers of the saints.

The distinction becween the marvellous in nature and the miracles of
the saints was not in this period very clearly expounded or applied.
Nevertheless it is possible to see here a narrowing of their secondary
causes. There was less and less chance of these TQl:.m called miracles
“except by the ignorant. This narrowing was one further Step in a pat-

tern known to Augustine, who was himself interested in the causes of
things and had explored natural marvels, wich 2 curiositas as keen as
that of Adelard of Bagh, 26 o discover the ‘narural properties’ of things.
But for Augustine this exploration expanded the realm of true miracle,
where for the twelfth-century writers it restricted it. The ‘how’ of
events was of interest to Augustine, as to any ancient philosopher, but
he says that whereas for the pagans the marvels of nature’are simply

8
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cles and nature were thus for centuries put on an equal footing as signs {
from God to man. The twelfth century found a further distinction
possible in the relationship between miracles and events of other kinds,
and applied this distinction to their thinking here, as well as to practice
in other spheres, though in a fragmentary fashion.

While miracles were an accepted way in which Christians were in \

touch with the supernatural, other modes_of supernatusal contact to

‘some extent were distinguished from miracles. At first sight, the most
obvious and final distinction made was that between miracle and
magicl The ‘arts-of magic’ had been consistently forbidden in the

ristian church and the [mifacles of the saint§’ proposed as their an*

Jtichesis  Edicts of church councils and disciplinary directions in pen-
itentials alike had forbidden magical practices to Christians, and this

prohibition continued throughout the Middle Ages. The teaching of
the church did not change, nor did the disregard for it at a popular
level decrease. In fact, in the twelfth century the.revival of »nmninm.mnm

{tiSed'and discussed { It was necessary to make further definitions of what

—4

was Ticit and what was forbidden.

Discussion about magic was older than Christianity. The power of
God exercised through Moses was contrasted in the Old Testament
with the impotent magic of Pharaoh’s magicians (Exodus 7:12ff.).28
Saul conjured the spirit of Elijah through the witch of Endor (1 Samuel
28:7-20).%% The ancient classical world argued endlessly about the
powers of demons and the wonders of great men.3® The debate was
summarized and fixed for Christians up to the twelfth century and
beyond by Augustine. Magic, for him, was zheurgy and concerned won-
ders wrought by demons; it was wholly reprehensible because of the
contact with demonic forces. The miracles of both Old and New Tes-
taments, he says, were quite different from pagan magic:

Those miracles and many others of the same kind . . . were int
~the-wership-of-the-one true God  _, ... they were achieved by simple faith
and devout confidences, not by spells and charms composed according to the

rules.of criminal superstition, the craft which is called magic, 2 name of detes-

: 4 : . R © S S, ¥
tation, ..OM!U%,H_J@ more honourable title of theurgy’. 3!

The powers of the demons, he says, were essentially cheats, deceptions,
and lies, in no way powers equal to that of God, as their practitioners

9
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supposed: ‘The whole thing is in fact an imposture of malignant spirits
-+« it is from the devil that these phantoms come’, 32" The only way for
demons to exercise power over people after the devil's defeat by ‘the
resurrection of Christ was by deception; the gods of the ancient world
found no place as a Separate source of power in the new theology .33
The practice of magic, however, was not as dead, either in debate or
in popular practice, as the injunctions of Augustine might have led one

water'.?® ‘Egyptian days’ had survived in church calendars, and their
overtones of ‘luck’ were easily confused in the popular mind with ‘pro-
vidence’, 36 Both St Martin . and St Benedict were said to have over-

thrown demons inhabiting pagan sanctuaries, 37

The use of magic for contact with the supernatural was as usual in

the northern pagan lands as in the Mediterranean world, Missionaries
in both areas tended to stress similarities between magic and miracle
rather than their differences. The Christian saint was frequently pres-
ented to the unconverted as havi g greater powers through his miracles
than the” demons offered by magical deceits: the effectiveness he
demons’ powers was challenged, not their possibility Inithe Kife o

Cuthbert, i was-said- ﬂrmﬁnunwwmﬁuﬂann._nwﬂnawgg%”ﬁkw.mﬁw._wm
Northumbria preaching and demonstrating the benefits of the miacles
of the saints in opposition to popular magic.3® When the country
people were in distress, the same Life shows them resorting at once to
familiar amulets and charms, and accusing St Cuthbere of taking away

their best defence.?® In the conversion of pagans in Europe, magic

‘remained one of the oprtions for supernatural help long after baptism

had in theory replaced it with the assurance of the prayers of the saints.

, Often, the invocation of Christian saints was merely added to older

incantations and their relics to amulets.*® Though the church stressed a
difference, asserting that prayers to the saints were intercessory requests

10
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~{for-their.prayers to: God, the peasant using them had firmer expecta-

tions and a more resolute attitude, based on his experience of the man-
“ipulations of magic.*! The methods of magic and miracle could:appear
Jidentical; and they could not always be distinguished by their results.
The vengeance of the saints could fall as heavily on men as the results of
maleficent magic. 42
In theory, magic that involved the invocation of demons was con-
demned by the church and miracles were recommended as the proper
method for a Christian to obrain supernatural aid. An intermediate area
of practices, however, which later ages would-certainly call magic and
some would call miracle, in this period was simply an application of
current ideas about causation. The theory of Augustine that there were
‘hidden virtues’ in all parts of creation came very close to the popular
idea of ‘occult virtues’ hidden in all objects, which could be invoked
and used.*® These were used especially in 'natural medicine’.*$ Gems,
in particular, were said to have hidden powers that could be exploited
for healing and for protection in all kinds of dangers.*5 Such dealings
with nature were not forbidden; while the praestigia inferna were con-
demned and the supera miracula praised, natural charms and incanta-
tions were allowed and were distinguished from _r.ﬂ._nrl:wwmmn and mira-
cle. The power of healing the sickiobtained by mixing earth from a holy
_ mmunn,an. using water .mm..us.nn.nnm with 4 saint was close to the ancient use

{offthe four elemencs for beaining power. Hildegard of Bingen illus-
trates the close connection between miracle and magic in her book of
mmﬂ...m&m.m_ in which rites and incantations for the use of occule virtues in
natural objects ‘are mingled with_prayers and the sign of the cross. 46
The wide area of the use 6F ‘dagt roperties was in fact neither magic

d ugh in meo.wvmnﬂ it was to be confused with both.
‘dohn of Salisbury’s approach to magic, miracle, and ‘natural’ powers

is typical of twelfth-century scholars. He accepted and repeated the list
of forbidden magical arts that had been drawn up by Isidore of
Seville.*” He was sceptical about magic that claimed to use demonic
powers and cited his own experience as a sorcerer’s apprentice when he
was a boy: :

I was judged useless for such purposes and as though I impeded the sacrile-
gious practices, I was condemned to have nothing to do with such things and
as often as they practised their art [ was banished as if an obstacle to the whole
procedure. 48

II
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The deceits of the demons, he implied, rested on the mistaken credu-
lity of the practitioners of magic. Physica, that which is non-material,
was manifested through normal processes of causation: ‘in fact, there is
no act or object whose origin is not due to some specific cause or pur-
pose’. But beyond that, ‘only those things should be accepted which are
the product of faith and are attributed to the glory of an omnipotent
God’.*? Thus, he can cite Julius Caesar and his wife as being the recip-
lents of omens conveyed through nature, which were in fact true and
from God, and he goes even further with Vespasian and attributes true
cures at his hands to the power of God. Zm<m_.ﬁ7m_mmm:..fm. asserts-that
what should be most closely considered by Christians are the miracles
of che saints. Of the examples he gives of miracles, some dre miracles of
the saints—Stephen,®® Benedict,?! and Cuthbert®>—but the others
belong to the intermediate world of natural medicine. A demoniac was
cured by carrying a paper on which the Lord’s prayer was written; herbs
gathered by moonlight while the gatherer recited the Lord’s prayer
effected d cures; @mhnm of the New Testament written out and carried on
woaw provided protection.®® Healso held that while. most.ways,of
oretelling the future were both erroneous and forbidden, certain means
f prophecy wére allowed:

Yet it is permissible that one should be consulted about the future on condi-
tion that he possesses the spirit of prophecy or that as a result of his knowledge
of medicine he recognizes what is taking place from natural signs in the bodies
of living creatures.®*

Certain dreams could also be prophetic.®® Thus, while in theory the
distinction between miracle and magic was clear, the intermediate field
of natural causes could confuse the issue if later categories were placed
upon this very different area.

The exploration of natural causes mb\.@wn brought condem-
nation on itself as trafficking with demons: Gerard, archbishop of
York, was condemned as a dealer in magic when a copy of Julius Fir-
micius was found under his pillow at his death;®% St Dunstan’s reputa-
tion for learning and inventiveness caused him to be called a sorcerer;7
dSEmB of Malmesbury gave Gerbert a lasting reputation as a magi-
cian.%® ‘Magic’ was also the accusation passed on miracles not accept-
able to wnoﬂrmn party. The miracles of heretics were condemned as
magic;®® the miracles of Becket were called magic by his opponents:

I2
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“They spread it around everywhere that the monks of Canterbury did
these things by magical incantations and by such devilish arts that they
seemed rather than were miracles’.5° {§fagic or the period in question
meant .Emmn:mqn_.mh mn&:._w with deronsaile was condemned .and: set

mmwﬁmnﬁ..hm&nm It is an anachronism to call the intermediate sphere of
natural nmEn?ﬂ or to extend this description on the mira-
cles of the samts-81-Miractés and magic were two extremes, at least in
theory, of dealing with the supernatural; the intermediate sphere was a
commerce with natural elements, however mistakenly described.
The process of distinction among events called mir« in this period is
seen particularly clearly in relation to thezsupernatural-events called
S dn one sense the sacraments always had been “miracles’ par
excellence, Smomﬁ as they were the supreme instances of the nmmimn but
mysterious intervention of God in the created order: quotidiana
JSN.QS\? In this period the sacramenr.of the eucharist. in particular
\began to be regarded as a B_Bn._m in'a different sense. The other sacra-
ments at times did have mu._..‘..m&a stories attached to them, and popular
belief made them a means of protection and assistance in temporal
g
nnnm.mﬂn but such instances were few, partly because these sacraments
were administered only once in a lifetime. Also, extreme unction pro-
vided little material for miracles since it involved no outward or psy-
chological Q:Smm in the people concerned, but effected a change in
their status. ,H: certain monastic circles the sacrament of penance,
which was increasingly used in personal confession in this period, %3 was
concerned more closely with the psychological state of the penitent
than with his restoration to his place in the church.® Particularly
among the monks, miracle stories began to appear concerning the
miraculous effects of the sacrament of penance either in its application
r 1ts omission. The real emphasis on a sacrament as miraculous, how-
Acedn was to be found in connection with the eucharist. Unlike the
other sacraments, the eucharist involved the use—of-bread and wine,
natural objects that could be observed and discussed in terms other
than those of psychology.
Three kinds of miracles were connected with the eucharist: what was
later called "the miracle of the g sass’ itself (the discussion of the content

of the sacrament in theological 855 Sm_ocm and miracles that illus-
trated this; and, as there were to a muc

lesser degree for Other Sacra-
Ifl.ll.lllj
ments, B_Bn_mm range ential to nro sacrament ﬂr»ﬁ %Bonmngn& its
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MIRACLES AND THE MEDIEVAL MIND

I power in practical situations. Though the first of these, the change in
substance ammmlnnmmlg the mass, was invisible and therefore beyond
analysis, the nature of the change was discussed. The discussion shows

“a change from the traditional perception of the eucharist as marvellous

to a particular understanding of it as miraculous. There is no complete

change from one view to the other in this period, and, as with other
aspects of the miraculous already discussed, both the traditional view
and the changes were present at once.

The traditional understanding of the eucharist as ‘the imystery [not

s e e A S

mw.n,rymnmn_n.u of the body of Christ which is the chugch’ (Colislad)avas a

central theme of patristic teaching.®® It had been vividly presented by
Augustine®® and was incorporated in the words of the canon of the
mass.®7 In this period Anselm of Canterbury had continued this tradi-
tion in a personal prayer Before Receiving the Body and Blood of Christ:

Make me, O Lord, so to perceive with lips and heart and know by faith and by
love, that by virtue of this sacrament I may deserve to be planted in the
likeness of your death and resurrection by mortifying the old man and renewal

of the life of righteousness. May I be worthy to be incorporated into your body
‘which is the church'.%®

.

This understanding of the guomodo of the eucharist as symbol and mys-
tery received still greater emphasis in the next century, partly as a
reaction to a different kind of inquiry. Thus Hugh of St Victor asserted
the traditional approach, but in reaction to the recent application of
dialectic to the mass:

Here is marvel indeed. The flesh that is eaten below remains whole in the
heavens. Why do you start up with your logic, dialectician? What do you
think of this, sophist?> Why are you secking arguments? That would be to
sprinkle dust on the stars. Your logic does not reach so high. .

The understanding of the sacrament in personal and spiritual terms
as mira and mystery continued and was in fact made more personal in
this period; but at the same time Hugh of St Victor's dialecticus and
sophista examined how the bread and wine became the body and blood
of Christ in a desire to show that the change was ‘real’. Interest in the
manner of this change was not unknown in the early church,?? but the
focus of the questions now asked was very different. The discussion that
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revolved around Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus in the ninth cen-
tury had effectively concentrated attention not on the results of the
sacrament for the believer but on the method of the change of substance
in the elements themselves. Paschasius had held that the bread and
wine of the eucharist changed at the words of consecration into the
same body that Christ received from the Virgin at Bethlehem;7? it was
a view taken up in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and illustrated, as
will be seen, by miracle stories, several of which were included in Pas-
chasius’s work.”? The host was seen as Christ the Child in visions. The
protests of some theologians that the sacramental change was effected
spiritually, not visibly, came to a head with the teaching of Berengar of
Tours. Eventually he agreed to resign his views in favour of a state-
ment that carried to its extreme the theory that the flesh of Christ was
received in a more than spiritual manner:

The bread and wine which are placed on the altar are after consecration not
only a sacrament but also the real body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ . . .
with the senses not only as a sacrament but in reality these are taken and
broken by the hands of the priest and are crushed by the teeth of the faithful.”3

“The-carnal; naturalistic approach apparent here, in which the changed

bread and wine is the body of Christ that can be held, broken, and
chewed, presents a new focus on the sacrament. It is not so much the
‘body of Christ which is the church’ as ‘the body of Christ which is the
host’, and the host itself had been changed by a miracle. Hugh of St
Victor called the sacrament miraculum, Stephen of Autun said the
change was mirgculosa and Simon of Tournai compared it with the
miracle of the raising of Lazarus. Both miracles were done ‘not natu-
rally . . . but against the course and order of nature’.”4

The idea that transubstantiation was a miracle contra naturam, 2 mar-
<m~k ,.coupled with the over-vivid images of the reality it produced, is
connected.with a flood of miracle stories that illustrated the ‘reality’ of
the change. Such stories could even be called ‘counter-miracles’, since
they break through the miraculous surface of illusion to a representa-
tion of the substance that lies behind the unchanged appearance. These
are a second type of eucharistic miracle. The host was seen to change
\into the Christ child; eithéras a beautiful boy, or as a child pierced and
‘wounded. Or, in the place of bread and wine, there appeared flesh and
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blood. Sometimes the figure of Christ crucified appeared at the conse-
cration, with blood flowing from his wounds into the chalice. At other
times, the Virgin Mary was seen offering the child to the communi-
cants. The most common miracles were the replacing of bread and wine
at the consecration by a child or by flesh and blood. One instance of
each stands for many:

One day when . . . Adolph was celebrating mass and before the ‘O Lamb of
God', he lifted up the host to break it, and saw the Virgin in the host itself
sitting upon a throne and holding the infant to her breast ., . . he saw also a
lamb in the host . . . and when he looked again, Christ on the cross with bent
head.” Less than two years ago a priest who was in doubt about the sacrament
of the body of Christ celebrated mass . . . and the Lord showed him raw flesh
in the hosc, 79

In the second instance, a bystander, a nobleman called Widekin,
claimed to have seen the raw flesh also, which is asserted to show that
this was not the imagination of an individual but a reality that could be
seen by others. The appearance of these ‘realities’ in place of the host are
said to be either for the conviction of unbelievers or for the reward of
special devotion, In either case, miracles of this kind are an inversion of
the central miracle of trans ubstantiation, though they claimed to affirm
it.

A third class of miracles is connected with the eucharist, and in these
the consecrated elements themselves were regarded as @fpermanent

focus of power, just as a relic was held to be. In stories of punishments

.wmm.ﬂ befell those who celebrated mass unworthily, the host turned black

or vanished from the hands of the priest.”” In some stories animals or
insects venerated the host or protected it.” In‘other tales communion

= i

afforded special protection, as, for instance, in the story of a knight

who conquered in an ordeal by battle by receiving communion first, 7®

The host was placed along with the relics of saints in altars at their
consecration.®? The pious had a strong inclination to treat the conse-
crated bread and wine, if they had been subject to a vision of their ‘real’
nature, ‘as.relics to be: preserved and venéraced,

An instance of the veneration of such consecrated elements was
known to Lanfranc of Bec; a century later, a similar instance was known
to Hughrof Linicoln. The contrast between the two stories expresses the
contrast between the two approaches to the eucharist as signum and as
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mirum in this period. In the first instance, Guitmund, bishop of Av-
ranches, says Lanfranc, magister meus told him that when he was a boy in
Italy he heard of a priest who found the elements turned to flesh and
blood at the mass. The priest asked the bishop’s advice; the bishop
summoned a council and ordered the elements to be enclosed in the
centre of the altar ‘so that all that remained might be perpetually pre-
served’, 81

When Hugh of Lincoln visited Normandy, however, and was in-
vited to verierate a simijlar shrine, he refused to do $0, saying that the
true miracle was the host daily consecrated and received:

Why mroﬁén &8ape at a sensory image of this, divine gift when every day we
behold by faith this heavenly sacrifice whole and entire? Let that man look

with his bodily eyes on the minute fragment who cannot by faith internally
behold the whole, 82

This episode showed no lack of appreciation of the eucharist as a mira-
cle in Hugh; his biographer related that he often saw a beautifu] child
between his hands when he said mass and was moved to tears at the
sight.®3 It shows rather the:concern of the monk, significantly a Carth-
susian; a-member of a new order, for what is personal and spiritual in
the miraculuni of the sacrament, while the-factual record by Lanfranc
* shows a situation ina wmn.m..r.mnﬂauw.a where the host that the parish
priest had seen turn.into real flesh ar the consecration was treated as a
telic for external veneration. FPhe approach of Hugh is traditional, but

. with a more personal and emotiona] aspect; the approach reflected in

. the story told by Lanfranc indicates the other view, in which the host
. Was a relic among relics, dignified only because it was the relic of
“:Christ.- .
"’ The great increase within this period in devotion to the eucharist led
“official theology to the position taken by Hugh of Lincoln, but the
 other kind of veneration of the host did not disappear in popular devo-
{ tion. In fact, eucharistic hosts more wwmammmm_aw”ﬂmm%mwmﬂmtérﬁmz_ﬂ mira-"
! cles:once. ateributed tosthe saints; the gunomods questions of the natural
scientists reinforced this belief. They focussed attention on the nature,
of the elements, and therefore on what was visible and immediare. This
attention gave a miraculous aspect to the host and caused it to be re-
garded as a relic. It therefore could be misused for magical purposes,

~and miracle stories relate this.84 The Fourth Lateran Council forbade
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the reception of the host in such away that it could be carried out of the
-church—an indication.of the extenr ta which rthe host was regarded as
\an object of power to be:coveted and used. 85

It is in chis chird category of miracles connected with the host that
the eucharist is most clearly linked with the miraculous. The first cate-
gory of the theological content of transubstantiation made the mass a
miracle spivitualiter, and the second Category was meant to demonstrate
this; the third can only be called miraculous corporaliter in that the host
was separated from its context to become a focus of power like the relic
of a saint.

Thus the sacrament of the eucharist was seen to be in some sense a
miracle., However, it differed from other miraculous events in that it
was prediceablé& It was a regular and covenanted act of God through a
prescribed ritual that precipitated the intervention of the divine in an
expected way. The mass was, in itself, a predicrable 'act of God ‘supra
naiuram’ and additional miracles illustrated this. It is possible to see
another ceremony, that of the ordeal, in the same category, as in some
sense 2 miracle in itself, with other miracles to illustrate j. During chis
period, however, the ordeal ceased, at least in theory, to be used in
judicial inquiry, and one can see here a further limitation on the super-
natural in affairs similar to those already discussed.

The ordeal was an appeal to the judgement of God; it took place
either by hot iron, water, or a duel; it could also use the host. The
elements to be used were blessed by a priest, the participants solemnly
set apart from society, and the affair conducted as a ritual, with pre-
scribed prayers and actions.®® [f a man were innocent, his burns would
show signs of healing within three days; if he had been tried by water,
he would float if guilty, since the natural element of water would reject
him; the winner in an ordeal by battle was assumed to have won by the

power of God ‘who judges justly’. It was a clear, public, and final

~%Bonmﬂmn.ob of the decision of God in legal miacters. It was believed
to be unprejudiced by men and in correspondence with the facts. The
| elements of water and fire were created by God and specially open to his
/&EQ influence after the blessing given_them; they would then reveal

the guilt or innocence of 2 man, who was also created by God. It was a

miracle in che sense of signum, and, since water and fire did not nor-
mally behave in this way, it was also mirum.
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The ordeal as ritualized miracle was accepted by irs critics in the V |
twelfth century; it was simply held to be out of place. The arguments
presented by Peter the Chanter were perhaps decisive in this matter and
can be cited as typical of the new approach.®7 In his view the ordeal was | .
a miracle, but it was demanded, and to do this was to tempt God®® by /
assuming that he will intervene in the work of the law. Miracles, ac-
cording to Peter the Chanter, were unusual and uncovenanted events,
coming straight from the act of God, usually in connection with sanc-
tity. In the division of events into those caused by God through the
will of men, the course of nature, or directly, Peter transferred the
ordeal from the last to the first. Ordeals, moreover, seemed to him to
be contrary to the authority of the scriptures. He also showed them to
be frequencly wrong in their results in practical situations.

This practical discussion of whether ordeals were correct in their
results cut at the heart of the appeal @d judicium Dei. Miracle stories had
not always shown previously that their results were correct; there are
earlier instances of ordeals whose results were wrong; but Peter the
Chanter compiled a list of instances in which their results were shown
always to be wrong. He told anecdotes of failures and of false judge-
ments. He also demonstrated that the ordeal in fact favoured nnn_..m:);
participants.®® It ‘was a practical discussion of the mechanics of the
‘miracle’ and a reassessment of irs results that destroyed both its Tc_i
on theory and its reliability in practice. A decree of the Fourth Lateran
Council?® forbade clergy to be involved in ordeals, and the mmmmsz.&:
connection by which the process claimed to be supernatural was bro-

* ken. m.g_.,nmn_m was no longer a central procedure in law-courts; E:w.:

cles were relegared to a more theological atmosphere.

19




