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1.0 Miracles, In Other Words  

Recent scholarship has produced many excellent studies which define a "miracle" more accurately,
(1)

 

illumine the typical form of a miracle narrative,
(2)

 and describe the hymns of praise or gratitude due the 

deity through whom the miracle occurred.
(3)

 These, of course, correspond to the traditional questions asked 

in biblical and classical scholarship and are argued and evaluated in terms of the prevailing paradigm of 

biblical scholarship, namely, the historical-critical method.
(4)

 

Such approaches, however, hardly exhaust our examination of miracles because they omit certain 

questions. This inquiry will ask different sorts of questions about miracles in biblical miraculous healing 

accounts from a different paradigm, namely, the social sciences. Miracles, then, "in other words." 

What sorts of different questions might we ask about miracles? (1) Americans, who structure their world in 

terms of economics, would want to know more about the exchange involved in miracles. Perhaps money is 

not exchanged between the healer and the healed, but some sort of exchange or reciprocity is expected and 

regularly occurs. What is it? (2) Harold Remus defines a miracle as having three components: (1) an act 

which causes wonder and (2) which is extraordinary and inexplicable in terms of everyday causation, such 

that (3) it is ascribed to superhuman force or agency.
(5)

 Then we must ask if and how it is perceived as an 

act of benefaction. Is the healer a patron, and has the healed person become a client? What duties does each 

incur? (3) Although pious minds might imagine that healings are acts of altruistic generosity, those who 

wear social science lenses want to know why a healer heals? Honor is at stake, but what does this look like? 

(4) Miracles presume a cultural symbolic universe: what limb or ailment gets healed? what is the cultural 

meaning of "wellness" or "uncleanness"? What sorts of taxonomies do ancients employ to classify and thus 

"understand" illness? (5) Finally, what happens to those who are healed? What ritual process do they 

undergo? What of their former stigma? This study, then, focuses on healing miracles and seeks to examine 

them in terms of their socio-cultural context.
(6)

 

 

 

2.0 Ancient Health Care Systems 

To investigate the relevant social background for a study of healing miracles, we must first ask about the 

ancient "health care system."
(7)

  

Health, illness, and health-care-related aspects of societies are articulated as cultural systems. . .Such 

cultural systems, which I shall call health care systems, are, like other cultural systems (e.g. kinship and 

religious systems), symbolic systems built out of meanings, values, behavioural norms and the like. The 

health care system articulates illness as a cultural idiom, linking beliefs about disease causation, the 

experience of symptoms, specific patterns of illness behaviour, decisions concerning treatment alternatives, 

actual therapeutic practices and evaluations of therapeutic outcomes. Thus it establishes systematic 

relationships between these components.
(8)

 

When applied to healing miracles in early Christianity, Kleinman's definition suggests that we take a 

systems approach to the phenomenon.
(9)

 Fortunately, John Pilch has digested Kleinman's work and other 

cross-cultural materials on healing, and has articulated the basic shape of the ancient "system" in a series of 

articles.
(10)

 Pilch distinguishes between formalized and non-formalized treatments; "physicians" provide the 

former, but examples of the latter would be "healing at shrines, by folk-healers, shamans, by exorcists, and 

so on."
(11)

 Following the lead of Kleinman, he identifies three sectors or social arenas within which illness 

is experienced and reacted to. These include first the popular sector,
(12)

 which comprises principally the 

family context of sickness and care and thus embraces "the lay, non-professional, non-specialist popular 



culture."
(13)

 Cultural anthropologists argue that between 70 and 90 per cent of sickness is managed solely 

within this domain.
(14)

 Next Pilch presents the folk sector: people credited by their neighbors with powers to 

combat illness.
(15)

 They share with their village neighbors the same world view and health concepts; not 

being "scientifically trained," they accept everything presented to them as a naturally co-occurring 

syndrome; and they treat their clients in public.
(16)

 The deviant condition called "illness" is "first observed, 

defined and treated" in the web of relations involving family, social network, village, etc. For example, 

persons with a skin blemishes in Jesus' world might interpret these blemishes in the light of the Levitical 

code (Leviticus 13-14), labelling them "uncleanness" which invokes the world of purity concerns. A village 

cohen might pronounce "uncleanness," indicate ritual separation and washings, and then inspect the 

blemish. Although not a "scientific" physician, the village cohen interprets for individuals and their families 

the presence of "illness" and its absence. Finally Pilch treats the professional sector: "professional, trained 

and credentialed healers."
(17)

 "Physicians" (iatroi) such as Hippocrates (469-399 BCE), Herophilus (300-

250 BCE), Soranus (98-138 CE) and Galen (129-199 CE) advanced "scientific" practice based on the then 

current theory of the body.
(18)

 Often well educated according to ancient standards of learning
(19)

 and often 

well connected,
(20)

 they served the elites of their world. In this group we should include the cadre of 

"physicians" who accompanied the Roman armies and who practiced sophisticated medicine especially in 

regards to wounds received in battle.
(21)

 These appear to be the people praised in Sirach 38:1-8, which 

contains elite comments on an exclusive element of their social location. 

For students of early Christianity, it is important to note that rural peasants and urban artisans, who 

constitute the bulk of the population, were unlikely to enjoy the services of "physicians." It is difficult to 

imagine them finding them, gaining access to them, much less affording them. Most professional-sector 

physicians "practiced as itinerants, traveling from one city to another, offering their services as did other 

craftsmen."
(22)

 Moreover, they tended to be contracted for a limited time by cities with enough wealth to 

afford them,
(23)

 which thus put them out of the reach of the rural masses. Peasants would operate either in 

the popular sector, consulting village priests or visiting nearby shrines,
(24)

 or in the folk sector, finding a 

local person with special powers. This might help us situate more accurately the social location of holy 

men, prophets, etc. who were sought after for their healing powers. 

 

 

3.0 Miracles and Ancient Economic Theory: Exchange and Reciprocity 

Despite the altruism which currently surrounds the "Hippocratic oath" of contemporary physicians, it would 

be anachronistic to imagine that people in the various layers of the health care system performed their tasks 

gratis.
(25)

 It is not a cynical, but a basic social question to ask: What did the healer (mortal or immortal) get 

out of the healing? 

The answer to this question leads us into issues of peasant economics and basic modes of exchange and 

reciprocity in antiquity. Our path has been amply blazed by several scholars who offer road maps through a 

dense and perhaps unfamiliar landscape. Several cross-cultural concepts emerge in the literature which 

have a bearing on the questions: "Why would a healer heal?" "What does a healer get from this action?" 

"What is exchanged?" 

First, George Foster, a student of peasant societies, advanced the thesis of "limited good."
(26)

 Peasants 

perceive all goods in the world as essentially limited in quantity, a "zero-sum game." Unless the gods or 

God increase it, the supply of goods never gets larger; hence, if anyone seems to gain, someone must be 

losing. Thus if a healer "gives" healing or a teacher "imparts" teaching, unless he is appropriately 

remunerated, he would be perceived to be losing as others gained at his or her expense.
(27)

 Or, if someone 

secretly obtained healing or some other benefit without the healer's knowledge and remuneration, this 

might be considered a form of theft (see Mark 5:28-29). "Charity begins at home"; generosity belongs in 

the family. But for someone to give anything to a non-family member without some form of reciprocity 

would be negatively perceived (see Mark 7:27). 



Second, what can be exchanged? In the Western mercantile world, we exchange money for goods and 

services. But money (and stuff for barter/exchange) is but one of the media of exchange. Talcott Parsons 

offers a cross-cultural model for identifying the "symbolic media of exchange," indicating that humans tend 

to exchange four classes of things: (a) money,
(28)

 (b) political power,
(29)

 (c) influence
(30)

 and (d) value-

commitment.
(31)

 Teachers, for example, give instruction to students and may even recommend them for 

higher studies (influence), for which they receive money; soldiers risk their lives for their country (value-

commitment) and receive a pension or lands in a colony (money) and public honoring, such as a ticker-tape 

parade (value-commitment). What, then, does a healer receive for healing? Sometimes "money" (food, 

lodging, gifts) and sometimes "value-commitment" (honor and fame; an aretalogy or acclamation of 

praise).  

Third, what are the expectations of reciprocity? what kinds are possible? who exchanges what? with 

whom? and with what expectation? Because of the scope of this study, we need not detour through the rich 

research on the nature of economics in antiquity.
(32)

 Rather, we focus on an anthropological theory of 

exchange.
(33)

 Marshall Sahlins identifies three types of reciprocity pertinent to our study of the ancient 

Mediterranean world: 

GENERALIZED RECIPROCITY: the solidarity extreme 

 

BALANCED RECIPROCITY: the midpoint 

 

NEGATIVE RECIPROCITY: the unsocial extreme.
(34)

<BR 

>  

Generalized reciprocity describes the "altruistic" interactions whereby the interests of "the other are 

primary"; it is generally extended to kin-group members (i.e., "charity begins at home"). Balanced 

reciprocity looks to mutual interests, that is, quid-pro-quo or tit-for-tat exchanges; it has one's neighbors 

and villagers in view. Negative reciprocity seeks self- interest at the expense of "the other," who probably 

is a stranger or an enemy. A schematic view of the model is suggested in the following diagram:
(35)

  

 

TYPES OF 

RECIPROCITY 
COMPARATIVE ASPECTS 

GENERALIZED 

RECIPROCITY 

1. characteristic: give without expectation of return 

 

2. forms: child rearing, hospitality 

 

3. recipients: parents, children, kin 

 

4. biblical examples: Matt 7:11/Luke 11:11-13; Luke 10:33-35; Acts 3:6 

BALANCED 

RECIPROCITY 

1. characteristic: tit-for-tat, quid-pro-quo 

 

2. forms: barter, assistance agreements 

 

3. recipients: neighbors 

 

4. biblical examples: 1 Cor 9:3-12; Matt 10:10/Luke 10:7; Ps 116 

NEGATIVE 1. characteristic: exploitation; get & don't give; reap where one does not 



RECIPROCITY sow 

 

2. forms: robbery, buy-cheap-sell-dear 

 

3. recipients: strangers, enemies 

 

4. biblical examples: Luke 10:30; 19:22  

 

We can ask, then, what is exchanged in a healing miracle: most probably healers dispense power and 

influence. Unless healers are themselves gods or God, they exchange access to the power of a patron deity 

as well as knowledge of what deity to petition or what technique to employ. The various stele, laudatory 

inscriptions, sacrifices and votive offerings at healing shrines indicate that the heavenly healers receive 

value-commitment or honor. Thus, some sort of balanced reciprocity seems to be operative in healing 

situations. We are invited, then, to consider the importance of thanksgiving prayers and sacrifices in this 

light. 

 

 

4.0 Miracles and Patronage-Benefaction 

4.1 Patronage. Scholars are giving increasing recognition to the prevalence and importance of the social 

structure of patronage in antiquity.
(36)

 From the Greco-Roman world, we possess a set of ideal "rules" for 

patron-client relationships, which spell out both the rights and duties of each partner (Dionysus 

Halicarnassus, Ant. Rom. 2.10.1-4), as well as detailed historical studies of various types of patron-client 

relationships.
(37)

 Because patron-client relationships are so prevalent throughout the world at all times, 

anthropologists have studied them and synthesized a cross-cultural model for examining them.
(38)

 What are 

these relationships? 

Patronage is a model or analytical construct which the social scientist applies in order to understand and 

explain a range of apparent different social relationships: father-son, God-man, saint-devotee, godfather-

godchild, lord-vassal, landlord-tenant, politician-voter, professor-assistant, and so forth. All these different 

sets of social relationships can thus be considered from one particular point of view which may render them 

comprehensible.
(39)

 

In other words, the relationship of Roman emperor to Palestinian Governor (John 19:12), of centurion to 

synagogue elders (Luke 7:3-5), of God and priests (Heb 7:23-28; 8:2, 6), of master and disciple (John 

13:12-16; 15:14-16), and of healer and healed would serve as NT examples. 

But what is a patron-client relationship? what is a patron? a client? Patrons are powerful figures who 

control resources and who are expected to use and distribute them as favors to inferiors. Clients, then, are 

persons dependent upon the largesse of patrons to survive in the social and economic system. The patron-

client relationship may be summarized in the following points:
(40)

 

1. Patron-client relations are vertical (superior/inferior) and dyadic; they encode inequality and difference 

in power and status. A patron enjoys a monopoly on certain resources that are of vital importance to the 

client. 

2. Interaction between patron and client is based on simultaneous exchange of different types of resources. 

A patron tends to have economic and political resources and can give support and protection. In return, 



clients give promises of solidarity, protestations of honor, as well as financial assistance and contributed 

labor. 

3. The relationship encodes a strong element of solidarity and ideally indicates long-range credit; it is 

linked to personal honor and the corresponding sense of obligation. 

4. Patron-client relations are treated as binding and long range, ideally for life and even passing on to one's 

heirs. While not fully legal, they are strongly binding. Yet in practice, because the relationship is entered 

into voluntarily, it can be abandoned voluntarily. 

4.2 Patron/Broker/Client. In considering patron-client relationships in regard to healings and miracles, we 

must nuance the model appropriately. If ill persons prayed to their gods or God, they would be identified as 

clients seeking favors from a patron. But in a world in which persons vertically higher on the social ladder 

were insulated from lower ranking persons by an array of social and spatial distances,
(41)

 it was frequently 

necessary to employ the services of mediators and brokers in establishing patron-client relations. Thus 

petitionary prayers and sacrifices to the gods or God might be made at a temple or shrine with the 

assistance of and through the mediation of a local priest. The mantis at an oracular shrine might employ the 

assistance of a "prophet" in conveying the message to a petitioner. On the village level, the local elders 

might approach a charismatic figure to petition help for a third party (Luke 7:1-10; see Matt 20:20-21).
(42)

 

This urges us to consider the position of Jesus the healer in terms of patron-client relations. It is doubtful 

that he is perceived of as patron, that is, the person who possesses first-order goods, such as wealth, power, 

land, etc. That role belongs to God, the giver of all good gifts.
(43)

 Jesus, rather, functions as broker and 

mediator.
(44)

 This requires, then, some adjustment in how we imagine the reciprocity operative in patron-

broker-client relationships. Brokers deserve tariffs; brokers are owed something for their services. Thus in 

the raising of the son of the widow of Nain, God-Patron receives "glory," while Jesus-Broker acquires the 

honor of being acclaimed "prophet" as well as an expanding reputation (Luke 7:16-17). But we might ask 

what brokers generally received (money? value-commitment?) and the social value of that reciprocity, 

especially if it is something such as "honor" or fame (Matt 5:24; Mark 1:45; John 11:47 and 12:9-11)? In a 

limited-goods perspective, are brokers like Jesus likely to provoke institutional envy from other established 

brokers (Mark 6:1-6; John 11:47-48)? 

4.3 Benefaction. Although classicists have long studied the phenomenon of benefaction in antiquity,
(45)

 

biblical scholars are beginning to give attention to this common phenomenon in the ancient Mediterranean 

world and its importance for biblical studies.
(46)

 Benefaction, it would seem, is a particular aspect of patron-

client relationships. When patrons act on a significantly large scale and bestow any of the general symbolic 

media to cities, towns, or groups, such patrons would be hailed as "Benefactor (and Savior)." Thus a person 

who builds facilities for a city, such as an aqueduct, or who negotiates to have it declared a "metropolis,"
(47)

 

or who arranges tax exemptions for it,
(48)

 would be properly a "benefactor." The title of benefactor might be 

extended to physicians who generously and competently served a city,
(49)

 treasurers of associations,
(50)

 

renowned musicians, 
(51)

 and the like. 

Benefaction, of course, must be publicly acknowledged according to the canons of honor.
(52)

 It is generally 

announced by means of a public proclamation, which is often also inscribed in stone on the wall of a public 

building as a lasting memorial. It may be accompanied by the gift of a golden crown, special seats in the 

theater, statues of the honoree, and the like.
(53)

 Indeed, in terms of models of reciprocity, acts of benefaction 

imply rights and duties. Recipients are honor-bound to acknowledge benefaction and benefactors are 

encouraged to maintain loyalty and support.
(54)

 Benefaction begins a "chain of obligations" and establishes 

indebtedness on the part of the recipient.
(55)

 Thus honor and loyalty are exchanged by clients for wealth or 

influence or power made available by the benefactor. 

 

 



5.0 Miracles and Honor 

5.1 The Cultural Value of Honor. Indications from the sketches of patron-client relations, benefaction, 

and reciprocity suggest that "honor" plays an important role. Honor
(56)

 is defined as: ". . . the value of a 

person in his own eyes, but also in the eyes of his society. It is his estimation of his own worth, his claim to 

pride, but it is also the acknowledgement of that claim, his excellence recognized by society, his right to 

pride."
(57)

 This means that one's worth is not a matter of individualistic determination of one's identity and 

standing (a very modern concept), but of the public acknowledgment of this by one's kinship group and 

neighbors. In Shakespeare's Othello, Iago states that his total value in life lies in his reputation, his "good 

name": 

"Good name in man and woman, my dear lord, 

is the immediate jewel of their souls. 

Who steals my purse steals trash; 'tis something, 'tis nothing; 

'Twas mine, 'tis his, and has been slave to thousands. 

But he that filches from me my good name 

Robs me of that which not enriches him 

And makes me poor indeed" (Oth. III.iii.160-166). 

Paul identifies "honor" as the pursuit of a good life (Rom 2:7) and as God's acknowledgement of a virtuous 

life (Rom 2:10). NT doxologies all reciprocate to God "honor" or "glory" for God's excellence and/or 

benefaction (1 Tim 6:15-16; Jude 24-25; Rom 16:25-27).  

5.2 Honor and Miracle Stories. Why do healers heal? The consideration of honor in the context of 

miracles and healing stories may shed light on this question. Certain aspects of honor are important for an 

in-depth study of miracles. For examples, in terms of the source of honor, ancient Mediterranean persons 

enjoyed honor either because it was ascribed to them (by birth, adoption, appointment, and the like) or 

achieved by them (by athletic prowess, military exploits, patronage-benefaction, and the like).
(58)

 Healers 

such as Elijah, Elisha, Jesus, Peter and Paul enjoy ascribed honor; they are brokers of God-Patron, who 

designates them as prophets mighty in word and deed, which ascription needs be acknowledged by the 

people.
(59)

 Yet some healers might claim to have achieved honor on the basis of their miracles (2 

Corinthians 10-11), and may thus be perceived as challenging the honor and status of those in a group with 

ascribed honor.
(60)

 Honor, moreover, should rightly be considered as one of the basic goods exchanged by 

ancient peoples; in terms of the model of Talcott Parsons, "honor" belongs in the category of "value-

commitment." In terms of reciprocity, deities who heal receive in exchange praise and honor, as well as 

votives to commemorate their benefaction.
(61)

 What else can one offer the immortals but honor?
(62)

 

Why then does a healer heal? Does the healer expect something in return? deserve anything in return? 

Abstractly, it would seem that if healers are patron-benefactors with access to first order goods (wealth, 

health, etc.), then their acts of benefaction would create a debt of loyalty, commitment and 

acknowledgement of honor in their clients. If healers are brokers between the gods or God, then they still 

deserve their tariff, which might be financial remuneration or more typically honor. It is an observable fact 

in the gospel narratives that Jesus' miracles produce honor for him, at least fame and a growing reputation 

(e.g., Mark 1:32-33, 37, 45; 3:9; 4:1; 5:20; 6:2-3).
(63)

 

But do healers heal so as to gain honor? Of course, our documents do not allow us to quiz healers directly, 

but our informants on the healings suggest the following range of motives for healings. John's semeia 

source explicitly states that the miracles function to gain "honor" (or "glory") for Jesus. The coda at the 

ending of the first sign attests to the success of the enterprise: "This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana 

in Galilee,and manifested his glory; and his disciples believed in him" (2:11). The miracle produces "glory" 

(i.e., an increase in Jesus' honorable reputation) and cemented to Jesus a cadre of loyal disciples who 

acknowledge his honor. The ending of the sign source also suggests a motive for the narrative of the 

healings, if not the healings themselves: "These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 

Son of God" (20:31). Again, "honor" is Jesus' tariff as he is acknowledged as "Christ, the Son of God."
(64)

 

The Q source, which does not narrate any healings, contains a question-answer exchange between John's 



disciples and Jesus, which pertains to honor. When asked if he is the one who is to come, Jesus points to his 

healings to identify him and serve as his credentials (Matt 11:2-5//Luke 7:18-23). Again, a healing may 

serve as a riposte in an honor challenge, as when Jesus silences his challengers by declaring: "But that you 

may acknowledge that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins...rise, take up your pallet and 

walk" (Mark 2:10). Jesus' ascribed honor as God's agent is defended as his challengers are forced publicly 

to "acknowledge" his role and status. Other passing remarks, although they do not explicitly indicate that 

honor is the purpose of the healings, nevertheless insist that honor results from them (see Luke 7:16; Matt 

8:17; Mark 7:37). Finally, healings provoke institutionalized envy in Jesus' limited-goods world, and so 

bring challenges to his honor which must be defended.
(65)

 

 

 

6.0 Miracles and Symbolic Anthropology 

It is surely a truism that we post-industrial, urban moderns live in a social and cultural world enormously 

different from the pre-industrial, peasant world of the ancients. The issues comprise more than social or 

economic differences, and indicate entirely different symbolic worlds.
(66)

 The tasks of early anthropologists 

were twofold: to develop (a) a sense of a symbolic world different from that of observers from colonial 

powers and (b) methods of describing a symbolic universe. The early works of Mary T. Douglas proved 

quite influential in this area.
(67)

 Biblical scholars were quick to appreciate her enterprise and contributed to 

shaping her remarks into descriptive models. Their attention focussed on several areas: (a) describing a 

"symbolic universe,"
(68)

 (b) articulating a theory of purity/pollution,
(69)

 (c) sketching a model for studying 

the physical body,
(70)

 and (d) interpreting witchcraft accusations.
(71)

 

6.1 Symbolic Universe and Taxonomies of Illness. We know now that all peoples have some cognitive 

map of how they think the universe works. They are socialized to perceive patterns in certain events, to see 

cause-effect relationships operative, and to imagine spatial distinctions.
(72)

 Culture varies from culture in 

terms of what goes into a given symbolic universe and the relative articulateness of perspective and 

interpretation. Of concern to us would be the degree to which people (1) draw boundary lines defining 

themselves and others, (2) interpret "sin" either as law breaking or as pollution, (3) perceive the physical 

body as an organic system which needs control, (4) evaluate suffering in life as either just or unjust, for 

which latter notion (5) there might be a subsequent theory of devils, demons or witches who attack people. 

Such questions help to situate a healing or miracle in the context of the natives' cultural horizon. Thus we 

begin to appreciate how they perceive illness as just punishment (see John 9:2) or unjust attack. 

6.1.1 Taxonomy of Witchcraft and Spirit Aggression. Knowing as much as possible about the symbolic 

universe of a given culture affords us access to native taxonomies of illness. Without adopting an attitude 

of cultural superiority, it is simply the case that modern Westerners mostly follow a scientific taxonomy of 

illness, which was hardly the case in peasant societies, especially those of the ancient Mediterranean. Yet 

we are assisted in our pursuit of native taxonomies of illness by the pioneering work of George P. Murdock 

and George Foster. Murdock, a major figure in the Human Relations Area Files, gathered and coded 

cultural data from ethnographic surveys of diverse cultures. In one of his works, he examined the 

geographical distribution of various theories of illness and looked for statistically significant correlations 

with other social phenomena.
(73)

 Of particular interest for early Christianity is Murdock's survey of illness 

caused by witchcraft, sorcery and spirit aggression.
(74)

 His data indicate that witchcraft is a major cause of 

illness only in the Circum-Mediterranean area from as far back as the time of Hammurabi (or as far back as 

written records take us),
(75)

 whereas spirit aggression is virtually universal. Sorcery, according to his 

technical definition, does not apply. Nevertheless, spirit aggression as a cause of illness has special bearing 

on the agricultural-pastoral world of antiquity: 

Without exception, every society in the sample which depends primarily on animal husbandry for its 

economic livelihood regards spirit aggression as either the predominant or an important secondary cause of 

illness.
(76)

 



The care of animals, either used for agricultural production or cultivated as sources of food and clothing, 

involves the owners in a precarious world of good and bad fortune, which is interpreted as the agency of 

good or bad spirits. Thus Murdock suggests a form of witchcraft or spirit agression as an appropriate 

taxonomy for illness for the world of Jesus and the early Mediterranean churches. 

In a similar vein, George Foster proposed a twofold taxonomy for illness in non-Western medical systems, 

such that illness is perceived either as related to spirits or not.
(77)

 This material has been gathered and 

digested for the use of biblical interpreters by John Pilch.
(78)

 Thus, we ask whether Jesus in his healings 

deals with illness caused by spirit-aggression.
(79)

 Are any illnesses caused by sources other than spirits? 

Which ones? This question in turn requires us to be attentive to the symbolic world of Jesus and the 

evangelists. 

6.1.2 Taxonomy and Cultural Interpretations of the Physical Body. Spirit-aggression is not the only 

taxonomy operative in the synoptic miracle stories. Bernard de Géradon described biblical understanding of 

the physical body in terms of three zones.
(80)

 The following diagram summarizes the model.
(81)

 

 

ZONES BODILY PARTS FUNCTIONS 

zone one heart/eyes emotion-fused thought 

zone two mouth/ears self-expressive speech 

zone three hands/feet purposeful actions 

 

 

Unlike Westerners who think with their brains, ancient Israelites, Judeans and Christians thought in their 

heart with information provided by their eyes. They likewise gathered information through their ears for 

digestion and response through the mouth. Their behavior is basically described in terms of what they do 

with their hands and feet.
(82)

 The relevance of this for us lies in the fact that ancient Judeans and Christians 

probably did not relate human activity to bodily organs as modern Westerners do. Thus it matters if persons 

are ill in the zone of eyes/heart (blindness, hardness of heart, etc.) or hands/feet (failure to act or wrong 

actions). Moreover, complete healing would probably involve a certain concept of "wholeness" involving 

all three zones. One is reminded of the charge of "holiness" to new deacons that addresses all three zones; 

when handed the book of the gospels, they are exhorted:  

Believe what you read (eyes/heart) 

Preach what you believe (mouth/ears) 

Practice what you preach (hands/feet). 

The same can be said of illness and wellness: how complete is it? Does healing in one zone imply 

restoration of wholeness to the entire person in all three zones? Moreover, we are urged to consider that 

illness has a decidedly cultural factor; people in certain cultures tend to become ill in a particular zone.  

Another way of developing a taxonomy of illness would be to study the anatomical ex-votos left at various 

healing shrines.
(83)

 The body parts represented are few in kind, mainly eyes, ears, hands, feet, genitals, 

occasionally breasts and rarely internal organs.
(84)

 Yet  



these objects can provide important clues as to a native taxonomy of illness. Certain shrines, moreover, 

contain a disproportion of organ-specific anatomical ex-votos, such as eye votives at the Athenian 

Asklepieion
(85)

 or chest votives at the Amphiareion. This might be explained in several ways. Certain ethnic 

groups tend to become "ill" in certain areas of the body or to describe their syndrome of symptoms in 

culturally specific ways, a fact well documented by medical anthropologists.
(86)

 

The part of the body commemorated in an anatomical ex-voto need not reflect any precise pathology, but 

rather suggest the appropriate native way of thinking about the body and about illness. For example, hands 

and feet relate directly to labor and purposeful action, especially in a world of agricultural peasants. If 

"many hands make light work," then one might expect the wellness of a peasant family to encompass 

members who can work and share in the farm labors. 

6.2 Miracles and "Purity." One of Mary Douglas' major contributions has been her interpretation of the 

cross-cultural idea of pollution.
(87)

 She suggests that pollution and taboo refer to matter which is "out of 

place," which presumes a prior cultural system of order.  

Lord Chesterfield defined dirt as matter out of place. This implies only two conditions, a set of ordered 

relations and a contravention of that order. Thus the idea of dirt implies a structure of idea. For us dirt is a 

kind of compendium category for all events which blur, smudge, contradict, or otherwise confuse accepted 

classifications. The underlying feeling is that a system of values which is habitually expressed in a given 

arrangement of things has been violated.
(88)

 

Thus peoples in various cultures share a socially constructed notion of order, both in the macrocosm and in 

their own microcosm. It is the task of anthropologists as well as biblical interpreters to learn the natives' 

code or system of what is orderly, that is, to learn their system of classification. The importance of this 

model for a study of illness and healing lies precisely in the clues in documents and inscriptions which 

indicate social attitudes toward ill persons. It matters that lepers were "unclean"; and so it is part of the 

interpreter's task to grasp how significant was Jesus' touch of the unclean person (Mark 1:4-41); since 

menstruating women and dead bodies were unclean, it matters that a healer is in direct physical contact 

with these "fathers of uncleanness" (Mark 5:21-43).
(89)

 It matters greatly that Matthew narrates that Jesus 

healed the blind and the lame in the temple (21:14), for this gives salience to outsiders' interpretation of 

Jesus as a deviant. 

6.3 Miracles, Wholeness and the Physical Body. When the cultural notion of order is applied to the 

physical body, as it will be in the case of healings, it will highlight a sense of wholeness and sufficiency. 

People judge a body as "pure" which is whole and intact. "Too much" (polydactylism, hermaphroditism, 

hunchback, dropsy) suggests matter "out of place," that is, more than is normal. This is at least dangerous 

and possibly polluting. "Too little" (eunuchs, blind, withered limbs, etc.) lack wholeness, and thus are 

dangerous, if not polluted.  

In terms of 2nd-temple Judaism, we find a fully articulated notion of bodily wholeness vis-à-vis 

purity/pollution in Lev 21:16-20, rules which disqualify a priest because of bodily "pollution." Bodies that 

have "too much" are unclean and may not stand before the Holy God (blemish, hunchback, itching disease, 

scabs); likewise with bodies that have "too little" (blind, defect in sight, lame, mutilated face, injured foot 

or hand, crushed testicles). Philo and Josephus both know of this tradition and comment on it. Philo states 

the matter abstractly, whereas Josephus gives specific historical illustrations. For example, Philo 

comments: 

With regard to the priests there are the following laws. It is ordained that the priest should be perfectly 

sound throughout, without any bodily deformity. No part, that is, must be lacking or have been mutilated, 

nor on the other hand redundant, whether the excrescence be congenital or an aftergrowth due to disease. 

Nor must the skin have been changed into a leprous state or into malignant tatters or warts or any other 

eruptive growth (Sp. Leg. 1.80; see also 1.117). 



Josephus retells the story of Antigonus' mutilation of Hyrcanus: 

Hyrcanus threw himself at the feet of Antigonus, who with his own teeth lacerated his suppliant's ears, in 

order to disqualify him for ever, under any change of circumstances, from resuming the high priesthood; 

since freedom from physical defect (holoklerous) is essential to the holder of that office (War 1.269-70; see 

Ant. 14.366 and t. Parah 3:8). 

The Qumran community extended these rules to all who would enter their group and fight their holy war (1 

QSa 2:3-10; 1 QM 7:4-7). And, I argue, this concept lies behind the cultural perception of ill people in Matt 

21:14 and Luke 14:13-14, 21.
(90)

  

In addition to the basic notion of bodily wholeness expressing bodily purity, the physical body must be 

pure in regard to its orifices and bodily exuviae. Ideally, all matter should remain "in place." Whatever 

leaves the body (spittle,
(91)

 menses, semen,
(92)

 urine, vomit (see 2 Peter 2:22),
(93)

 tears, etc.) is "out of place" 

and so dangerous, if not downright polluting. Hence great concern surrounds the bodily orifices, with 

particular attention to what goes in (kosher foods) and what comes out (bodily exuviae). Philo reflects this 

perspective when he urges strict bodily control: "...bind up each of the (bodily) openings with adamantine 

chains of self-control (egkrateias). For Moses says (Num 19.15) that 'every open vessel which hath no 

covering bound upon it is unclean'" (Det. 103). He then identifies each bodily orifice and indicates what 

control is appropriate to it (Det. 101-102).  

This material on purity, wholeness and bodily control suggests the following questions in regard to a 

cultural reading of healings. (1) Is the ill person "unclean"? in what way? (2) Are there social implications 

as a result of this "illness," such as quarantine, separation, etc.? (3) Does the healer in any way use bodily 

exuviae to heal, such as spittle (Mark 7:33; John 9:6)? How might this be perceived? (4) What is the social 

importance of being made "clean"
(94)

 or "whole"?
(95)

 

 

 

7.0 Miracles and Status Transformation Rituals 

7.1 Ritual, Not Ceremony. We must distinguish from the beginning a status transformation ritual from a 

ceremony. Victor Turner described the difference thus:  

I consider the term "ritual" to be more fittingly applied to forms of religious behavior associated with social 

transitions, while the term "ceremony" has a closer bearing on religious behavior associated with religious 

states. . . Ritual is transformative, ceremony confirmatory.
(96)

 

In the following diagram we can schematically distinguish the elements of rituals which transform status or 

role and ceremonies which confirm them.
(97)

  

 

RITUAL CEREMONY 

1. frequency: irregular pause 1. frequency: regular pause 

2. calendar: unpredictable, when needed 2. calendar: predictable, planned 

3. time focus: present-to-future 3. time focus: past-to-present 



4. presided over by: professionals, limit 

breakers 

4. presided over by: officials 

5. purpose: status/role transformation 

within an institution 

5. purpose: confirmation of role and status 

within an institution 

 

 

(1) Frequency: Both rituals and ceremonies represent pauses in life's rhythms. Certain pauses occur 

irregularly (sickness, uncleanness), which we call rituals, that is, pauses which allow us to assume new and 

different roles and statuses. Other pauses occur routinely in our lives, (meals, birthdays, anniversaries, 

festivals); we call these ceremonies, not rituals, for they do not effect change of role or status, but confirm 

them. (2) Calendar: Ritual pauses tend to occur unpredictably; we undergo them when necessary because of 

uncleanness, sinfulness or pollution. Some rituals are unrepeatable status changes, such as birth, 

coronation, death and the like. Conversely, ceremonial pauses, which occur on fixed calendar dates, such as 

Sabbath, Passover, and Pentecost, we anticipate and plan for. (3) Time Focus: Transformation rituals take 

us from present needs to the future, as we change our current status to assume a new role. Ceremonies look 

to the past and celebrate its influence on the present. Past roles and statuses retain their importance in the 

present and influence present social dynamics. (4) Presiding: Different kinds of people preside over rituals 

and ceremonies. Professionals (physicians, prophets) preside over or direct status transformation rituals; 

society allows specified persons to deal with marginal people as they cross fixed social lines.
(98)

 Officials 

(fathers at Passover meals, priests in temple worship) preside over or direct the appropriate ceremonies in 

their institutions. (5) Purpose: Ceremonies leave in place the lines of the maps of society, because they 

function to confirm the values and structures of society and to celebrate the orderly classification of 

persons, places and things in the cosmos. For example, birthdays, anniversaries, pilgrimage feasts and the 

like confirm the roles and statuses of individuals in the group as well as the group's collective sense of holy 

space and holy time which pertain to its festivals. Ceremonies look to the stability of the lines of society's 

maps. Conversely, rituals attend precisely to those lines, but focus on their crossing. Rituals are stable ways 

of dealing with necessary instability in the system: a boy and a girl cross lines to become husband and wife 

in a marriage ritual; sick people cross lines and become healthy (Lev 14; Mark 1:44); sinners become 

purified (Luke 18:13-14). The status of those who cross lines is thereby changed, and so these rites are 

called "status transformation" rituals.  

The issue of who presides over the ritual (professional) deserves closer attention, for it may happen that the 

authority or legitimacy of certain healers or workers of miracles is contested. One thinks of phrases such as 

"False Christs and false prophets will arise and show signs and wonders, to lead astray, if possible, the 

elect" (Mark 13:22).
(99)

 At stake, of course, is point of view: an existing institution may label the activity of 

a rival as illegitimate or invalid because of a power conflict. Accepting the inevitable social tensions 

between the "great tradition" and the "little tradition," with the resulting conflict between aristocrat and 

peasant as well as city and countryside, we might schematize the issue thus.
(100)

 Whom might we identify as 

the typical figures in contests of legitimacy or competence? How will they shift as the medium of exchange 

varies? 

Legitimacy and Competency: A Cast of Characters  

G S M ILLEGITIMATE-

INCOMPETENT 

LEGITIMATE-COMPETENT 

influence 

(knowledge and 

reputation) 

mantis, astrologer, 

diviner 

official priest, oracle, philosopher, 

diviner, prophet 



power 

(force and 

enforcement) 

sorcerers, witches emperor/king, priests, bureaucrats, 

army, physician-philosopher 

inducement 

(social position, 

goods, services) 

traders, pseudo-rhetors imperial household, aristocracy 

commitment 

(activator of 

commitment) 

group leaders heads of empire, city and family 

 

 

It would be utterly naive to think that the legitimate or official holders of power, benefaction, knowledge 

and the like would look kindly on a village or country person claiming the same first order goods. This 

might be because of the clash of interests of institutions (kinship and politics)
(101)

 or the perception of 

limited good. Thus in studying a miracle or healing, we should attend to the social institution where the 

healing occurs (family or fictive family vs political institution). Moreover we should ask whether our 

narrative records any rivalry or envy, normally in the form of an honor challenge. How might the healer be 

labelled (illegitimate/legitimate) and by whom? Who benefits from the labelling process?  

7.2 Stages in the Ritual Process. The treasure of examples across times and cultures has allowed 

anthropologists to describe the typical stages in ritual process. In general, rites of passage or status 

transformation rituals generally contain the stages of: separation, liminality and re-aggregation.
(102)

 

Initiands begin their transformation by being separated from familiar persons, places and rhythms of life. 

They enter a place and period of seclusion, which is called the "liminal" or threshold stage, during which 

time 

they shed one role or status and prepare to assume new ones.
(103)

 At the appropriate time, they return to 

their social world transformed with a new role or status, which is appropriately acknowledged by their kin 

group and neighbors.  

Considerable interest developed over the characteristics of the liminal stage. Comparing and contrasting the 

properties of liminality with those of the status system, Victor Turner listed the following: transition (vs 

state), totality (vs partiality), homogeneity (vs heterogeneity), communitas (vs structure), equality (vs 

inequality), anonymity (vs systems of nomenclature), absence of property (vs property), absence of status 

(vs status), nakedness or uniform clothing (vs distinctions in clothing), sexual continence (vs sexuality), 

humility (vs just pride of position), disregard for personal appearance (vs care for appearance), no 

distinctions of wealth (vs distinctions), unselfishness (vs self-interest), total obedience (vs obedience only 

to superior rank), silence (vs speech), sacred instruction (vs technical knowledge), simplicity (vs 

complexity), and acceptance of pain and suffering (vs avoidance of pain).
(104)

 This list may help to explain 

the expected and actual behavior of persons seeking a miraculous healing. 

Finally, initiated persons who have experienced a status transformation return to their familiar homes and 

villages, but with a new role or status. A "role" is defined as "the socially recognized position of a person 

which entails rights and duties." 
(105)

  

Fortunately we are able to reconstruct the outlines of the typical process of a person seeking healing at the 

shrine of Asclepius in Epidaurus. 

Epidaurus early developed the regimen of incubation in the sanctuary that was widely used throughout the 

history of the cult. Typically a pilgrim might undergo a 3-day period of purification with baths and 



abstinence from sexual intercourse and certain foods...Afterward, he brought an animal sacrifice to Apollo 

and offerings of honey cakes to other divinities. He then might sacrifice a piglet to Asclepius and give an 

offering of money appropriate to his wealth. As he entered the sleeping chamber (abaton or enkoimeterion), 

where he hoped and expected to receive either immediate healing or some helpful prescription from the god 

in a dream, he would bring offerings of cakes to Fortune, Memory, and Law. The person slept wearing a 

sacred laurel wreath and left it behind on his bed in the morning.
(106)

 

Thus we can see that initiands/petitioners were separated (3-day incubation and purification ritual), during 

which they entered into a liminal state (abstinence from sex, foods, etc.). The process climaxes with a night 

in the sleeping chamber, during which their illness status will be changed in some way. In conclusion, they 

would be presented in public as people healed or blessed or gifted by the gods. This new status entails 

certain duties, such as rendering thanks to the god.
(107)

 

 

 

8.0 Cultural and Social Questions: A Checklist 

This study has attempted to outline a formal method for interpreting miracles in terms of their social and 

cultural background. Admittedly the categories for interpretation and analysis are not those typically found 

in traditional treatments of Jesus and his miracles. But in light of modern trends to investigate the social, 

economic, political and religious aspects of behavior and thought, interpreters of New Testament and early 

Christian miracle stories can benefit from the analysis outlined here. In the light of these materials, then, 

the relevant social-science questions for interpreting miracles can be summarized.  

8.1 Ancient Health Care Systems. What are the expectations, behaviors and techniques appropriate if an 

illness is dealt with by a physician, a temple priest or a folk-healer? What is the role of the family in 

soliciting help for the ill?  

8.2 Ancient Economic Theory: Exchange and Reciprocity. Given the perspective of "limited good," 

where is this new "wellness" coming from? Will anyone be provoked to envy (Mark 3:1-6; John 11:47-48)? 

(2) What is exchanged? money or goods for healing and services (see Mark 5:26)? influence? commitment 

and honor? power? Or, to put it crassly, what does God get out of healing? Jesus? (3) What type of 

reciprocity is portrayed in a healing: generalized (Matt 10:8)? balanced (Luke 7:16-17)? Who is my 

neighbor or who is kin (Luke 10:29)? Given their status and relationship to the ill person, what do healers 

owe them? or those healed owe the healer? 

8.3 Patronage and Benefaction. The importance of the practice and concept of patronage and benefaction 

for a study of miracles lies in the following areas and questions. (1) When a healing benefactor favors a 

certain city and has a particular shrine there, what might one expect in terms of obligations on the part of 

those so favored? (2) Does the relationship of healer (gods, God, Jesus, or holy man)
(108)

 to healed person 

exhibit or imply any of the social dynamics of a patron-client relationship? (3) What does the healer 

provide (economic assistance, solidarity-loyalty, physical wholeness, social wholeness)? What does the 

healed person owe in return to the healer (money, honor, loyalty)? (4) What names, titles or labels are 

appropriate to healers? (5) How long do patrons and clients remain in those roles? (6) Is there competition 

among healing patrons for clients? Might a client seek out many patrons? How would this affect the 

relationship? (7) What do brokers receive (money? value-commitment?) and what is the social value of that 

reciprocity, especially if it is something such as "honor" or fame (Matt 5:24; Mark 1:45; John 11:47 and 

12:9-11)? Are brokers likely in a limited-goods perspective likely to provoke institutional envy (Mark 6:1-

6)? Does it matter that a broker like Jesus might extend his brokerage more widely through the agency of 

his apostles (Matt 10:1, 5-8)? Is it significant that people do not then need to come to a fixed place to seek 

this brokerage, but rather the brokerage comes to them? 



8.4 Honor. (1) What is the honor which the healer receives? ascribed? achieved? (2) What might this look 

like in the narrative? a title? a gift? etc.? (3) Do healers heal so as to receive honor? do they expect it? (4) 

What would be the cultural perception of bystanders if the healer did not receive honor, either from the 

negligence of the person(s) healed or through the challenge made as a result of the healing or the envy 

aroused? What would be the perception of the bystanders if the healer was not able to heal (Mark 9:17-18)? 

8.5 Symbolic Anthropology.  

8.5.1 Taxonomy of Illness. (1) What can we know about the symbolic universe of the healer and those 

healed? how is illness rationalized? (2) What taxonomies are operative or implied in the narrative of the 

healing? (a) spirit-aggression? (b) three-zone model of the body? 

8.5.2 Purity and Wholeness. This material on purity, wholeness and bodily control suggests the following 

questions in regard to a cultural reading of healings. (1) Is the ill person perceived of as "unclean"? in what 

way? (2) Are there social implications as a result of this "illness," such as quarantine, separation, etc.? (3) 

Does the healer in any way use bodily exuviae to heal, such as spittle? How might this be perceived? (4) 

What is the social importance of being made "clean" or "whole"? 

8.6 Rituals of Status Transformation. (1) In the miracle story described, is there notice of the typical 

stages of a ritual, such as separation, liminality and re-aggregation (e.g., Mark 7:31-37)? Does the report of 

the miracle emphasize any particular stage? why? (2) What is the new status of the healed person? Is it 

merely a restoration of previous status (Mark 5:21-43; Luke 7:11-17) or the assumption of an entirely new 

one?
(109)

 (3) What duties does the healed person have? sacrifice (Mark 1:44), thanksgiving (Luke 17:15-18), 

honor (Luke 7:16-17)? (4) Is the healing just of an individual or does it restore a social network to 

wholeness?
(110)

 (5) Do the healed persons retain any of the stigma
(111)

 of their former condition? For 

example, is "Simon the leper" (Mark 14:3) a person who retained the label "leper" after his healing?
(112)

 Are 

the healed persons "sacred to the gods"?
(113)

 Does the healing become part of the new identity of the 

person? 

 

 

9.0 A Systems Approach 

From this survey of thinking of miracles "in other words," we return to an obvervation made earlier, 

namely, the importance of taking a "systems approach" to this topic.
(114)

 While for various purposes 

interpreters and historians might isolate or emphasize one particular way of examining miracles, we all 

strive for the fullest and "thickest" description. In short, we should take a systems approach to the 

phenomenon.  

This means that we should attend to the institution in which the healing takes place, either kinship or 

politics. What roles does the family have in an illness? How are they socially and economically affected 

(e.g., Luke 7:12)? What role do they play in the seeking of a cure (Mark 7:26; Luke 7:1-3; John 11:3)? 

What costs do they pay or debts to they incur? What if the healing occurs in the political realm, even if this 

is a healing shrine such as the temple of Asclepius at Epidaurus?
(115)

 Healings, moreover, might have 

important political implications, for "prophets" arose, echoing themes of liberation and freedom.
(116)

 The 

political significance of the account of the healing by the Jewish Eleazar before the emperor Vespasian and 

his retinue should not be discounted (Josephus. Ant. 8.45-48). 

In line with this, one should ask about the "economics" of a healing. What is exchanged? what debts or 

obligations occur as a result? This may be realized in the light of native models of patronage and 

benefaction. 



In terms of the world of meanings, we should ask about the symbolic universe of a given group, in 

particular its view of the causality of evil and misfortune, its system of classification, and its taxonomies of 

illness. Appropriate here is an adequate description of the "health care system," especially in light of ethno-

medical anthropology.  

In terms of social interaction, we should also inquire into the roles and statuses of the healer and the healed. 

These, of course, will necessarily be evaluated more closely in terms of indigenous hierarchies. Yet in this 

regard, some attention should be paid to the titles, names and labels assigned, whether the ill person is 

classified as "unclean" or whether the healer is labelled a "prophet" or a "deceiver" (Mark 3:23).
(117)

 We 

should pay further attention to the labelling process itself:
(118)

 who does the labelling?
(119)

 what labels stick 

and do damage? how does the labelling process proceed? This in turn might help us assess the possibility of 

conflict or rivalry in the situation, for which notions of the dynamics of honor and shame or models from 

conflict theory
(120)

 are useful lenses. 

Finally some attention should be paid to the specific values of a given culture, in which illness or wellness 

make sense. "Purity" and "honor" would certainly be important elements here.
(121)

 One would ask further 

about the types of groups and the types of institutions in which such values function.  
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