Nigerian Women and their Perception of Miraculous

DominicUmoh
Department of Religious and Cultural Studies,
Akwa Ibom Sate University, Ikot Akpaden, Nigeria.
E-mail: ]abbedominic2009@yahoo.co.uk

ABSTRACT

There seems to be something of the divine in women when it comes
to being committed to issues. Once they are convinced, they can
spend and be spent without counting the cost. This is the fruit of
their God-given tender nessas mothers. However, if by error awoman
gets committed to a wrong issue or wrongly committed to a right
issue, then there will be disaster because normally they are
unstoppable. Using a critical and expository philosophical
approach, the paper turns its searchlight towards the typical
Nigerian women’s attitude towards their perception the miracle.
Keywords. WWomen, miraculous perception

INTRODUCTION

We have decided to start thislittle write-up with thewords of an old Jewish
Rabbi: “anyonewho doesnot believein miracleisan atheist; onewho believes
toomuchinitisanidiot.” Miracleisavery topicd issuein Nigeriatoday. One
needsto just turn on one’stelevision, switch on one' sradio set, cast aglance
at bannersor billboardsdecorating al partsof our townsor look at the hundreds
of newspaper advertisementsto be convinced that thereality under discussion
isnot only contemporary, but very much at homewith us. Miracle centers,
spiritua “laboratories’, heding homesarethe most advertized commoditiesin
Nigeriatoday. Theinnumerablebillboardsand Sgn postsbear anpletestimonies
tothisfact: Today something must either beamiracleotherwiseitisnothing or
would not merit any attention.

Inother words, wearelivinginacountry wheremiracleiseverything
and everything ismiracle. We arefinding ourselvesin asetup where every
pastor isexpected to be athaumaturgist otherwiseheisnot qualifiedtobe‘a
servant of God.” Thesituationisapproaching shear madness. Must every priest
beahealer?Yes, of course. Must every priest beamedical practitioner or
midwife? Theanswer isemphatically ‘no’. Whoever thinksotherwise must be
joking with something very serious; but that isactually the casewith Nigeria
where* not to be seen performing amiracleor claiming that you can makea
mighty oceanrun dry inthereligiouscircletoday, may be described by some
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ignorant religious zeal otsthat such apersonisnot “acharismatic priest or
pastor” (Dedua, 2002). Taking all sicknessesto be spiritual isasdangerousas
taking no sicknessto bespiritud. Itisherethat laysthe crux of thematter: Are
all clamsto miracleslegitimate? Doesit not seem that some of them are
manipulationsfor selfish motives? Aretruemiraclestill possibletoday?Do
peoplesit down to reason about theincons stenciesand contradictionsthey at
timeswalk themsalvesinto, beforethey actually giveintomiracleclams?In
today’ sworld doesthe craze and unnecessary craving for miraclesnot throw
many into thehandsof fakemiraclesworkers? Do many falseclamsof miracle
not jeopardi ze the authentic and orthodox tenets of religiousbelief?Who are
themost exploited?And who aretheexploiters? Invery many cases, believers
inmiraclesdo not even know what they believein or what they areyearning
for; they do not agree about what really amiracleis—what really congtitutesa
miracle. Some do not know and do not caretofind out what itsaimisand the
rolemiraclesplay inther rigiouslives.

Conceptionsand Misconceptions

Listening to testimoniesfrom those who purportedly have benefited from
miraclesonething becomesindisputable: Thereisno unanimity concerning
what miraclesared| about. Peopledo not know what they arein search of in
the name of miracles. The meaning, significance and implications of the
miraculousaretakenfor granted; each person hashisconception, understanding
and definition. Commontodl theseunderstandingsof miraclearetheundertone
that the miraculous episode is a spectacular event (even if unthinkable)
performed by God just to prove that He God is my powerful protector
against my enemies. Evenif it means promising acredulous believer that
Godwould miraculoudy changetheonly oneNaira, theloca Nigerian currency
that he hasinto billionsof dollarsat atwinkling of an eye, peoplewould still
believeespecidly if they arethe prospectivebeneficiaries. Theonly survivor in
anaccidentinwhich all othersdied would cry dleluiafor amiracleperformed
inhisfavour forgetting the othersthat have perished.

DefiningMiracle

It wasAristotle, the Philosopher, who insisted that for any discussionto be
fruitful, al involved must agreeontheuse of terms. Accordingly, definitionsare
of great necessity, especidly for discussionsof thisnature. Though thosefully
involvedin*miracles scarcely giveathought about definitionsand meanings
of theterm, scholarsfind in them powerful indispensabletoolsfor fruitful
discussions. We definewords according to the use we want to make of them.
When David Hume, an empiricist defined miracle hedid sowith hisentire
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empiricist projectinmind: namely to demonstratethefeeblenessand fallibility
of thehumanmindinthefaceof non-empiricd redities. Hencehewarnsreason
to bewareof its" temerity when shepriesinto these sublimemyseries’; advisng
her toleaveascene so full of obscuritiesand perplexities (and) return“with
suitablemodesty, to her trueand proper province, the examination of common
life’. Hume (1975) then defines miraclewith theintention of denyingitsredity
thus: “ A miraclemay be accurately defined, a transgression of alaw of nature
by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some
invisibleagent”. Generally amiracleissaid to be* an extraordinary event,
which isperceptibleto the senses, effected by God and functional withina
religious context asasign of the supernatura” (Pater, 1967).

Though it can beargued that this particular definition may not agree
with many othersinterms of their strictnessor loosenessin usage, yet the
basi ¢ e ements congtituting the modern understanding of miraclearemoreor
lesspresent. “ Extraordinary” heremeansthat such an occurrence must creste
aradical and remarkable contrast with the usual and habitual courseof nature
that peopleareacquainted with. Theremust be adisruption of thenormal flow
of naturethat we are conversant with. Therefore miracle presupposes nature
asregular and uniform.

Miracle in the strict sense must show itself not merely as

that whose explanation evades us, a prodigy, but really as

something which infringes on the law of nature. The very

notion of miracle therefore presupposes at least a vague

consciousness of the regularity (operation of some order)

in nature — a reality which is alleged to be occasionally

violated by miracle (Umoh, 1988:33).

Itisbecause of thischaracteristic that miracle causes amazement, fascination,
astonishment and awe. What isworth taking note of hereisthat thereisno
extraordinary without the ordinary. A mere prodigiousnature of an occurrence
doesnot mekeamiracle. Though dl miraclesareastonishing, not dl astonishing
eventsare miraculous. An event can beincomprehensible, astonishing, ave-
provoking andinexplicablewithout beingamiracle. Thereareissuesthat science
isunableto explaintoday but whichit will beableto andyzefully withal ease
inthefuture. That iswhy scienceiscalled an open-ended venture. Onitsown
aprodigy doesnot makeamiracle. Thisiswhat many believershavefailedto
understand. For instance, aparticular writer refersto the Genesiscreation
sory asamiracle: “ Thevery sory of creation asweread in Genessisshrouded
inmystery. The concept of creation‘ Exnihilo’ hasno scientific explanation
and as such ismiraculous’ (Ikpo, 2002). Thisisridiculous. So whatever
Spectacular event science cannot explain must automatically becalled miracle.
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Another feature of miraclein thedefinitionisperceptibility by at |east one of
theexterna senses. Thismeansthat afedling, sentiment or thought, which are
very private to individual, may never qualify as miracle no matter how
astonishing, because of inaccessibility to the public. A miraclemust be public.
A third characteristicisthat miracle should havedivineauthorship. God alone
can bring about miracul ous happenings. What then become of al thesenoisy
preachers (miracle workers) who claim to perform more miraclesthan their
counterpartsinfavour of their flock? True* miracleworkers never lay claims
to any miracles; they never assign the performance of any miracles to
themsdlves. If a dl, they may accept they are mereinstrumentsin the hands of
the Creator.

Onenow seesthe danger of peopleflocking to crusadesbecauseitis
organized by such or such aman of God, agreat miracleworker. At any rate
true believersrecognize God not only asthe author of miraclesbut of every
event in theuniverse. Anyonewho does not recognize God in and through the
ordinary would never see hishandsin events called miracles, no matter how
fascinating. From thedefinitionwe can extract another qudity belongingtothe
miraculous; thisisrdigiouscontextuaizing. Miraclesareonly meaningful and
sgnificant withinthereligiouscircleor context. They form part and parcel of
God'ssalvific plan. In other words, miracles do not occur to display God's
power or asamanifestation of Hismight or dominion over nature. Neither isit
meant to consolidate any pastor in hisroleastheonly reliable servant of God.
Rather * God performs miraclesnot to astonish or ask for His bewilderment,
but to seek Hisobedience, faithand trust” (Ogbuja, 2002). God usesmiracles
to teach usin variousmanners. In performing miracles, God doeslikeaschool
teacher, who seeing the students distracted and absentmindedin class, hitshis
hand heavily onthetableinabit torecal their attention (Cantal amessa, 1988).
Miraclescomeinacoded language and thereforeinterpretation ismandatory.
Thedecoded messageisawaysmoreimportant and moresignificant than the
unusua occurrenceitself.

Credulity and Incredulity

Therearemany atitudestoward themiracul ous, but weshd| focusour attention
inthispaper on two—credulity and incredulity. Credulity and incredulity are
two extremes and opposing concepts. Before taking on theimplications of
these extremeviews| would wish to start with thewarning of an eighteenth
century French Philosopher, Maurice Blondel. He affirms: “ Credulity isas
harmful, asdangerousand asdestructivetofaith asincredulity. In other words,
someonewho believesinjust anything, somebody who believestoo muchis
as dangerous as one who believes nothing. A credulous person believes

Journal of Sociology, Psychology and Anthropology in Practice, Vol. 6, No. 1, April 2014 31
ISSN: 2141 - 274X



everything and anything without using hisor her God-givenreason. Suchwould
bewallowing in contradictions. A typical credulous person arguesthat since
fathisdl it takesfor salvation, then what isneeded isjust believein whatever
the man of God says. Thisinvolvesignoring totally the intellect and its
indispensableroleinreligiousmatters. Thisattitude often refersto Tertulian’s
dictumispresented thus philosophically: Credo quiaabsurdumest, or Credo
quiaimpossibileest —I believe becauseitisabsurd or | believebecauseitis
impossible (Angeles, 1981). Theonly reason for believing, according tothis
view isthat theredity in question isincomprehensibleto reason or appears
unclear to ordinary human understanding. | thereforecal onfaith (which can
swallow indiscriminately) totake over.

Hereweareintheterritory of blind faith, inthe department of those
who seeablack thread more clearly inthedark. According to thisview, the
only reesonwhy peoplebelievein miracleisthat the phenomenon seemsabsurd
to human reason, sofaithisbrought injust to accept without questioning. For
astrong adherent of thisgroup, thebest preparation for semester examinations
would not beintensifying lessons, frequenting classes or studies, but rather a
week long dry fasting to maketheimpossiblepossiblemiraculoudy. My piece
of advicetothisgroupisthat God isnot agod of confusion. Faithitselfis, and
infact must be reasonabl e otherwisefideism results. Thereisno faith-free
knowledge and thereisno knowledge untainted and * uncontaminated' by faith.
Even scienceisbased on trust; belief in theformulae of those who invented
theoriesand experiments.

From the opposite camp are those who believe only whatever is
rationally and scientifically provable. Whatever eludes human scrutiny and
empirical proof isnot real for them. In philosophy they arecalled rationalists
andtheir doctrineintellectuaism. Our messagefor themisthat not everything
can be proved empirically. If the brain must be brought out to proveto a
certain Thomasthat he hasone, then that is purefool hardiness. Such an attitude
iswhat istermedincredulity and a thelong runresultsinthedenid of everything
about God. Thisisatheism. They are non-believers, not only in miracles, but
alsoin everything transcendent. Yet we know that religiousrealitieswould
never subject to laboratory sort of testsand proofs.

Wherever wefind ourselvesinlife, certain thingsmust betaken on
faith. Knowledge a soinvolvesacceptance on faith. Knowledgeinvolvesfaith
andfaithinvolvesknowledge; aperson cannot havefaithin something of which
heisnot aware, and hewould scarcely claim to beaware of something unless
hehadfaithinthereiability of hispowersof apprehension (Burkill, 1963). As
John Paul 11 argues, “Faith and reason arelike two wings on which the human
Spirit risesto the contemplation of truth”.
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Towhich Camp dowomen belong?
From the onset we must guard against generaization. Our intention hereisnot
to single out women for blame or force them into apre-fabricated mold for
judgment smple becausethey arewomen. Yet we haveto admit that generdly
each gender hasitspeculiar fashion of doing things—apprehending, eva uating,
appreciating certain realitiesor reacting to certainissues. And thistime our
main focusisthewomenfol k. Feminist controversieshaveno place here. Our
preoccupation under thisheadingisreally to ask: towhich side of themiracle
controversy do Nigerian women bel ong? Even though some culturesconsider
women to betheweaker sex, experienceteachesthat universally women are
known to be capable of very strong convictions, decisions and tough-
mindedness. Often women are stronger believersthan men. Once committed
they areusudly morefaithful and moredevoted than men, especidly inrdigious
matters. WWomen are consequently more proneto the miracul ousthan men.
Thereasonsseem obvious. Religion hasalot to do with tenderness, sentiments,
emotion and love, without however throwing rationality overboard. Now our
concernishow the poor Nigerian women who are devotedly struggling to
makeendsmest for their familiesarefaring especidly inthe hands of prosperity
gospel preachersinvading the country likewild swampsof locust. Especidly,
as Odiong (1993) has observed that today pastoral efficiency is now
synonymouswith one sability to bring about the* extraordinary’ | havetouched
onthisissuedsawhere:

Asafollow up to the above gloomy picture of the Nigerian

economy on the masses and the promise of rapid divine

interventions, isthe compromising preaching of Prosperity

Gospel as a breakthrough and liberation from earthly

shackles of biting poverty. Such “ liberation” constitutes

the only understanding of the term miracle as far as

Nigerians are concerned. Crusades, conventions and

healing sessionsare frequented simply because of miracles

and pastorsareregarded as expertswho assault God into

yielding to the demands of the miserable (Umoh, 2013:

661).
Nature has made them thisway. From physique through energy, emotions
(reaction to sensations. fear, pleasure, anguish etc.) to sentiments, women are
different. A womanismorecaring and more given to whatever she cherishes.
McGrath (1977) paintsabeautiful picture of atypica Africanwomaninthese
words:. “Inwork, she can do 12-15 hours of work daily... Inlove, her body
followsthesame pace asher work. Sexual desireisspread through her whole
body. It takestimefor her to feel sexual desire, butit lastslonger. Womanis
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likeanother fire, dow to sart but burninglonger”. Asweall know, women are
often more thorough going than men. It may take more time to get them
involved, because of their natural propensities. Yet once convinced and
committed, thesky istheir limit. Womenfdlowshipisapoint inview hereand
asMcGrath observes:

She sees things linked together. If they have had quarrel

the night before her whole day will be spoiled. For her,

feeling, mind and body are one. It isalmost impossible to

give herself only physically... In convictions (beliefs,

attitudes) she understandswith her heart. She under stands

persons, situations from the inside; she feels, she senses

things. Sheisgenerous. She gives herself completely. She

can even give her freedom when she loves. She sees god

as a Person whom she trusts. She seeks security in God.

She goes to God more with her heart. As a whole, sheis

more changeabl e, moretouched by small things...shedoes

not make decision onceand for all, but changesaccording

to the needs of the peoplearound her (McGrath, 1977:21).
With all these and many moretraits, the mothers are very special when it
comesto issueslike miracles. Inthe Bible and history women have shown
themselvestough believers. | can only citethe heroic martyrdom of Saints
Perpetual and Felicity asexamples. With al this dedication and unreserved
self-giving, you can imagine apoor Nigerian won drown in the waves of
innumerableclaimsto miracles, especialy by the prosperity gospel preachers.
Many Nigerian women do not miss crusades, miracle sessons, tarry nights,
anointing and healing serviceswhiledtill professingtheir faithintheir mainline
churches. They go therein search of fortune, mostly wealth, health and other
materia benefits. That isal they expect from whatever miraclespreachersare
promising. Going to such gathering to worship God or pay him homageisa
forgottenissue. In Nigeriawomen are the most exploited by theimpending
wavesof crazefor miracles.

CONCLUSION

Now hereismy message not only for Nigerian women but for al Nigerian
Christians. No well-meaning Christian can comfortable deny thereality of
miracles. Thoughwearenot boundto believedl clamsto miracles, Christian
must at least believe at | east one miracle, the resurrection of Christ. | also
believeinmiracles; | am not thereforeafortiori against miracleclaims. They
happened during thetime of Christ; they still happen today. Ironically, anyone
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who doesnot believein miraclesisan atheist; but anyonewho sees prodigy
everywhereismentally not balanced. What then should bethe attitude of the
Nigerianwomaninthefaceof adl thesenoisy advertisersof miracleson media?
With the proliferation of miracle claimsin our country, thereisneed to be
judicioudy prudent. Not only Nigerianwomen, but dl well-meaning Chrigtians
should steer amiddle course between fanati cism and religiousinsengitivity.
They should agreewith Ikpoh (2002) that Christianity isgreater than miracles.
If miraclesareto be accepted, they must be accepted aspart of our Christian
belief and cannot be made the ground for it. Women should not allow
themsdlvesto beexploited and their God-giventender quditiesto beinterpreted
asspiritual fickleness. Miracles, when authentic, are not endsin themsalves,
They aresignsof something greater - thereal thing. A true miracle should
generate faith, and faith reiterates our covenant/bond with God. Miracle
presupposesfaith because only faith can recognize miracles. Miracleisonly
miraclefor thosewho encounter Godin ordinary eventsof nature. Hence, no
amount of fascination can convince or convert an obdurate atheist. The
miraculousisonly anaspect of God'screetion. Intheareaof physical hedling,
we should know that miracleswere not intended to do away withthemedica
sciences, miracleworkersare not physicians. | therefore beg to concludethis
write-up withthishbiblica passage:

Hold the physician in honour, for he is essential to you,

and God it waswho established his profession... from God

the doctor has his wisdom, God makes the earth yield

healing herbs which the prudent man should not neglect.

Then give the doctor his place lest he leave; for you need

himtoo. There are times that give him an advantage, and

he too beseeches God that his diagnosis may be correct

and histreatment brings about a cure. Hewho isa sinner

toward his Maker will be defiant toward the doctor (Eccl.

38: 12, 4, 12-15).
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