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June 13: St Anthony of Padua

EXTRAORDINARY SIGNS

In the Franciscan Lectionary on St Anthony’s feast day, we read St Mark’s Gospel, 16:15-20. It is an obvious choice when we consider St Anthony’s great reputation as a worker of miracles.


After reproaching the Apostles “because they had refused to believe those who had seen him after he had risen” (Mk 16:14), the risen Christ accepts them into his service: “Proclaim the Good News to all creation” (Mk 16:16). He convinces them that he trusts them in spite of the collapse of their faith and so enables them to believe in him and in themselves.


Their commission is to “all the world ... all creation”. All peoples without distinction are to hear the gospel message of Jesus Christ. He awakens in them an impelling consciousness of mission: he sends them out to preach the gospel.


Those who believe their message will express their faith by being baptized. The baptized believer “will be saved” (Mk 16:16), but culpable refusal to believe is the only reason for condemnation, not the fact that a person is not baptized.


Not only the Apostles but believers generally will enjoy miraculous powers. Extraordinary signs “will be associated with believers” (Mk 16:17). They are part of God’s authentication of those whom he has sent to preach the gospel.


They will cast out devils in the name of Jesus. Jesus had such success in casting out demons that soon his own name came to be used as an exorcism. The Acts of the Apostles (16:18) recall that Paul expelled a demon “in the name of Jesus Christ”.


They will speak in new tongues. Paul was wary of people who claimed this gift. He warned that “tongues are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers” (1 Cor 14:22), and devoted a long section, Chapter 14, of his first letter to the Corinthians to placing this gift in its proper perspective.


Paul refers to someone who speaks an intelligible foreign language under the influence of the Holy Spirit, without understanding the language. There should be someone present who knows the language and can interpret it for the listeners. What is commonly called “speaking in tongues” today is rather an emotional and irrational outburst of spiritual exultation.


They will pick up snakes, not deliberately, I’m sure. In Malta (cf. Acts 28:5), Paul picked up a venomous snake, perhaps a viper, and shook it off  “into the fire and came to no harm”. It was taken as a sign that he was miraculously protected by God.


They will lay their hands on the sick, who will recover. Paul himself was cured of blindness by the laying on of hands (Acts 9:17), and he in turn cured the father of Publius in the same way (Acts 28:8).


What are we to make of these extraordinary signs? They are evidenced today, as in St Paul’s day, mostly in the context of missionaries among unbelievers. But St Paul exhorts us: “Be ambitious for the higher gifts” (1 Cor 12:31). “There are three things that last: faith, hope and love; and the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor 13:13).


St Anthony’s sermon (II/394) echoes St Paul’s exhortation:

“Out of love for us, Jesus bound himself so tightly to us that his love took on our agony as his own, as if he could not wish to remain in heaven without us.

“Christ, our Lord,

we ask you humbly

to gather us under the wings of your love.

Keep us alive

with the water of remorse,

the air of contemplation,

the fire of love

and the earth of humility,

so that we may join you, who are life itself

and blessed through all ages. Amen.”

