                             THE MIRACLE





Everyone in the parish did the best he, or she, could. Unfortunately, the Depression was such that, if one did not have at least one acre where vegetables could be grown throughout the year, or if for a few days the sea had been rough, some could go without eating a decent meal. In the morning, the men would gather at Poço Velho, each with a hoe on his shoulder, hoping that someone would need help that day. Most would return home in the afternoon, a look of defeat on their faces. It was a difficult time, one of despair when the human spirit would give way to dreams that could not be realized. They would gather at the nearest tavern. Those who still had credit would get a small glass of local red wine which they would nurse for the rest of the afternoon. The ones whose credit had gone the way of their incomes would just sit idly and talk. The tavern owner himself was more likely to converse than to serve his clients. 





It was only natural, therefore, that when the "Sacristão" would come by with his monthly book, hoping to collect for the church, the men in the tavern would look at him, and, if they had a joke left in them, let it come out mercilessly. "Money this month? You must be kidding, man," someone would eventually shout.





So difficult became the church's plight that one Sunday at Mass, the priest announced that he had had a vision, and that, now that although God was presently punishing everyone, He had a miracle of goodness left for those who would gather in exactly two weeks outside the church. It didn't take long for the news to spread throughout the parish, as well as throughout the island. People everywhere waited anxiously for that one wonderful Sunday, forgetting about the misery that surrounded most of them. It was a long two weeks, nevertheless. When one waits for deliverance, time always moves slowly. But the expected Sunday did come and, by midafternoon, a crowd larger than the parish's population gathered outside the church. In the meantime, altar boys, each with a basket at hand, solicited whatever funds one could donate. And collect they did - more than the "Sacristão" had gathered in six months. Then, as if directed by Cecil B. DeMille, the priest came out in his best regalia. The crowd cheered, although quieting down as the priest made the Sign of the Cross. The cleric then turned towards the church and shouted: "Please, Lord, do send us Your miracle!"





From the tiled roof, and behind the bell tower, fire suddenly erupted. The priest blessed himself once again, as the people let go with with amazed "AAAAHS..." Some had tears streaming down their faces. The priest, in the meantime, would sort of spin slowly, occasionally looking towards the crowd upon whom he would bestow the Sign of the Cross whenever coming face-to-face with it, and then towards the church, each time demanding more loudly for God's display of His miraculous power. The fire continued unabated, getting bigger each time the priest shouted. In spite of the daylight it burned brightly and, for a half hour, everyone forgot the misery of the times, except when suddenly running out of the church came the "Sacristão", a look of urgency all over his face.





"Father, Father," he shouted. "You'd better stop the miracle. We're running out of paper and  gasoline-soaked wood shavings." 
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