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N.B.  The word “miracle” comes from the Latin miraculum, a wonder, marvel, or wonderful thing, and the related verb mirari, to marvel, or to be amazed or astonished.

1) Determine the meaning and significance of a miracle to the family.  This will not only enable the care team to have a full sense of what they are “dealing with,” and thus help to inform a response to the family, but it also provides an effective, nonconfrontational way of beginning the discussion.  Further, when listening to the family first, the care team conveys sincerity about knowing the family’s perspectives as well as a respect for their beliefs.

2) Emphasize non-abandonment.  The family needs to know that the care team will be attentive to the needs and comfort of the patient and that the well-being of the family will not be ignored.  This is imperative especially in the setting of conflict or disagreement, where the care team may unconsciously withdraw and or distance themselves from either the patient or the family, sending a message of abandonment.

3) Cite professional obligations.  Just as it is important for the care team to hear and respect the family’s perspective, it is also necessary for the family to appreciate the motivations and professional obligations of caregivers.

4) Reframe the meaning and manifestation of the miracle.  With care about and sensitivity to the family’s broader story, the care team can offer the thought that the miracle (i.e., the amazing, the spectacular, the unbelievable) may have already occurred, or may occur in some other way.  For example, the availability of a highly effective treatment to preserve meaningful life.  Or bitterly estranged family members are brought together because of the patient’s illness, and, to everyone’s astonishment, they are able to reconcile.  The care team might begin this conversation by asking, “Is there anything that has already happened through all of this that has been amazing or wondrous, like a kind of miracle?”

5) Suggest that if a miracle is to occur, actions of the care team will not prevent it.  It might be suggested that if it is truly God’s will that a miraculous healing occur, then there is nothing we as humans can do to prevent the healing from taking place.  Thus, as the care team does what is expected of them, the family can go forward with the assurance that God will not allow divine will to be thwarted.  This suggestion is a challenge to the family to have faith in the power of their God.1  
Consider, if you will, an applicable analogy, which is in many ways allegorical:

I have “faith” that I will win the lottery.  I never purchase a lottery ticket.  I expect that I have a chance to win.  

Since my expectation is unrealistic, faith in such an expectation cannot, then, by definition, exist.  That is, if faith is necessarily “free,” “reasonable,” and “totally responsive,”2 then I do not, in the example above, possess faith. 

If we can imagine God as the “awarder” of lottery winnings, faith as the “active process” of purchasing a lottery ticket, and the agent(s) who expects a miracle as the “decider” of whether or not to purchase a lottery ticket, then we might begin to see this scenario more concretely.

The “awarder” has plenty of “winnings” to dispense, and genuinely desires to do so.  However, if the “decider” fails, in the “active process” inherent to faith, to purchase a lottery ticket, no “winnings” can be dispensed.  Hence, it takes an act of the will, and not merely an assent of the intellect, on the part of the agent to possess a realistic expectation and a genuine faith that can be considered “reasonable” and “totally responsive.”

NOTES:
1.  The vast majority of wording found in nos. 1-5 above, including the definition of the word “miracle,” is a direct quotation extracted from Horace M. DeLisser’s “A Practical Approach to the Family That Expects a Miracle,” CHEST 2009; 135: 1643-1647.

2.  Gerald O’Collins, S.J., and Edward G. Farrugia, S.J., “Faith,” in A Concise Dictionary of Theology, revised and expanded ed. (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2000), 86.
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