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Dear all, 

 

The following is a contribution for an edited volume -  Lived Religion and Everyday Life through 
Early Modern Hagiographic Material, ed. Jenni Kuuliala, Päivi Räisänen-Schröder, and Rose-
Marie Peake (London: Palgrave Macmillan, anticipated 2019). This book, which is the first in 
Palgrave’s new series in the history of experience, has several concurrent aims, as reflected in its 
title. It is intended to introduce readers to various types of hagiographical sources and to connect 
the major themes—lived religion and everyday life—to broader methodological and theoretical 
discussions. The intended audience is advanced undergrad and graduate students.  
 
This is my second version of the chapter. I began with a far more theoretically-inclined piece 
meant to explore the relevance of practice theory (as expounded by Bourdieu, de Certeau, and 
Scheer) to the interpretation of the emotional experiences and everyday tactics described in the 
miracle collections. But that turned out to be too abstract and I decided to take an approach more 
explicitly focused on the miracle stories themselves. Though the interest in practice remains, it is 
now (I hope) a theme that emerges from the sources, rather than being imposed on them.  
 
I’m looking forward to your comments and thoughts on all aspects of this piece. Also, the editors 
would like subheadings (to which I’m generally opposed), so suggestions on possible 
subheadings are quite welcome! 
 
 
 
Best, 
 
Tom 
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Julián Vásquez was eight years old when the affliction struck. The weaver’s son lived in 

seventeenth-century Restábal, near the city of Granada, and his parents took him to a barber-

surgeon in order to cure what was apparently a kind of paralysis. This man was not terribly 

skilled at his job and, when letting blood, mangled the boy’s arm, leaving it hanging crooked. 

Annoyed at his own carelessness, the barber then attempted to bind the arm. But he did so with 

such violence that he smashed it into Julián’s face, causing him to bite down on his tongue and 

injuring his uvula and throat. Julián “was suddenly left so mute, and so deprived of speech, that 

he could neither say a single word nor blow out a candle with his breath.”1 Over the course of the 

next three years, Julián and his parents wandered in search of a cure, sometimes with the help of 

charitable acquaintances, but to no avail. So Julián returned home to become a beggar, using sign 

language to solicit alms outside the local inn, a life full of “hardship and sadness”2  

And it was there, when Julián was eighteen, that he heard stories of the miracles 

performed by the Virgen de la Cabeza, an image of Mary housed in a sanctuary near Andújar. 

This lay some 190 kilometers to the north, but Julián resolved to travel there for the annual 

romería and beg for a miraculous cure. After all, hadn’t all human remedies failed to alleviate his 

suffering? In the company of one Juan López, about whom we know nothing else, Julián made 
                                                 
1 Manuel Salcedo Olid, Panegirico historial de Nuestra Señora de la Cabeza de Sierra Morena (Madrid: Iulian de 
Paredes, 1677), 306.  
2 Olid, Panegirico historial, 307-8. 
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the journey and, on the Sunday morning of the romería, presented himself at the gates of the 

sanctuary just as the procession of confraternities was about to begin. Seeing his pitiful state, 

confraternal officials ordered that he be carried on a platform in the procession. Julián thus knelt 

on the platform and demonstrated “his interior and fervent devotion” with signs and tears and 

inarticulate cries until suddenly he shouted in a great voice. And “the moment they heard him 

speak and cry his thanks to Our Lady, the people began to yell: ‘Miracle! Miracle!’ with great 

clamor, and they took him down from the platform with such risk to his person that it was also a 

miracle that he was not suffocated. They mobbed him in order to know him, see him, and touch 

him, and to take some piece of his clothes, so that he was left naked. No one could hinder that 

indiscreet devotion, managing only to pull him living from the crowd of people.”3 

This story, lovingly told by Manuel Salcedo Olid, tells us much about both the conditions 

of everyday life and about the role of religion in daily practice. We get a sense of the trauma of 

the unusual sickness and then the devastating injury at the hands of an incompetent and grumpy 

barber, of the devotion that led Julián’s parents to travel in search of a cure for years, an 

endeavor that could hardly have been easy for people of modest means. We can see that those 

modest means had their limits, as Julián, whose disability made him a financial burden on the 

family, eventually had to resort to begging. We hear of the information networks that brought 

news of faraway shrines to Restábal, We can also infer, perhaps, the surge of hope upon hearing 

of this miraculous image that inspired Julián to begin his arduous trek, and joy that his cure 

brought to him, to those who witnessed it, and to those who read of it in Olid’s account.  

But other questions remain: why did Julián travel to such a distant shrine and neglect 

other, closer Marian images? Why did the high-ranking officials of the Cofradía de Andújar 

elevate him (quite literally) into a prominent place in the procession? And why did the onlookers 
                                                 
3 Olid, Panegirico historial, 309-10. 
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react so dramatically to his miraculous cure, in a manner that placed him in danger? On one 

level, the answers to these questions are fairly obvious: Julián went to Nuestra Señora de la 

Cabeza because he had reason to think that there he had the best chance to be miraculously 

healed. And the crowd swarmed and assaulted him because they too wanted proximity to the 

divine, a piece of the power that had just that moment manifested itself. But the answer might be 

simpler still: they did what they did because those were the appropriate actions for the situation. 

To better understand this, however, we need to consider how people learned to think about 

miracles and how they learned to act on pilgrimage. In doing so, we can get a better sense of how 

they interpreted and responded to adverse conditions in daily life as well as how they 

experienced events such as Julián’s miraculous cure.  

Julián’s story was far from unique. Amid the theological and political upheavals of the 

Reformations, the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed massive increases in reports of 

miracles and the foundation of new shrines, leading one historian to describe early modern 

Europe as among “the golden ages and places of miracles in Christian history.”4 And authors like 

Olid published thousands upon thousands of miracle stories in sometimes-vast collections, many 

of which were devoted to individual shrines. Olid’s book, in fact, was somewhat of an outlier in 

that he included far fewer miracle stories than many others, as he had “resolved not to pile up 

miracles, and so make this book longer,” a choice that permitted him to tell Julián’s story in such 

vivid detail.5 Pedro de Burgos, in contrast, included 325 miracle stories in a compilation 

dedicated to Nuestra Señora de Montserrat. And we find hundreds more in volumes describing 

the shrines of Guadalupe, Peña de Francia, and others, some of which run to nearly 1000 pages.6  

                                                 
4 Craig Harline, Miracles at the Jesus Oak: Histories of the Supernatural in Reformation Europe. (New York: 
Doubleday, 2003), 4-5. 
5 Olid, Panegirico historial, 305. 
6 Pedro de Burgos, Libro de la Historia y Milagros hechos a invocación de nuestra Señora de Montserrat 
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In all these collections, the authors portrayed a world in which miracles took place with 

regularity, God maintained a tangible presence, and the faithful received regular and visible 

proof of that presence. Indeed, the very regularity of these miracles is striking. Burgos’s 

vignettes of Montserrat, for instance, follow a pattern that quickly becomes familiar. A person 

was sick or crippled or blind or saw their child die from an accident. They summoned doctors, 

but without success (and often at great expense). Realizing that no human remedy was possible, 

the afflicted person then called upon the mercy of the Virgin of Montserrat, nearly always “with 

many tears and with great devotion” and usually with a vow to visit the shrine. After their 

miraculous cure, they fulfilled their vow and, at the shrine, left gifts and told of their experience. 

This is a simple story, and one with a clear moral. But what was the point of repeating it, with 

slight variations in details, hundreds of times? Doing so certainly demonstrated the vast number 

of miracles claimed by Montserrat and thus the power of this shrine, but the repetition seems to 

dilute the effect. 

I would like to suggest that the very repetitiveness of these collections, which may strike 

the modern reader as rather tedious, gives insight into both how contemporaries read and 

understood these texts, and how people like Julián and those around him acted when visiting 

shrines. The sheer number of miracle stories— Jerónimo de Quintana noted that the Virgin of 

Atocha had worked more miracles than there are “sands of the sea, stars of the sky, and atoms of 

                                                                                                                                                             
(Barcelona: Pau Cortey y Pere Malo, 1567); Gabriel de Talavera, Historia de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, 
consagrada a la soberana magestad de la Reyna de los Angeles… (Toledo: Thomas de Guzmán, 1597); Historia y 
milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, nuevamente añadida de la Tercera parte, y otros muchos 
milagros nuevos… (Salamanca: Antonio Ramírez, 1614). These collections were repeatedly reprinted, re-edited, and 
expanded; my discussions here relate to the specific editions cited. For details on the various editions, see Juan 
Carlos Vizuete Mendoza, “Los relatos de milagros, de la tradición oral al registro escrito en Montserrat, Guadalupe, 
y la Peña de Francia,” in La patrimonio inmaterial de la cultura Cristiana, ed. Francisco Javier Campos y Fernández 
de Sevilla (San Lorenzo de El Escorial: Ediciones Escurialenses, 2013), 261-80. 
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the sun”— meant that these marvels were both extraordinary and utterly normal.7 They were 

wondrous events but also part of everyday life. In that sense, they were akin to pilgrimage itself. 

Pilgrimage was a deliberate removal of oneself from the quotidian, yet the romería of Nuestra 

Señora de la Cabeza, like those devoted to many other Marian shrines, was not a once-in-a-

lifetime experience for many pilgrims. These were annual events, which residents of the 

surrounding areas attended every year. The ways of being modern scholars often associate with 

pilgrimage, moreover, were not limited to well-known shrines. Early modern landscapes were 

replete with sacred sites. These include churches, chapels, and “official” shrines, as well as a 

variety of small, often obscure, holy spaces: roadside crucifixes, statues of saints, trees or springs 

credited with healing powers, and so on.8 Each of the various sacred sites had its own 

observances, which local people celebrated in addition to the canonical festivals and holy days. 

Experiencing the holy in particular places was a central part of daily life. As William Christian 

has noted, “local religion was a fusion of the sacred with secular, god-in-society or god-in-

landscape,” an observation seconded by Edward Muir’s evocative notion of the “Virgin on the 

street corner.”9 

The sacred was intertwined with the quotidian; that is clear in the miracle books, with 

their hundreds of stories of suffering and healing. Yet miracles were a last resort, to be sought 

                                                 
7 Jerónimo de Quintana, Historia de la origen y antigüedad de la venerable y milagrosa imagen de Nuestra Señora 
de Atocha (Madrid: Imprenta del Reyno, 1637), 55r. 
8 William Christian, Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 70-
125. Similar patterns are clear in other Catholic regions during this period. See Philip Soergel, Wondrous in His 
Saints: Counter-Reformation Propaganda in Bavaria (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Marc 
Forster, Catholic Revival in the Age of the Baroque: Religious Identity in Southwest Germany, 1550-1750 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), esp. 73ff.; and Cecilia Hewlett, “Rural Pilgrims and Tuscan 
Miracle Cults,” in Studies on Florence and the Italian Renaissance in Honour of F.W. Kent, ed. Peter  Howard and 
Cecilia Hewlitt (Turnhout: Brepols, 2016), 339-58. This was not strictly a Catholic phenomenon. See, for instance, 
Philip Soergel, Miracles and the Protestant Imagination: The Evangelical Wonder Book in Reformation Germany 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
9 Christian, Local Religion, 158; Edward Muir, “The Virgin on the Street Corner: The Place of the Sacred in Italian 
Cities,” in Religion and Culture in the Renaissance and Reformation, ed. Steven Ozment (Kirksville, MO: Truman 
State University Press, 1989), 25-40.  
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only when no other options were available. Without the possibility of divine intervention, those 

afflicted with incurable illnesses, crippling defects, or the deaths of loved ones would have had 

no hope, little choice other than to fall into despair. But, time and again, miracle stories showed 

how suffering people turned their despair into devotion, their tears of grief or frustration into 

tearful prayers, and were rewarded through the mercy of the Virgin Mary. The authors of these 

stories thus presented miracles, and particularly thinking about miracles, as a means of regulating 

one’s emotions. Thinking about miracles, in other words, was what Monique Scheer has 

described as an emotional practice.10 

As such, miracle stories are not only a rich source of information about the trials and 

adversities of people’s daily lives, they show us how people responded to those challenges, both 

practically and emotionally. The books themselves were among the tools that shaped people’s 

understandings of miracles. But they were not the only ones. As we have seen in Julián’s story, 

people talked about wondrous events, spreading word of healings they had experienced or 

witnessed. These tales, whether disseminated orally or through text, confirmed and reinforced 

what people were already doing in shrines, at roadside crosses, in church, and in their own 

homes. But the books were not didactic, at least not in the manner of, for instance, the spiritual 

guides composed by Ignatius Loyola, Teresa de Ávila, and others. They do not, in fact, fit neatly 

into any single single genre: they were guidebooks for aspiring pilgrims, advertisements, 

histories. And they were entertainment; many of the miracle stories included a rich level of 

detail, with intriguing protagonists, vivid events, and—though the conclusion was, of course, 

known in advance—dramatic tension. People read these books in social settings, they discussed 

                                                 
10 Monique Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice (and Is That What Makes Them Have a History)? A 
Bourdieuan Approach to Understanding Emotion,” History and Theory 51.2 (2012): 193-220.  
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them, they dreamed of their own cures.11 The books did aim to instill knowledge, but on a 

visceral level. The repetition of a simple idea, again and again, can function much like the 

repetition of a particular task: it becomes nearly automatic, like “muscle memory” or “second 

nature.” Constant practice creates a practice. It was that deeply-instilled belief in the reality of 

miracles and the attendant behaviors that the authors of the miracle books sought. 

Most of these miracle stories were linked to pilgrimage; either, as in Julián’s case, a 

healing performed at the shrine itself, or a pilgrimage undertaken in thanks after a miracle (and 

often in fulfillment of a vow). The miracle books prepared readers to seek their own cures and 

express their devotion. In conjunction with other cultural influences and people’s actual 

experiences, they integrated wondrous events and sacred spaces with daily life. Yet, despite the 

central place of miracles and local pilgrimage in early modern religious practice and despite a 

great deal of scholarship on the subject, especially in contemporary Italian and German contexts, 

the relevant Anglophone scholarship for Iberia has focused primarily on long-distance 

pilgrimage, particularly to Santiago de Compostela.12 In the pages that follow, I focus on stories 

associated with the two of most prominent Marian sanctuaries in Spain – Montserrat and La Peña 

de Francia—as well as other shrines including Guadalupe, La Cabeza, and Pilar, to show how 

close attention to the ways in which they presented miracles can enhance our understanding of 

                                                 
11 On miracle books as a genre, see Françoise Crémoux, “La relación de milagro en los siglos XVI y XVII,” in Actas 
del XV Congreso de la Asociación Internacional de Hispanistas: “Las dos orillas,” ed. Beatriz Mariscal and María 
Teresa Miaja de la Peña, 4 vols. (Mexico City, El Colegio de México, 2007), vol. 2, 99-112. On reading practices, 
see Fernando Bouza, Communication, Knowledge, and Memory in Early Modern Spain, trans. Sonia López and 
Michael Agnew (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004). On the reading of miracle books 
specifically, see Thomas C. Devaney, “Countering the ‘Heretics’: Miracle Books and Marian Devotion in Early 
Modern Spain,” in Golden Leaves and Burned Books. Religious Reform and Conflict in the Long European 
Reformation, ed. Gabriele Müller-Oberhäuser, Marjo Kaartinen and Teemu Immonen (Turku: k&h, forthcoming) 
12 See, for instance, Soergel, Wondrous in His Saints and Miracles and the Protestant Imagination;  Hewlett, “Rural 
Pilgrims; Megan Holmes, “Miraculous Images in Renaissance Florence,” Art History 34 (2011): 432-65; and, 
eadem, The Miraculous Image in Renaissance Florence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).  
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miracles as emotional, physical, communal, and textual experiences that provided people a 

means of coping with the travails of daily life.  

 

 

***** 

Nearly all authors of miracle books organized them along roughly similar lines. They 

described the miraculous image—its origins, wondrous discovery, and physical appearance—and 

described the shrine’s construction, layout, and the (usually mountainous) natural setting.13 

Many detailed the annual pilgrimage, or romería, to the site. But they dedicated the bulk of their 

books to stories of the miracles performed by the holy image, which they drew from the shrine’s 

records, from ex-votos, from the oral accounts of witnesses, or from their personal experience. 

They arranged the stories in various ways. Burgos kept to a strict chronological order, as did 

Quintana in his history of Atocha. But others sorted at least some of their miracles by type. 

Similarly, some books offer indexes or tables of contents that permitted readers to quickly locate 

miracles relating to particular maladies such as, for instance, muteness. But others have no such 

finding aids or offer an index by name and place, suggesting that they did not expect readers to 

browse for specific types of afflictions or miracles.  

The collections were usually, but not exclusively, compiled by clergy. Burgos was abbot 

of the monastery at Montserrat and Talavera prior of Guadalupe; but Olid, though he held the 

post of alguacil mayor of the Inquisition in Andújar, was a layman. All wrote for lay audiences, 

however, and those audiences expanded rapidly over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. The spread of literacy and the ready availability of affordable texts opened a new 

                                                 
13 William Christian, Apparitions in Late Medieval and Renaissance Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1981), 18-22. 
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means for the laity to engage with the faith and they took advantage of it. 14 Writing for a lay 

audience required doctrinal care, and nearly all of these texts included licenses and notes of 

approval from various ecclesiastic authorities. It also meant that authors needed to explain 

clearly the purpose and proper use of their books. In doing so, they commented on the relevance 

of reading about, and remembering, miracles as well as the broader significance of miracles in 

Christian practice.  

Olid’s decision to include relatively few miracles was influenced by the perceived need 

to document and “prove” the authenticity of the miracles he described. In the case of Julián, he 

referred to Juan López’s sworn testimony while noting that, immediately after rescuing him from 

the crowd, local officials grilled Julián about his circumstances and personal history. Such 

attention to evidence stemmed from widespread skepticism about the authenticity of miracles. 

Protestant doubts about miracle stories had led the Council of Trent to establish norms for the 

declaration and confirmation of miracles, but these rules merely built upon customs that dated 

back at least to the mid-fifteenth century. Although many miracle stories were brief and 

formulaic, attention to believability is evident throughout the genre. Authors mentioned and 

often named witnesses, recounted that doctors had “given the person up for dead,” described a 

victim’s lack of a pulse or other signs of life, and so on.  

All that was necessary, Burgos argued, because many false miracle stories were 

circulating. The devil, he went on, was adept at mixing lies with truth in order to undermine 

people’s faith, leading them to disbelieve all miracle stories. His self-proclaimed mission was to 
                                                 
14 Early modern Spanish literacy rates have not been well studied but notarial records suggest that, by the mid-
seventeenth century at least, roughly fifty percent of the urban male population could at least write their own name. 
Bookseller records, meanwhile, provide evidence for the popularity of texts or genres as well as their costs. See Sara 
T. Nalle, “Literacy and Culture in Early Modern Castile,” Past and Present 125 (1989): 65-96; eadem, “Printing and 
Reading Popular Religious Texts in Sixteenth-Century Spain,” in Culture and the State in Spain, 1550–1850, ed. 
Tom Lewis and Francisco J. Sánchez (New York: Garland, 1999), 126–156; and Rady Roldán Figueroa, “Literacy, 
Spirituality of Reading, and Catholic Literary Culture in Sixteenth-Century Spain,” Journal of Early Modern 
Christianity 2 (2015): 159–88. 
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counter that by including only those miracles for which he had strong evidence. Further, he 

overtly avoided what he described as “high style,” relying instead on “the simple truth, which 

moves the hearts of believers far better than the beautiful and flowery words of orators.”15 His 

was, in other words, a book directed at instilling faith, not educating. Antonio Daça was explicit 

about this distinction in his vita of Juana de la Cruz Vásquez y Gutíerrez, an early sixteenth-

century visionary nun. In recounting how Juana communed with an angel who told her much of 

the nature of angels and demons, he noted that she thus understood “nearly all the mysteries and 

subtleties that so exercise scholastic theologians.” Having made the point that this holy woman 

knew more through rapture than all the learned doctors had gained from their studies, he declined 

to delve into such topics himself, “which are more for exercising one’s ingenuity in the schools 

than for inflaming the wills of those who read them. The latter is the goal to which this history 

pretends.”16 Later he returned to this theme, noting that theological debates were not appropriate 

for his book, “which was written to go into the hands of all.”17 

The chronicler of the shrine at Peña de Francia suggested that miracles and marvels (even 

ones that might have a natural cause) were “honest” mediums of devotion, in that they inspired 

faith.18 Similarly, Gabriel de Talavera presented miracles as powerful instruments of divine 

clemency. In biblical accounts of miracles, Christ had always healed the whole person, body and 

soul. So too, then, would he fully mend those who petitioned his mother for physical healing. 

Though miracles might provide bodily relief, Talavera argued, their true purpose was to 

encourage people to care for their souls, “a goal so important to all people but, impeded by the 

                                                 
15 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, prologue. 
16 Antonio Daça, Historia, vida, y milagros, extasis, y revelaciones de la bienadventurada virgen Sor Juana de la 
Cruz… (Madrid: Luis Sánchez, 1614), f. 30r-v.  
17 Daça, Historia, vida, y milagros, f. 81r. 
18 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 44v-45v. 
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sorrows of the passions, so little sought.”19 This was not limited to the recipient of a miracle; all 

who witnessed or read of it could share in the spiritual benefits. 

Yet the stories themselves tend the invert the importance of body and soul. In most cases, 

the recipient of a miracle had a deep and simple devotion to the Virgin Mary and, because of that 

devotion, had gained access to physical healing and thus emotional consolation. For instance, 

Burgos told the story of a family from Cardedeu, whose young son had fallen from a tree and 

landed on his head, suffering grotesque injuries. His parents took him to several doctors, but “all 

gave him up for dead.” Then the boy’s mother, “very sad and having no hope of a human 

remedy, prayed to Our Lady of Montserrat while crying with devotion.” The Virgin heard her 

appeal and, a little while later, the boy was completely healed. In gratitude, the parents took him 

to Montserrat, where they presented gifts.20 Certainly, this story is about faith. But it has a 

transactional character: one’s devotion leads to benefits, which must be received with proper 

gratitude.  

This still more explicit in other tales. Martin Alonso, from the village of Parla near 

Madrid, saw his son fall ill. After Alonso had spent the greater part of his wealth on doctors, the 

boy died. Although he had never been there, Martin knew of Nuestra Señora de la Peña de 

Francia for, “though custom and devotion, he would receive in his home and offer shelter and 

food to [its] procurers.” Now, in his grief, Martin recalled all the stories of miracles those 

procurers had told him. And so, “with tears in his eyes, he got on his knees in a corner of the 

room and, having recited a Hail Mary, he put his questions and prayers to Our Lady, as if she 

was there in the room with him, also crying: ‘So, Lady, this is the reward I sadly received from 

you for all the services I have already done for you, having so willingly received your procurers 

                                                 
19 Talavera, Historia de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, f. 473r-v.  
20 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 68v. 
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and having done for them all I could? That I now see my son dead and without remedy, and no 

one to offer me succor or consolation? I entrust him to you, Lady, that you might return him to 

me alive since, as you well know, I have no other son. And I promise you that I will go to your 

house and monastery of La Peña de Francia.’” Once the miracle was granted, he brought his son 

to the shrine, leaving a rich offering of silver.21 

Here Martin seems to have expected that his charity to the alms-collectors would provide 

him and his family with some level of protection. Finding that this “insurance policy” had failed, 

he responded with some bitterness but also by promising a more intense level of devotion. He 

was, in effect, bargaining with the Virgin Mary “as if she was there in the room with him,” to 

determine the correct “price” needed to save his son. In both stories, then, a successful appeal for 

healing depended on both prior devotion and subsequent gratitude. This sense of being able to 

negotiate with divine powers served to encourage gifts to the shrines, of course. But it also 

normalized miracles and presented divine mysteries in terms of everyday interactions. The 

Virgin appears more here like a doctor than anything else, a completely efficacious doctor of last 

resort, to be sure, but with whom one could interact as if with a person.22  

Just as with people, there were customary ways of engaging with the Virgin. Tears 

accompanied nearly every appeal for aid. Julián had cried and made inarticulate cries. The 

mother of the boy with the head injury was “crying with devotion.” A blind man, according to 

Burgos, requested the return of his sight “very devotedly, and with very continuous tears and 

prayers.”23 Often enough, the afflicted also threw themselves to their knees, but the tears were 

ubiquitous. And, though the books emphasized the commonness of miracles, one could not take 

                                                 
21 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 51r-52v. 
22 Holmes argues that the familiarity and accessibility of sacred images played an important role in their popularity, 
“Miraculous Images,” 456.  
23 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 56r. 
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them for granted; requesting aid without the proper humility could be dangerous. The mother of 

a toddler drowned while her parents were workingin the house, for instance, was shocked at the 

sight of her daughter’s body. Her screams summoned some neighbors who “consoled her as well 

as they could.” But, “not satisfied with what they said to her,” the mother fell to her knees to ask 

for divine help, declaring that she would not allow the child to be buried. And then, “as a 

distraught person who has asked something of another, she said, ‘Blessed Virgin Mary, give me, 

Lady, my daughter as I have asked of you. And you will give her, whom I want to receive from 

you, to me.” We might interpret this as confidence that a miracle would occur; Burgos, however, 

presented it as a kind of insolence. But, luckily, “most merciful God, in honor of the glorious 

Virgin Mary, refused to hear her” at that moment, and her miracle was granted.24 

 

 

******** 

These stories provide a rich resource for the study of everyday life. In their sheer number, 

they comprise a statistical record of sorts that can tell us something of the most common forms 

of disease, disability, or other personal calamity. Predictably, many recount the deaths of young 

children, either through sickness or accident (particularly drowning), while stillborn births and 

infertility also loom large. Adults mostly suffered from sudden illness, injuries caused by 

violence, or long-term disability: muteness, blindness, or the inability to use one or more limbs. 

But the Virgin Mary did not only aid those with physical ailments; the collections include many 

instances of people rescued from captivity in Muslim lands, freed from wrongful execution, or 

saved from shipwreck. Not all complaints were so dramatic—one woman called on the Virgin to 

                                                 
24 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 91r-v (emphasis added). 
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kill the mice raiding her garden—but all related to serious concerns.25 Beyond such a broad 

overview of the dangers of the time, the details in the stories tell us much more, offering little 

windows into people’s daily lives. The parents of the drowned toddler, for instance, mentioned 

above reported that the accident occurred while they were working in the house. Thinking that 

she was elsewhere in the house or out playing with other children “as she was accustomed,” it 

was not until much later that they noticed she was missing.26   

These details are banal—such is the stuff of everyday life—and mostly unsurprising. It is 

also unclear whether we can treat the stories as a valid statistical record. For they are stories. 

Despite the care taken to present them as credible, the seemingly endless succession of miracles 

granted to the blind, crippled, paralyzed, deaf-mute, or dead cannot but recall the miracles of 

Jesus as recounted in the Gospels. The often-graphic bodily details in many of these stories, 

moreover, are reminiscent of the physicality of the miracles recounted by the evangelists; Jesus 

healed through touch, by mixing his saliva with dirt, or through contact with his clothes. He 

healed those suffering from chronic complaints or solved quotidian problems, such as the lack of 

wine at a party or insufficient food among a multitude (a problem with which pilgrims were no 

doubt familiar!). All this raises the question of whether the authors of miracle stories were 

reporting events that took place in early modern Spain or aimed instead to present a kind of 

typological retelling of biblical stories that linked the life of Jesus with their own society (in 

much the same way, perhaps, as passion plays often featured biblical characters in early-modern 

attire). Yet many of these stories did not have biblical antecedents and so would seem to reveal 

something of contemporary problems. 

                                                 
25 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 73v. 
26 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 91r. 
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The real insights offered by the miracle stories, however, lay in how people responded to 

their struggles. Those responses were emotional. When faced with a sudden tragedy, they were 

shocked, stricken; when contemplating a future of disability or pain, they were despondent. And 

then, through divine intervention, grief and despair turned to joy. But it was not necessarily the 

miracle itself that transformed negative emotions to positive. Rather, it was the act of appealing 

to the Virgin that allowed people to control their feelings. The woman whose garden was 

infested with mice became so frustrated that she got down on her knees one day and prayed, 

promising to donate some wax to the monastery at Montserrat if her problem was solved. Then, 

“having eased (mitigado) her sorrow with the prayer and the vow she had made, having 

confidence that Our Lady had heard her,” she went to sleep, finding the mice dead the next 

morning.27 The mother of the drowned toddler was so confident in the efficacy of her prayer that 

not only was she impertinent in her prayers, she was able to ignore the evidence before her. After 

she prayed, a bit of blood came from her daughter’s mouth and bystanders opined that it was bile 

or perhaps the girl’s heart had ruptured. But the mother responded: “It is not that; it is a sign that 

the Virgin Mary will return her to me living.”28 In both cases, the confidence that a prayer would 

be answered helped people manage their feelings. 

Before getting deeper into the practices through which people used miracles to manage 

negative emotions, however, we should first consider contemporary understandings of such 

feelings, To do so, I would like to recount two stories from the collection dedicated to La Peña 

de Francia. The first tells of Martin de Gouvêa, a Portuguese knight with a strong attachment to 

the shrine, which he visited annually. And so, when his son Pantaleon fell ill, Martin devotedly 

prayed to the Virgin. Yet the boy died. While watching the priest’s preparations and the women 

                                                 
27 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 73v. 
28 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 91v. 
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of the household shroud his son’s body, Martin “could not suffer it, and left the house because of 

the great sorrow he had received.” After the burial, Martin went to the nearby hermitage of 

Nuestra Señora de Villartome “in order to rest and to allay the pain he had with him.” There he 

prayed again to Mary, asking why his earlier appeals had not been answered despite his great 

devotion to her. Leaving the hermitage, he went to the home of the Alcaide of Almendra, “and 

not to his own [home], so that he would no longer feel the pain that he had at the death of his 

son.” While there, he received word that his son was alive. “And the joy he received was 

great.”29 

The second story is that of Gil González and Isabel Sánchez, who had been married for 

five years, but had no children. As devout Christians, they gave alms to the procurers of La Peña 

de Francia, who told them of the image’s miracles and recommended that they pray to the 

Virgin, entrusting themselves to her. They did so, and Isabel was pregnant within the month. She 

gave birth to a boy while Gil was absent, but suffered from postpartum difficulties and died three 

days later. When Gil returned, those present told him, “Gil González, know that you have a son, 

but your wife has been dead since dawn. Therefore, give thanks to God, and do not have sorrow. 

For we must all walk this road, abiding by the will of God.” But Gil “began to cry very sadly” 

and offered a lengthy prayer to Mary, thanking her for the gift of the pregnancy, but noting that 

“not for ten children” had he wanted to lose his wife: “O blessed Virgin Mary, have pity on me, I 

don’t want to be alone, I don’t know what I’ll do with this child without a mother.”30 

Having confidence in the efficacy of his prayers, Martin was not overly concerned about 

his son’s illness. It was only after the boy died that he had powerful emotions. To address them, 

he did three things: he sought solitude in the hermitage, he prayed, and he went to another’s 

                                                 
29 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 57r-58v. 
30 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 60r-62v. 
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home rather than his own. Gil, for his part, similarly turned away from the comforts offered by 

his neighbors, preferring to address Mary through prayer. In both cases, the consolation of others 

did not help. To understand this, we should consider the terminology used in Martin’s story: 

Martin “had received sorrow,” or “had pain with him.” When told his son lived, “the joy he 

received was great.” In another miracle story, Martin (he was either very lucky or very unlucky), 

“received great sadness and feeling” at the sight of his dead daughter, “for he loved her very 

much.”31 Such phrasing, which was used especially often in this collection but which also 

appears elsewhere, expressed the understanding that emotions have external sources.32   

As Gil’s neighbors tried to tell him, that source was the will of God. Likewise, Martin’s 

son had fallen ill when “our Lord visited him with a grave sickness.” Just as doctors often could 

not cure the physical ailments, there was no human remedy for such divinely delivered grief. 

One could only turn to the mercy of the Virgin Mary and ask that she intervene on their behalf. 

She, in turn, was willing to provide that relief. In one of the relatively rare stories that included 

no appeal, Antonio de Fuertes y Biota told of the death of Queen Blanca of Navarre, after which 

the nobles of the kingdom were “all crying together and making a great lamentation at the death 

of such a blessed and noble woman.” But the Virgin of Pilar, wanting to “give succor and help to 

those who were in anguish and tribulation,” appeared in a vision to the Queen, who then arose. 

Those who had been crying continued, but now their tears came “much more from joy.”33  

How could one prepare oneself to be a worthy beneficiary of Mary’s grace? Both Martin 

and Gil had been devoted to La Peña de Francia, yet their children died. It was only when they 

                                                 
31 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 59v. 
32 For further discussion of powerful emotions as signs from God, see William A. Christian, Jr., “Provoked 
Religious Weeping in Early Modern Spain,” in Religion and Emotion: Approaches and Interpretations, ed. John 
Corrigan (Oxford, 2004), 39-45. 
33 Antonio de Fuertes y Biota, Historia de Nuestra Señora del Pilar de Çaragoza (Brussels: Guillelmo Scheybels, 
1654), 39. 
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prayed again to Mary, in both cases alluding to the perceived injustice of their situations, that 

they received miracles. On one level, we can interpret the ultimate success of their appeals as 

stemming from their unyielding faith. Certainly, that was part of the message. They also, 

however, took specific actions in response to the emotions they felt (or, rather, had received). 

Those actions gave them emotional consolation, a consolation made tangible by the physical 

restoration of their children. I would like to emphasize that the emotional transformations 

preceded, and perhaps made possible, the bodily miracles. Indeed their faith and devotion was, 

partially at least, what had permitted them to experience the depth of despair that brought them 

to Mary’s attention.  

In another example, Burgos wrote of a nun who had suffered a wasting disease for three 

years. One day, a messenger from Montserrat arrived at her convent and told her about the many 

miracles the holy image had worked. In response, she “took” great devotion and began to recite a 

special prayer each day, a practice that gave her the ability to receive powerful emotions. “And 

because she persevered so in her prayers and devotion, when, on Christmas eve, she heard the 

nuns singing matins while she was sick in her room, she took a great sadness and, with many 

tears, prayed.” Upon falling asleep, she had a vision in which the Virgin came to her and touched 

her. Upon waking in full health, she rose from bed and “very joyfully” told her sisters of what 

had happened.34 Her newfound piety, inspired by the messenger’s words and the hope of a 

miracle, enabled her to properly experience and manage her emotions. Devotion and emotion are 

almost interchangeable here, a parallel intensified by the use of the same verb with both (tomar). 

The story culminates with her joyful telling of the miracle, but she never could have been open to 

receiving that joy, had she not first experienced despondency. So too with Martin and Gil; their 

prior desolation made possible their later joy.  
                                                 
34 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 65r-v (emphasis added).  
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These understandings fit well with the contemporary spiritual guides penned by 

Francisco de Osuna, Ignatius Loyola, Teresa de Ávila and others. These texts, explicitly didactic 

in tone, trained readers to cultivate their emotions. Osuna, for instance, outlined an affective 

form of prayer called recogimiento (recollection) whose practitioners controlled their emotions, 

not by repressing them, but by focusing them on appropriate goals, particularly the love of God. 

Through constant practice and through both the internal experience and the external markers of 

sorrow—tears and sighs—the believer would ultimately achieve serenity.35 Similarly, Loyola 

advised readers to envision Christ’s sufferings and then, “with much effort, to bring oneself to 

grief, sorrow, and tears.”36 And Teresa de Ávila, who practiced Osuna’s recogimiento, lamented 

her youthful inability to feel or openly express sadness when reading the Passion because her 

heart “was so hard.”37 Later, she would bring herself to tears by imagining moments in the life of 

Christ or the saints. When, after years of dedicated prayer and striving, she had an Augustinian 

moment of conversion, it was characterized by weeping; she was “lost in tears,” tears which 

moved God to compassion.38 For all these authors, it was the experience of sorrow that brought 

one closer to God and led to love, joy, and consolation. Devotion and emotion were 

inseparable.39  

The spiritual guides advocated rigorous emotional training centered on affective 

responses to biblical stories. But recipients of miracles found cause enough for sorrow in their 

daily lives and had little time for intense self-scrutiny; they acted by “by custom and devotion” 

and sought mercy at moments of trouble, not (or at least not explicitly) a mystical connection 
                                                 
35 Francisco de Osuna, Tercer abecedario spiritual, ed. Saturnino López Santidrián (Madrid, 1972), 7.3, 9.1, 10.1-2. 
36 Ignatius Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises and Selected Works, ed. George E. Ganss (New York, 1991), no. 195; 
Carrera, “The Emotions,” 248-9. 
37 Teresa de Ávila, El libro de la vida, in Obras completas de Santa Teresa de Jesús, ed. Efrén de la Madre de Dios 
and Otger Steggink (Madrid, 1986), 3.1. For a more detailed discussion, see Elena Carrera, Pasión and afección in 
Teresa of Avila and Francisco de Osuna,” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 84 (2007): 175-191. 
38 Teresa de Ávila, Libro de la vida, 9.1-2, 9.5, 9.9. 
39 For instance, Osuna, Tercer abecedario, 14.7; Teresa de Ávila, Libro de la vida, 9.10. 
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with God.40 Yet they too used piety to manage their emotions, and were so able to feel pain 

deeply enough to utter a cri de cœur that would attract the Virgin’s attention. They too had the 

faith necessary for such to be emotionally efficacious. But their tearful laments are presented as 

uncalculated, as nearly automatic responses to the situations in which they found themselves.  

When faced with tragedy or when contemplating future tribulations, people’s thoughts would 

turn to the Virgin Mary, as if of their own accord, and they broke spontaneously into tearful 

prayer. 

Martin Alonso, in his grief, had recalled all the stories of miracles he had heard, and that 

led him to pray.41 Elsewhere, Burgos told the story of Pedro Alabre, who had been unable to 

rescue his son when the boy had fallen in a lake. When he finally managed to pull the body from 

the water, Pedro and his wife were “in pain, and while crying in front of it, remembered the 

miracles continually performed by Nuestra Señora de Montserrat. Getting on their knees right 

there, they prayed with many tears and great devotion to the most holy Virgin.” They persevered 

in those prayers through the night and the boy returned to life.42 Such was the case also with 

Juan Gómez and Beatriz Alonso, for whom “it was the will of God” that their son died of an 

illness. Since they had no other son, “they received much sorrow and pain. And, while feeling 

such feelings at the death of their son and being so tired, they remembered the many and great 

miracles that our Lord had done and worked at the request of his blessed Mother for all those 

who entrusted themselves with devotion to her in her most devout house of La Peña de 

Francia.”43  

                                                 
40 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 51v. 
41 See above, p. 11. 
42 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 72r. 
43 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 48r. 
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Such remembrance prompted the grieving person to turn their pain toward pious (and 

productive) ends. The ability to do so was a result of their existing piety; the devotions built into 

their daily routines meant that prayers of supplication were a natural, obvious response to 

tribulations. Monique Scheer has defined practices as those actions executed by a mindful body 

in a skillful and unconsciously learned manner, and emotional practices as the “habits, rituals, 

and everyday pastimes that aid us in achieving a certain emotional state.”44 The authors of 

miracle books explicitly aimed to instill in readers just this kind of visceral approach to the faith. 

They did so through the repetition of afflictions, responses, and outcomes. Again and again, they 

showed, rather than explained, how deep faith and confidence in the efficacy of prayer allowed 

myriad people to both mitigate their negative emotions and remove the source of those emotions. 

They did so also by directly linking the extraordinary to the mundane and the spiritual to the 

physical in stories that readers could easily relate to their own lives.  

 

 

******** 

Most of the stories I have recounted thus far describe miracles that occurred at the 

invocation of a particular image of the Virgin and for which the beneficiary subsequently 

traveled to the shrine to give thanks. Others, like Julián, made their pilgrimage in search of a 

cure. In all cases, visitors encountered physical and social environments particularly suited to 

penance, devotion, and intense feeling. For Burgos, “God arranged and ordered this house and 

mountain [of Montserrat] so that everything seems designed to move and provoke all who come 

here to devotion.” And, when all the pilgrims came together before the image, offering their 

prayers “with great devotion and tears… there is no heart that would see and hear this and not 
                                                 
44 Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice,” 202, 208-9. 
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break into tears, and be so hard that it is not moved to contrition and penance.” There is, he 

concluded, “no tongue that can explain” the depth of their piety.45 Fuertes y Biota expressed the 

same sentiment about the shrine to Nuestra Señora de Pilar in Zaragosa, writing that, “I cannot 

describe it, though I have seen it plenty of times and have it right now [in my mind] as if actually 

seeing it.” He went on to note that, there, everything was conducive to devotion, and the shrine 

was always full of people and song.46 When describing the pilgrimage to Nuestra Señora de la 

Cabeza, Olid expounded at great length on the crowd, how colors of their clothes contrasted with 

the harsh landscape, the sounds of bells and of groans and cries, and how all these affected 

pilgrims’ moods, leading them to experience “an indescribable joy.”47 At the shrines, miracles 

occurred on a daily basis. And yet they lost none of their power: “it always seems like something 

new to us, and newly worthy of admiration.”48  

Both the shrines themselves and the process of visiting them offered means of unlocking 

devotional and emotional responses for those who had been unable to accomplish this in their 

everyday settings. Martin de Gouvêa had to leave his home and go to a nearby hermitage before 

he could pray effectively. But others traveled much further. The experience of pilgrimage was 

sensory but also physical; pilgrims braved the dangers and rigors of travel, often barefoot, 

through terrain always described as barren and steep. These sufferings might mirror the routine 

challenges of life; they certainly intensified them. Having lost her sight, for instance, Maria, wife 

of Juan Roig, became very devout and each day tearfully appealed to the Virgin of Montserrat. 

After many days of this, she decided to travel to the shrine by foot from Valencia (a journey of 

350 kilometers by modern roads). As she each day “afflicted her body with the road,” she 

                                                 
45 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f.  25v-26r, 28v. 
46 Fuertes y Biota, Historia de Nuestra Señora del Pilar, 11-13. 
47 Olid, Panegirico historial, 284-5. 
48 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 28v. 
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regained her sight bit by bit until she had full use of her eyes as she entered the church.49 Such 

practices not only expressed one’s sense of repentance, they created an embodied experience of 

regret.50 Maria, and others, used the physical pain of the journey to intensify their emotions and 

to mobilize that that emotional pain in the service of her piety—she prayed “continuously” on 

the road.  

Some pilgrimage stories centered on the sacralization of mundane objects.  Juana de la 

Cruz healed pilgrims at Santa María de la Cruz in Cubas in a myriad of ways, including by 

touching or blessing the simple foods they ate. But Antonio Daça, her biographer, particularly 

emphasized the rosary beads that God blessed on her behalf. These beads eventually passed into 

many hands and performed all manner of miracles, thus confirming the value of this daily 

religious practice. The stories sometimes had a touch of casual humor about them, recalling 

everyday foibles. Ana de Montoya, while completing a novena at Cubas in thanks for the healing 

of her husband, prayed that she too might have one of these beads. “And as she stood there, one 

came through the air, having fallen from on high, and hit her in the forehead” in front of several 

other women.51 But nothing was so commonplace that it could not become miraculous at a 

shrine. A woman suffering from leg pain so terrible that “no one in the house could sleep 

because of her cries,” began to pray to the Virgin. One day, she fell asleep in the midst of her 

prayers and had a vision in which Mary told her to go to Montserrat. There, she should take some 

dirt from near the altar and put in on her legs.52 Another woman, who had undertaken a 

pilgrimage on behalf of her crippled son, asked a priest to encircle the statue of Mary with a bit 

of string she had brought with her. When she returned with the string, “her son was very happy 

                                                 
49 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 71v. 
50 See Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice,” 210. 
51 Daça, Historia, vida, y milagros, f. 50v. 
52 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 55v. 
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and spoke with great devotion,” and was healed.53 Here, an everyday object brought to the shrine 

gained consoling and healing powers that remained when the woman brought it back to its 

normal setting.  

These examples highlight an essential point about the experience of pilgrimage, and 

about the broader character of the miracle stories. The miracle books describe the environment of 

the shrine as transcendent, a setting in which social and sensory stimuli affected pilgrims’ 

emotional states and responses.  As Olid put it, for instance, the pilgrims’ “voices, rogations, and 

prayers never cease until the Most Holy Virgin has performed some miracle, and then they grow 

stronger, so that all is confusion, amazement, and holy uproar, which is known as the piety of 

Nuestra Señora de la Cabeza, and everyone is bathed in tears and flushed from the sighs.”54 As 

Scheer points out, the “presence of other people, a crowd expressing emotion loudly, or music 

not of our own choosing can cause us to do an emotion and lead to other managing practices.”55 

This fits with much of the modern scholarship on pilgrimage, particularly that of Victor and 

Edith Turner, who argued that pilgrimage is a transitional moment characterized by a sense of 

“universalism and openness,” which they described as comunitas.56 Central to this understanding 

of pilgrimage is its physicality, with many bodies moving purposefully, and often painfully, in 

shared space. Even beyond the physical challenge of travel and the dream of renewed health, 

Bonnie Wheeler has argued that, on pilgrimage, “body yearns for body, contact feeds contact, 

and the corporeal yearns for contact beyond mortality.”57 From this perspective, pilgrimage is 

                                                 
53 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 81r. 
54 Olid, Panegirico historial, 288-9. 
55 Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice,” 209-10. 
56 Victor Turner and Edith Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture, revised edition (New York, 2011 
[1978]), 250-1.  
57 Bonnie Wheeler, “Models of Pilgrimage: From Comunitas to Confluence,” Journal of Ritual Studies 13 (1999), 
29-31.  
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characterized by intense social, physical, and emotional valences that separate it entirely from 

the kinds of everyday private devotions and invocations discussed above.  

Yet, as we have seen, pilgrimage and daily life were intertwined on multiple levels. 

Burgos listed the various reasons one might visit the shrine. People came, he wrote, in thanks for 

miracles received, or to seek new miracles, or to invigorate their faith. And some, he added, 

“come from abhorrence of the world, and its pomps and vanities, and to escape the insidious 

snares of the enemy of human nature.” But those were the people likely to remain there as clergy 

or servants.58 For the vast majority, pilgrimage served a need that originated in ordinary life. 

Megan Holmes has highlighted a similar tension in her work on Florentine miracles, noting that 

the effectiveness of holy images “depended upon the apparently contradictory conditions of 

devotees’ immediate, intimate sensorial experience of these sacred material objects (and the 

extended cultural memory of this contact), and their awe-struck acknowledgement of the 

inapprehensible, ineffable alterity of these same objects… images were experienced by devotees 

as both accessible and inaccessible, close and distant, familiar and ‘other’.” That dynamic, she 

argues, both sustained belief in the power of images and helped to generate the charged 

emotions, intense sensory experiences, and high hopes of pilgrims. 59 

People learned to think of images and miracles this way through books, yes, but also 

through word-of-mouth and daily practice. People regularly talked about miracles, trading 

stories, recommending a particular image to one in need, and reveling in the glory that such 

miracles brought to Spain or to their little corner of it. Some of this was intentional; Martin 

Alonso and others knew about miracles because of what traveling officials from one shrine or 

another had told them. But, when a Fray Ortuño, a third-order Franciscan from a house in Paris, 

                                                 
58 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 27r-v. 
59 Holmes, “Miraculous Images,” 456-7. 
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visited Castile, he “heard talk of the devotion of Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, and of its 

marvels, and how Simon Vela had been the one to find the precious image.” Moved by devotion 

as well as by a desire to see Vela, he went on pilgrimage to the shrine.60 When Mattheo 

Matamoro died, his wife made an impassioned appeal to the Virgin Mary, vowing to make a 

pilgrimage to Montserrat. After Mattheo’s resurrection, the couple completed the vow but also 

“gave a sermon” (hizieron predicar) about the miracle, “so that the hearts of the faithful, by these 

wonders, be aroused to the love of God, and faith, and hope.”61 Another family went on 

pilgrimage after their son, who had died from oleander poisoning, had been resuscitated, and “all 

along the road, they preached in praise and exultation of the mother of God, increasing the 

devotion of all those who entrusted themselves to the blessed Lady in their need.”62 And, as 

Julián’s story suggests, miracles were also the stuff of casual conversation. This was perhaps, in 

itself, an emotional practice; people constantly reminded themselves and others than miracles 

were real and common and accessible.  

It was not only that miracles served ordinary needs; thinking about miracles was rooted in 

ordinary religious practice. While the beads of Juana de la Cruz are a striking example of such 

links, people customarily sought and received spiritual and emotional consolation in their daily 

lives. Such practices—regular repetition of prayers and rosaries, religious images in the 

household, visits to churches and other nearby sacred spaces, as well as communal processions 

and vows—differed from pilgrimage or desperate, tearful appeals to the Virgin in degree rather 

than kind. They had the same purposes: to incur divine favor and to manage emotions.63 These 

regular practices also instilled in people a sense of how to appeal for a miracle and how to act on 

                                                 
60 Historia y milagros de Nuestra Señora de la Peña de Francia, 35v. 
61 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 95v. 
62 Burgos, Libro de la Historia, f. 84v. 
63 See Christian, Local Religion, for an overview of daily practices.   
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pilgrimage, creating what Pierre Bourdieu likened to a “feel for the game,” a mostly-unconscious 

knowledge of what is appropriate in a particular situation.64 Supplicants and pilgrims knew what 

would and what might happen. They knew how they could and might act, when quiet piety was 

suitable and when it was time for “indiscreet devotion.” One did not have to read formal spiritual 

guides to know that tears and groans and sighs garnered God’s favor and could lead to visible 

signs of that favor, or that proximity to a wondrous healing, even to the point of grabbing at the 

clothes of a healed person, was desirable. Those expectations, which were unconscious, bodily, 

and emotional, made miracle stories believable and practical. 

Miracle books were a formalized version of the spoken stories and enacted practices. 

They had a didactic purpose, but that purpose was not intellectual. Rather, the authors saw 

themselves in the role of the procurers who had chatted with Martin Alonso or the messenger 

who visited the wasted nun. They aimed to inspire a visceral, automatic faith that readers could 

remember, and use, in times of need. Bourdieu called such deeply-founded beliefs and values 

“doxa”, arguing that, through them, “the natural and social world appears as self-evident” and 

learned and skilled actions seem natural.65 Thus, to the authors of miracle books, it was obvious 

that a suffering person should invoke the Virgin in hope of a miracle and that such a miracle 

would be granted; it was obvious, too, that submitting to divine protection—“entrusting” oneself 

to the Virgin, as the stories often phrase it—would alleviate negative emotions or that pilgrims 

would swarm the recipient of a miracle. To make these notions equally self-evident to their 

readers, Burgoes and others kept their stories simple, repeated the key ideas again and again, and 

embedded the stories within both the realities of daily life and the sacred landscape. To read the 

miracle books was to practice the stories, to learn them so well that they became part of oneself.  

                                                 
64 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Stanford, 1990 [1980]), 66. 
65 Bourdieu, Logic of Practice, 5; idem, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, 1977 
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And, though this was not their primary purpose, miracle books modeled emotional 

practices through which the faithful might manage unwanted feelings—such as grief, despair, 

and fear about the future—replacing them with the confident hope of a miracle. In doing so, they 

provide insight into contemporary understandings of what emotions were and how they 

originated. They point to how ordinary people might experience, interpret, and respond to the 

challenges and tragedies of their lives. And they help to explain the fervor and energy with 

which pilgrims reacted to miraculous events. Such strategies were akin to the emotional 

cultivation techniques of the well-known spiritual guides by Ignatius Loyola, Teresa de Ávila, 

and others. Spiritual guides, however, advocated a withdrawal, either partial or complete, from 

the concerns of worldly life. The miracle books, intended for a different audience, made no such 

demands. They instead integrated the miraculous and the everyday.  


