Miracles
Candidates should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of:

• different definitions of miracle, including an understanding of Hume;

• the biblical concept of miracle and the issues this raises about God’s activity in the world;

• the concept of miracle, and criticisms made by Hume and Wiles;

• the implications of the concept of miracle for the problem of evil.

Candidates should be able to discuss whether modern people can be expected to believe in miracles, and whether miracles suggest an arbitrary or partisan God. Candidates should be able to discuss these areas critically and their strengths and weaknesses.

I: The Definition of a ‘Miracle’


· There are a number of ways of thinking about miracles.
· The word is a common one in English usage, for example when an accident happens that had the potential to be much worse, we might say ‘It’s a miracle that no one was killed.’  
· Latin roots in word miraculum meaning ‘wonder’
· philosophically-speaking, a miracle is defined as something more - it is very generally considered to be something extraordinary which originates within the realm of ‘divine activity’ for a particular purpose.
· We would not call some apparently supernatural event which did nothing but harm a miracle, but we might call it a miracle if it did good.  (Ahluwalia notes this does raise the issue of perspective: e.g. plagues in Egypt)
· The difference between a ‘wonderful event’ and a ‘miracle’ emphasised by John Macquarrie, who suggests that C19th  philosophers and theologians tried to argue everything is a miracle, because everything is brought about by God, but this is not very helpful as the word then loses any kind of meaning.

· These quotations state that miracles are:

· irregular occurrences which tend to be surprising
· originate from outside the universe

· do not conform to regular patterns in the universe

· are thought of as having a divine agent (=God note Hume leaves room for the possibility that miracles could be performed by angels or demons)
· Additionally, the fact that miracles are associated with religious groups means that we can also add two other dimensions:

· Miracles are considered to have a purpose and significance

· Miracles are interpreted (understood) religiously

· Mother Teresa:  Ahluwalia references discussions which took place following the death of Mother Teresa of Calcutta in 1997.  Look back at these and make sure you can give this example
· Thomas Aquinas:  C13th in Summa Contra Gentiles defined miracles as “those things… which are done by divine power apart from the order generally followed in things”. He recognised calling an event a ‘miracle’ puts an interpretation onto what happened and expresses an opinion.  For a miracle to be worthy of the name ‘miracle’ it must be intrinsically wonderful, not just to this person or to that person (ruling out the use of the word miracle to describe an everyday occurrence, such as childbirth.)  

Aquinas classified three groups or ‘ranks’ of miracles:
· 1. The highest rank are events done by God that could never happen in nature, e.g stopping the sun and the moon to allow time for Joshua and his men to destroy their enemies (Joshua 10:13) or where God made a shadow move backwards as a sign to Hezekiah (Isaiah 38:7-8). 

· 2. The second rank are events done by God that could occur naturally within nature, but not in that particular way, or at that particular speed, or in that particular order, e.g physical healings, such as the healing of the man with leprosy (Mark 1:40-45) or the healing of the paralytic (Mark 2:1-12) or the healing of the man with the withered hand (Mark 3:1-5).  Today we might argue that some of these ‘healings’ do happen naturally or with medical help.
· 3. The third rank are events done by God that can happen within nature (e.g. forms of healing), but that God does by another means (e.g. proclaiming the forgiveness of sins). E.g. the healing of the paralytic (Mark 2:1-12), Jesus forgives the sins of the man in question, and his physical infirmities are healed. (Jesus asks the Pharisees, “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven’, or to say, ‘Stand up and take your mat and walk’?”, Mark 2:9)

· Miracles have a source or origin outside of the Universe.

· Miracles are caused by an external agent.

· This agent is the divine agent, God.

· This external agent must act from outside and thus could be described as ‘interventionist’ (because He intervenes from outside).

· Miracles have a particular purpose. They demonstrate God’s power (in the Old Testament example) and, in the New Testament examples, confirm and validate Jesus’ authority to teach, to preach and to forgive sins. They are ‘signs’ of the coming of the Kingdom of God.

· Biblical miracles also serve a purpose to the reader of the text. John’s Gospel says that miracles should persuade the reader: “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30-31).

Traditional definitions: Miracles violate the “laws of nature”
Augustine: "A miracle is something difficult, which seldom occurs, surpassing the faculty of nature, and going far beyond our hopes as to compel our astonishment" De Utilitate Credendi, XVI.
Aquinas: "Now a miracle is so called as being full of wonder, in other words, as having a cause absolutely hidden from all. This cause is God. Therefore those things which God does outside of the causes which we know are called miracles" S.T. Ia, 105, 7.

Modern definitions: Miracles are unusual events imbued with religious significance

Rudolph Bultmann: "It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles. We may think we can manage it in our own lives, but to expect others to do so is to make the Christian faith unintelligible and unacceptable to the modern world" (Rudolph Bultmann, "New Testament and Mythology," in Kerygma and Myth)

Paul Tillich: "Miracles cannot be interpreted in terms of a supranatural interference in natural processes. ...A genuine miracle is first of all an event which is astonishing, unusual, shaking, without contradicting the rational structure of reality. In the second place, it is an event which points to the mystery of being, expressing its relation to us in a definite way. In the third place, it is an occurrence which is received as a sign-event in an ecstatic experience" Systematic Theology I

Bultmann and Tillich both reject violating the laws of nature. Tillich instead understands a miracle to be something that points us towards the mystery of God in some way.

II: Is it theoretically possible for miracles to occur?

a. R.F. Holland and anti-realist thinking
( YES, it is possible for miracles to occur
The Laws of Nature are fixed, ‘violations’ of these Laws do NOT happen. However, coincidences within the Laws can be interpreted religiously and called a ‘miracle’.
A number of scholars wish to uphold the idea of the Laws of Nature on account of ‘Scientific intelligibility’ (i.e. we need those Laws because they make the universe possible to understand) and choose to think of miracles as “unexpected and fortuitous events” (Brian Davies) or “extraordinary coincidences seen in a religious way” (R.F.Holland).  So they argue that it is possible for miracles to occur.
R.F. Holland argued that an event which is thought of as ‘luck’ or ‘coincidence’ outside of religion is seen within religion as a miracle or work of God, e.g. small boy stuck on a railway line – the driver of the train, who cannot see the boy, unexpectedly faints and falls onto the brake lever bringing the train to a halt, saving the boy. His mother claims that a miracle has taken place.
b. John Hick, Donald McKinnon and (to a certain extent) David Hume and Maurice Wiles
( NO, it is not possible for miracles to occur, since it is not possible (or acceptable in the case of Wiles) to believe that God acts to violate nature’s laws

The Laws of Nature are fixed and all action within the world is covered by these Laws. The more we know about the Universe, the more our knowledge about these Laws will expand. Nothing happens contrary to these Laws.
· John Hick defines natural laws as “generalisations formulated retrospectively to cover whatever has, in fact, happened”. Anything that has happened in the Universe (even something unlikely) should make us widen our understanding of the natural law and incorporate the possibility of the new event. Laws are established on the basis of empirical (=witnesses) evidence. So, Hick argues, “we can declare a priori that there are no miracles”.
· Donald McKinnon - it is not logically possible to conceive that a law of nature be violated. Although that McKinnon believes that God is omnipotent (He is all-powerful to act), God cannot do the logically impossible – because the logically impossible is not an actual ‘thing’ that can be ‘done’. For to ascribe the logically impossible to God is not to ascribe any action to Him at all.
· David Hume is a traditional philosophical sceptic. Hume writes quite critically of miracles.  Technically, Hume’s point is that evidence for miracles is impossible (that it would be impossible for us to prove that miracles do happen – see ‘III: Do miracles, in fact, happen?’  It is possible, though, to infer that Hume believes that it is very unlikely that miracles ever occur, because of the overwhelming evidence of the Laws of Nature

· Maurice Wiles in God’s Action in the World rejects the idea of any interventions by God in the created universe, arguing that the universe is part of a single ongoing act of creation by God, but not allowing God the God ability to intervene specifically in the world.  (He maintains a ‘realist’ position, but sees God only as performing a single act, which is to create and sustain the universe (see later)
c. William Rowe
( YES, it is possible for miracles to occur, because God can do anything

· Traditional position that there are fixed laws of nature AND God can violate/intervene when He chooses to.

· For Rowe, God’s omnipotent ability is an ability to act (i.e. to bring about a particular event).

· God is the traditional God of Classical Theism, possessing omniscience, omnipotence and all-perfections.

· God can act in any logically possible way, but He only acts in good ways according to His own perfection
d. Richard Swinburne
( YES, it is possible for miracles occur, because the ‘Laws of Nature’ are not absolute ‘Laws’, they are just descriptions of what normally happens.

· The laws of nature are reasonably predictable and, if an apparently ‘impossible’ event happens, it is fair to call it a miracle.

· These laws describe ‘events that happen’, but in the limited sense of laws as they appear in “regular and predictable ways”

· Swinburne states that, “when what happens is entirely irregular and unpredictable, its occurrence is not something describable by natural laws”

· When it comes to the definition of ‘Laws of Nature’, we have two options:

· A Law that holds without exception

· A principle which generally explains what happens

· Swinburne accepts the second definition, and so finds no problem with God acting in improbable ways.
e. John Polkinghorne
( YES, it is possible for miracles occur, because ultra-modern scientific theory rejects the idea of a ‘clockwork universe’ and instead proposes quantum theory, in which miracles could possible happen

· (retired) Professor of Science at Cambridge University, who is also a minister in the Church of England.

· Science, he claims, has moved on beyond ‘fixed laws of nature’ and now considers that we must also recognise the fact that science also proves unpredictability (for example in quantum theory).

· Famously, he said that “a clockwork universe is no longer on the scientific agenda”.

· Within atoms, for example, there is a large degree of unpredictability of particles at the sub-atomic level.

· So miracles are possible, because the laws of nature are not fixed.

· the space between the conformation of reality to general laws and specific unpredictable events could be an entry point for God’s actions e.g. miracles.

f. St. Thomas Aquinas
( YES, it is possible for miracles occur, because God is always acting in the world – ‘the Laws of Nature’ are God’s regular actions, when we speak of ‘miracles’ we are speaking of God’s irregular actions.

· Every single event in the world is totally and directly dependent upon God.

· This fits with the Biblical account of God who is not just creator, but also sustainer of the world 
· God is always acting: the fact that He holds the Universe in place is his ‘regular’ or ‘general’ divine action.

· Even the Laws of nature are part of His general divine action.
· God is present in every action, so God does not ‘break’ or ‘violate’ a Law, He just changes momentarily the way He normally sustains the Universe.

III: What is the evidence for miracles (including Biblical miracles) and how reliable is this evidence (including criticisms from Wiles and Hume)?


A The testimony of individuals

· Often miracles are not first-hand experiences. They are reported to us by and from others. They are, in a sense, second-hand. Philosophers therefore speak of the ‘testimony’ of individuals.

· It is important to recall one or two memorable stories of miracles.

· Since we are forced to trust the testimony of other people if we are to believe in miracles, this raises some important criticisms (see below).

B The accounts of miracles in the Bible
· significant feature of both the Old Testament and the New Testament and they raise interesting questions about the nature and extent of God’s activity in the world.
Old Testament (the Hebrew Bible or Torah) they are used as examples of God’s saving power and of His love for, and special interest in, His people, e.g. parting of the Red Sea at the Exodus
· Examples from the Old Testament can be used to illustrate St Thomas Aquinas’s highest rank of miracles, events in which God acts in ways that are physically or naturally impossible, e.g. parting of the Red Sea, stopping the sun and the moon to allow time for Joshua and his men to destroy their enemies (Joshua 10:13) or where God made a shadow move backwards a sign to Hezekiah (Isaiah 38:7-8.)
· Within the Jewish tradition, miracles such as these are an essential part of ‘the Jewish story’.  They are taken as evidence of the extent of God’s saving power and of God’s care for His chosen people; the stories of what God has done for His people throughout their history are repeated in homes and synagogues at festivals throughout the year.
· This history of God’s intervention in the world to ‘save’ His chosen people, has been questioned by some Jewish thinkers as indicating, in stark contrast, a ‘failure’ on the part of God to act to prevent the atrocities of the Holocaust.  This has led some thinkers to call for an end to the view of an interventionist God in covenant with the Jews, for example Richard Rubenstein in After Auschwitz. Emil Fackenheim, on the other hand, sees the Holocaust as a new ‘epoch-making event’, and argued that it is necessary to look within it for a new form of revelation.  Fackenheim holds that people must still affirm their belief in God and God's continued role in the world and that the Holocaust reveals a new Biblical commandment, "We are forbidden to hand Hitler posthumous victories". He said that rejecting God and God’s saving power because of the Holocaust was like giving in to Hitler.
New Testament Christian biblical tradition, miracles are used as
·  proof by the gospel writers to show that Jesus really was the messiah the Jews were expecting to fulfil the Old Testament prophecy

· to confirm Jesus as the Son of God and show that Jesus had God’s absolute power over nature, for example in miracle stories such as the calming of the storm (Luke 8:22-24) or Jesus walking on water (Matthew 14:22-33) and to demonstrate his ultimate power over evil, for example when Jesus drives out the evil demons from two possessed men (Matthew 8:28-34.)
·  ‘signs’ or ‘indicators’ that the Kingdom of God is coming and of what this will involve, for example people being restored to full health, or given vision, which could work on both a literal and symbolic level

· The miracles show Jesus’s ability to give new life even to those who have died, for example in the stories of the raising of Jarius’s daughter and of Lazarus.

· faced re-examination in the light of the changed context they are now approached in.  Questions raised as to nature of a God who intervenes in the world to change the course of specific events, but allows huge atrocities, such as the Holocaust or Rwandan genocide (e.g. Maurice Wiles) and to the purpose and historicity of these stories.
Now, loosely, there are three approaches to making sense of biblical miracles:
Literalist/fundamentalist approaches

Approach is to take the biblical miracles very literally, a by-product of understanding of the Bible as the “Word of God”.  All of the miracles happened as written and demonstrate the power of God in some way. The whole essence of the Christian message depends upon the concept of miracle: the miracle of God becoming incarnate, born of a virgin; the miracle of his taking on the sin of the world; and the miracle of his resurrection.  They might argue that to reject the view that God performs miracles is to reject the whole of Christianity.
CRITICISM - Can rational people be expected to accept the occurrence of supernatural events? Bultmann, “It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles. We may think we can manage it in our own lives, but to expect others to do so is to make the Christian faith unintelligible and unacceptable to the modern world" 
Demythologising/reductionist approaches

Many Liberal Christians are uncomfortable with the biblical miracles and so seek to explain the apparent miracles in other terms. 

· In the C19th - D.F. Strauss believed that the biblical miracle stories were actually misunderstood in the process of retelling e.g. when Jesus brought Jairus’ daughter back from the dead she wasn’t actually dead but instead had a sleeping sickness..  The task of the theologian is to explain these embarrassing miracles.
CRITICISM - many people are unhappy with reducing the miracle stories to ‘misunderstandings’.

· Rudolph Bultmann, miracles are ‘mythological’, with misleading features representative of life in the C1st.  Biblical studies should ‘demythologise’ and rediscover the historical Jesus. The stories were ‘expressions’ relevant to the bigger questions of existence. The New Testament is about the need for individuals to reach a personal decision about the direction their life was to take in relation to God.  Modern, intelligent and literate people could not seriously accept the supernatural elements of the Gospel stories, such as angels, the virgin birth and miraculous events, but this doesn’t mean you have to reject Christianity.  By de-mythologising the Old and the New Testament, Christianity became a more credible and indeed a vital option

CRITICISM - where does a ‘de-mythologising’ of the New Testament leave Christianity?  (Remember notes on Hick’s The Myth of the God Incarnate, which you could mention here.)  Many feel that there are central beliefs which are based on miraculous events, and these should be taken literally and not seen as myth, for example the virgin birth, the physical resurrection of Jesus and the incarnation.  If these are myths, Christianity becomes nothing more than general advice to people.  It should not be taken for granted that a rationalist, scientific way of looking at the world is necessarily the best one. Note the ethical objections of Maurice Wiles are also relevant under this heading.
Theological/interpretative approaches

Seek to put questions about whether a miracle “actually happened” into second place. Of primary importance is the meaning in the miracle. As Augustine said: The miracle which we admire on the outside also has something inside which must be understood. We need to resist the “fairytale” way of thinking (although there is no doubt that Augustine thought that these miracles had really occurred) and look for the inner meaning of the miracles. This resists the problems of asking “Why doesn’t God heal everyone?” but also avoids the temptation of treating miracles as an embarrassment to explain away.

CRITICISM Arguably, in not addressing those issues, the issues are left unresolved for some.)

Make sure that you can apply these approaches to specific examples of miracles to further exemplify the strengths and weaknesses of these approaches.
There are a number of criticisms of the occurrence of miracles 

· ( What is the difference between a miracle and a normal coincidence?

· ( Misunderstanding and Demythologisation (Strauss and Bultmann).
· ( Some miracles seem pointless - Mel Thompson comments on a religious ceremony in St. Claire’s Basilica, Naples, in which the dried blood of a saint (who died in 305AD) is said to liquefy spontaneously. Religious believers might see this as a ‘good omen’, but it is difficult to see why God should act in this particular way.
· ( Moral objections to miracles
Maurice Wiles (1923-2005) 
· part of a group who wrote The Myth of God Incarnate, edited by John Hick, which argued that some of the first-century ways of looking at the world were no longer appropriate in the modern day.
· In 1986, Wiles wrote “The Action of God in the World”, which aimed to explain how God could be seen as taking part in the affairs of people and show concern for the events in history, but in a reinterpreted way that could make sense to modern people, rather than those in biblical time.  
· Asked questions about the nature of miracles, explaining that Christian teaching has always interwoven prophecy and miracle as the two key pointers to its main message: the incarnation of God in Christ.
· Early Christians accepted miracles, seeing creation and all of nature as entirely dependent on the will of God.

· For Wiles, it was quite possible for God to interact with the world (God is omnipotent). God’s action in the world is along the same lines as Aquinas – continued existence and upholding of the world is a “single act of God”. God does not intervene in particular ways, every “act” is part of God’s continual act of creation.  
· Wiles did not reject the possibility of miracles occurring for scientific, rationalist reasons, he did not see the world as a ‘closed, deterministically ordered system.’  The problem is of making sense of the morality and wisdom of God.  The real difficulty for Wiles is actually related to the problem of evil: 

“Miracles must by definition be relatively infrequent…yet even so, it would seem strange that no miraculous intervention prevented Auschwitz or Hiroshima, while the purposes apparently forwarded by some of the miracles acclaimed in traditional Christian faith seem trivial by comparison. Thus to acknowledge even the possibility of miracles raises acute problems for theodicy” (God’s Action in the World)

· God could perform miracles and suspend the laws of nature if He wanted to, but if He does it would be impossible for this to happen very often, otherwise there would be no discernable ‘laws of nature’.  If the sea dried up every time someone was about to drown, for example, it would be impossible for us to determine what the natural world was going to do next.

· If God can perform miracles (and sometimes does so) then the issue of why he does not save those apparently most deserving comes to the fore as the Problem of Evil. Why did God do nothing to prevent Auschwitz or Hiroshima, the Asian Tsunami or the Pakistan earthquake?

· Wiles compared enormous tragedies, where there was no miracle, with some of the New Testament stories, and argued that it becomes very difficult to see why God would, for example, give back the sight of an individual Blind man, yet let many only people die horribly, without doing something to help?  God either has favourites, or acts completely arbitrarily in an unfair way, lacking in compassion. 
· There is no sense of God acting “morally”; such a God is not worthy of our praise.  For Wiles, it had to be that God works in the world in other ways, not with these sudden random miracles for just a chosen few.
· Wiles does maintain a realist position.  He argues that all special interventions by God, even paradigm interventions like the incarnation or resurrection of Jesus, have to be understood in alternative ways that in terms of selective divine action, but he does maintain that there is a creator God.  Wiles considered this God as performing a single act, which is to create and sustain the universe.  He quotes Brian Hebblewaithe: “To suppose that God acts in the world by direct intervention just occasionally would be to raise all the problems which perplex the believer as he reflects on the problem of evil, about why God does not intervene more often. It would also prevent him from appealing to the God-given structures of creation, and their necessary role in setting creatures at a distance from their creation and providing a stable environment for their lives, as an explanation for the physical ills which can afflict God’s creations.”



Criticisms of Wiles

· Even if we don’t like it, the Bible teaches that this is how God operates.  
· Who are we to judge God by human moral standards? If God wants to save someone and not someone else, who are we to question this?  The story of Job - the ways and plans of God are well above the understanding of mere mortals.

· Wiles simply misses the point of miracles. In most of the Gospels (particularly John’s Gospel) the purpose of miracles is not to “help people in need” but to reveal something about the nature of God. A comparatively small miracle might be more significant because of what it shows about God.

· Keith Ward in Divine Action replies to Wiles and claims God can act in the world but does so only occasionally, as otherwise the whole order of creation would be disrupted.  God would only act for the best but can be influenced by prayer to act in some cases and not in others.  God’s purpose in these responses is not to reduce suffering (hence the fact that He does not seem to have responded in situations of enormous suffering, such as at Auschwitz) but is to build faith. There are three constraints on God’s response to prayer:
1. Prayer must arise from a context of worship or of loving obedience to God

2. Prayer must be for the good of others and supported by loving action whenever possible, and God must be left to judge whether the request is truly for the good of others or not

3. Prayer must be for something that is possible, which will depend on factors of probability, system-stability and alternative causal pathways, which cannot in principle be known to us.

The tiny actions of God could have incalculable effects, therefore God cannot simply intervene continuously.  The question posed, however, is whether we are left with a limited God, who is religiously inadequate.
· ( Insufficient evidence for miracles 
· For Hume, there were 4 convincing reasons to reject miracles
· (1) There are insufficient witnesses of ‘good sense, education and learning’. Witnesses tend to be uneducated ignorant peasantry.

· (2) Witnesses tend to be sympathetic to the idea of miracles, and therefore more likely to describe an event as miraculous.

· (3) Miracles tend to be observed by ‘ignorant and barbarous nations’

· (4) The religious base their truth claims on the miraculous – different religions claim different miracles, but they cannot all be correct.
David Hume (1711-76) Possibly the most important objection to miracles

· believed that miracles were, almost by their very definition, beyond the realms of reasonable belief – events that no sensible person would believe, with other ‘natural’ explanations always being far more likely

· Above all Hume’s argument is against justified belief in miracles (and he was very pleased with it, writing ‘I flatter myself, that I have discovered an argument of a like nature, which, if just, will with the wise and learned, be an everlasting check to all kinds of superstitious delusion, and consequently, will be useful as long as the world endures.’)
· For Hume, wise and sensible people form their beliefs on the basis of evidence, with sensible beliefs being proportioned to the evidence.  In case the of miracles, we should weigh the evidence looking at what is more likely, questioning whether we think that natural rules will have held good, or whether it is more likely that a miracle has taken place. The whole weight of our past experience stands to counter supposed evidence for a ‘miraculous event’ and therefore reports of events other than the natural, should be treated with scepticism.
· In response to a reported ‘miracle’, one is faced with several choices.  1) You believe the event (particularly if you know and trust the testifier), 2) you could decide the person is mistaken or 3) even being deliberately deceitful. A reasonable person would opt for the most likely choice and whilst it might be unlikely that the person is being deceitful, or mistaken, it will be even more unlikely that a miracle has actually occurred.  The balance of probability will always make it unreasonable to believe in the miracle.
· For a miracle to be a miracle, it must be something that never happens in the natural world, and therefore miracles do not happen by definition!  ‘There must therefore be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise that event would not merit that appellation. And as a uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle.’
· Hume claimed that 

· stories of miracles tended to come from ‘ignorant and barbarous places and nations’ not from the well-educated

· their testimony was not to be trusted as they were likely to be gullible and less rational/scientific
· reliable witnesses should have a reputation to lose and nothing to gain.  (In the New Testament stories, the relatively ignorant fishermen had a great deal to gain from miracles)

· people have a natural tendency to look for marvellous events, which colours their interpretation (supporting this, many people still claim to have experienced UFOs or the Loch Ness monster)

· there are no really well-supported cases where miracles have been witnessed by a suitable number of reliable people

· different religious traditions claim different and often contradictory miracle stories, making the other seem less likely, or cancelling them out.  These differing accounts weaken the other’s evidential force
Hume laid out his argument in Book X of his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding:

1. Hume considers two separate ‘events’

a. [Event A] ...suppose, all authors, in all languages, agree, that from the first day of January 1600, there was a total darkness over the whole earth for eight days, suppose that the tradition of this extraordinary event is still strong and lively among the people: that all travellers, who return from foreign countries, bring us accounts of the same tradition, without the least variation or contradiction: it is evident, that our present philosophers, instead of doubting the fact, ought to receive it as certain, and ought to search for the causes whence it might be derived. The decay, corruption, and dissolution of nature, is an event rendered probable by so many analogies, that any phenomenon, which seems to have a tendency towards that catastrophe comes within the reach of human testimony, if that testimony be very extensive and uniform.
b. [Event B] ...suppose, that all historians who treat of England, should agree, that, on the first of January 1600, Queen Elizabeth died...and that, after being interred a month, she again appeared, resumed the throne, and governed England for three years: I must confess that I should be surprised at the concurrence of so many odd circumstances, but should not have the least inclination to believe so miraculous event.
2. He then differentiates the events, describing the former as ‘extraordinary’ and the latter as an example of what people would call a ‘miracle’

a. Event A could be credible on the basis of testimony - the testimony to the alleged event very extensive and uniform and our past experience does not render the event completely unlikely.  The eight day darkness can be “rendered probable by so many analogies,” assuming it is testified to extensively and uniformly. In such a case Hume assumes that the event is natural and that “we ought to search for the causes.”
b. Event B could not be believed to be credible on the basis of testimony, since he can find no analogies to draw upon from experience. Given the similarity, in relevant respects, of most peoples' experience (i.e., the experience of Scots at the time of Hume), Hume thinks that if people base their judgments on their experience (in accordance with the principles of a posteriori reasoning extrapolated from his analysis of causation) they will agree that the former (extraordinary) event can be judged credible but not the (miraculous) latter. Hume would agree that if an individual's experience were very different from his own in relevant respects, than that individual could justifiably believe many things that he himself could not.
(Note that one can object to this and say that this appears to be nothing more than a subjective judgement on the part of Hume.)
3. So Hume’s Empiricism forms the basis for what he accepts as credible.

a. Again, our past experience does not render the event completely unlikely.
b. A resurrection could only be well enough attested to be believed justifiably if it could be judged as somehow analogous with something in our past experience. If it is, then it must be considered a natural event because, for Hume, anything analogous to our experience is at least analogous in the sense of suggesting that it too has a natural cause. We experience only that which occurs in nature and judgments based on that experience will not warrant positing causes outside of that experience.
4. In short, Hume could never admit that a miracle happened because he assumes that every cause must be a natural cause. Every cause must be regarded as natural and Hume remains committed to the view that one could justifiably believe that an extraordinary event had occurred, but never as a miracle.
Evaluating Hume’s Argument:

1) Hume’s argument is more complicated than this and much debated! 

2) Hume’s definition of a miracle is criticised as viewing ‘the laws of nature’ as prescriptive rather than ‘descriptive’.  Many argue that the laws of nature tell us what has been observed and not what nature may/may not do.  If something happens that is different to the previously observed laws of nature, it could be that the witness is reliable witness and the events they describe should add to our understanding.

3) Hume has (understandably) a typical view of those of his time that the laws of nature are in some way fixed, but many scientists nowadays accept that we may have to alter our rules or that events may occur which are beyond our past experience, whilst still looking for a scientific explanation for these events.

Note in relation to points 2 and 3, Stephen Evans and JL Mackie argue that Hume does not misunderstand the laws of nature and is, in fact, prepared to accept exceptions to the normal processes of nature, he is just not prepared to view them as ‘miracles.’

4) Hume declares miracles ‘impossible’, is this a conclusion too far? His observations might make them unlikely.

5) Theists might argue that Hume misses the point – miracles are not just an exception to the normal course of events, but may serve a revelatory purpose.  They are events with special significance and a reason behind them (the revelation of God.)  As such, they may not fit with any other experience before or subsequent.

6) Hume’s argument, whilst dealing a posteriori with the justification of miracles, also rests upon a priori claims:

· A posteriori, we could never justifiably believe testimony to the miraculous because we could never judge the occurrence of such an event to be similar, in relevant respects, to anything we have experienced.
· A priori, we can know that we cannot have an “impression” of a supernatural cause. It follows we can also rule out the possibility of justified belief in testimony to the miraculous.
Suppose that some event actually was supernaturally caused. Hume would say that we could not attribute a supernatural cause to the event because we experience only natural causes. If an event were supernaturally caused we could legitimately say that we “experienced” some supernatural event, but the sense of experience used here would be an equivocation on Hume's usage, this “cause”, being transcendent, and not discernible by means of “sense impressions”, “internal impressions,” or “impressions of reflexion”.
Hume’s a posteriori argument depends on his a priori position - if we reject the initial a priori claim [namely, that we could never have an ‘impression’ of a cause that does not originate from outside our sphere of experience] then this leads us to reject his conclusion also.

7) Modern liberal theologians consider there to be an element of myth in the Bible and might agree there are stories that it is hard for a rational person to believe. If the stories are demythologised there is still truth to be found in terms of the underlying revelation. Macquarrie, Wiles, etc. would argue that it is unreasonable to believe literally in miracles, but the truth remains once the myth has been extracted. This allows for meaning in purposeful miracle stories, whilst those serving no purpose (e.g statues weeping blood) can be met with scepticism.

8) Hume argues that testimonies of miracles are invariably unreliable, but doesn’t consider first-hand experience of miracles.  He writes about what a sensible person should do on hearing about a miracle, not on experiencing a miracle.  (People have suggested that Hume’s view might have changed had he experienced a miracle himself!) 

9) Hume was writing at a time when the only support for miracle stories was from word-of-mouth reports.  Today, claimed miracles are sometimes supported by scientific evidence. (E.g. The 68 miracles at Lourdes in France, where an independent team of doctors have verified them. Here the doctors are exactly the sort that Hume demanded; they have reputations to lose and the evidence is incontrovertible.)
10) Hume does not consider that a miracle might leave evidence that can be witnessed by many.  Some might have been invented or exaggerated, but some might not have been.  He starts from the point that no reasonable individual could believe in miracles and so his conclusion is perhaps inevitable. 

11) If different religions make conflicting claims, it quite possible that one could be true and the other(s) false.

12) Vardy notes that neither Christianity, Judaism, nor Islam claims that someone should believe solely on the basis of miracles. Jesu rejected any appeals to signs and wonders as evidence for his status.  When a person considers miracles, he does not have to look on them as an unbiased observer – if someone believes in God on other grounds, it is rational to believe that God acts in the world.  What is not perhaps rational is to believe in any particular religion on the basis of reports of miracles alone.  In this, Hume’s arguments appear convincing.  

Hume puts forward a strong case against belief in miracles, as he defines them.  His position is based on logic, reason and probability.  It is possible to offer difficulties with Hume’s argument, but these challenges don’t necessarily make it justifiable to believe in miracles.  Disproving a negative does not necessarily prove the positive!
Anthony Flew:

· Also challenges the conventional idea of miracles and his work can be used to supplement Hume’s ideas.

· Although evidence for extraordinary events, e.g. Lourdes, is good, this does not prove that they have been brought about by the agency of God.  Perhaps we are dealing with the remarkable power of the human mind?

· A hundred years ago much of the technology we use routinely would have been considered to be miraculous, whereas today it is commonplace; psychology has helped us to understand much about the mind that has been wrapped in mystery and there remains a great deal we do not know.  Perhaps under the right conditions, our minds can bring about changes in our bodies?

· Breaches of what we understand to be natural law do occur, but for Flew the proper response should be to spend more money on research into their causes, rather than simply to say ‘God did it.’

Evaluation of Miracles in General:
· ( The criticisms of miracles are debatably persuasive
· ( The case of Hume against miracles is, in particular, very powerful.
· ( In support of miracles, and against Hume, it can be said that contemporary science has rejected ideas of fixed laws of nature.
· ( In support of miracles, attempts to explain away Biblical miracles are not convincing any more. Instead people are left with clear alternatives: acceptance or rejection of those stories.
· ( In support of miracles, many philosophers (especially William James) have noted that we normally trust people’s testimonies about regular events, why not trust them about irregular events?
· ( In support of miracles, and against Hume, Richard Swinburne claims that as human beings we use ‘tools’ to explain the world around us. These tools are the basis of scientific investigation. However, these tools also lead a number of people to the conclusion that a miracle has occurred. Therefore we should not reject belief in miracles, because miracles have been established by these powerful ‘tools’. These ‘tools’ are:
· ( Perception

· ( Memory

· ( Induction (what we can surmise about the world)

· ( The testimony of others

· ( Therefore, Swinburne says, we must adopt the principle of testimony (accepting that the word of others is a reliable source) and the principle of credulity (believing upon that testimony) about miracles.

IV: Where does the concept of miracle leave questions about the Problem of Evil?

· The crux of the issue is the (extent of) God’s ability to intervene in and change the course of natural events.

· Belief in miracles suggests the possibility of ‘divine intervention’; if this is the case why does God  not intervene to prevent (or at least limit) evil and suffering as experienced in the natural world.

Responses to consider:
A) Occurrences of miracles are problematic when defending God from the challenges of the Problem of Evil:
1) Free Will and the Epistemic Distance 

· Key features of both the Augustinian and Irenaean Theodicies.
· Humans should make free choices to allow them to form a genuine relationship with God and this can only take place at a ‘distance’ (in terms of knowledge – particularly emphasised by John Hick.)

· Brian Hebblethwaite, argues for the conceptual conceivability of miracles but questions whether they could actually occur without raising issues regarding our explanations for evil and suffering as part of a necessary role in allowing humans to form a mature and free relationship with God. 
2) Arbitrary intervention, when faced with the problem of evil, leaves only a morally reprehensible God

· Brian Hebblethwaite: if God does intervene at all, then why does he limit his intervention? “To suppose that God acts in the world by direct intervention just occasionally would be to raise all the problems which perplex the believer as he reflects on the problem of evil, about why God does not intervene more often.  It would also prevent him from appealing to the God-given structures of creation, and their necessary role in setting creatures at a distance from their creator and providing a stable environment for their lives, as an explanation for the physical ills which can afflict God’s creatures.”
· Maurice Wiles (see earlier)

· Problem of evil and God’s seemingly arbitrary response to petitionary prayer is at the heart of Wiles’s objection to belief in miracles as he defines them (as violations of the ‘laws of nature’.)

· Wiles, a ‘realist theist’, accepts God as the creator and sustainer of the world, but rejects the validity of any form of miracle. If God could act to cure a child at Lourdes, then He is not worthy of worship, as He failed to do so in Stalin’s death camps, the Rwanda and Kosovo massacres.

· All special interventions are to be rejected and even the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus should be understood in alternative ways to acts of selective diving action.
· Keith Ward in Divine Action offers the defence for God’s ability to respond to prayer and perform miracles, by arguing that God is restricted in his ability to intervene as God can only act for the best, but sometimes there is no single best action available.  God’s purpose in performing occasional miracles is not to reduce suffering, but to build faith.  Whether this fully overcomes Wiles’s contention, or in fact leaves room only for a limited God still unworthy of worship.
· David Hume focuses on the unlikely probability that miracles happen, when they seem to conflict with all of our past understanding of and observations about the natural world.  Note that Hume was a sceptic and so would not view the extent of the evil and suffering in world being a result of God setting himself at a distance from humanity in terms of our understanding.
B) Occurrences of miracles need not necessarily be problematic:
1) Each miracles serves a specific purpose, therefore it is possible for individual miracles to occur without this being viewed as arbitrary or counter to the general way in which the universe may have been constructed, for example in order to allow humans to form worthwhile, mature relationships with God.
· Biblical miracles have been viewed as demonstrating particular messages about the nature of God 
· It is possible to recognise a balance between miracles as ‘signs’ and ‘pointers’ to the nature of God and the coming of the kingdom, without this compromising human freedom entirely.  (Note many might argue that this isn’t the case.)
2) Individual miracles might be viewed as specific responses to petitionary prayer
· Richard Swinburne, as much as it is possible to imagine God, miracles are one way that we might expect God to act, to make his presence known, particularly in response to specific pleading.
· Holds a sempiternal view of God travelling through time in a dynamic relationship with humanity.
· Swinburne’s argument is complex, because God cannot make Himself too obvious, for that might interfere with human freedom.
3) Miracles in response to evil and suffering are to be expected, particularly if God is viewed in an antirealist sense and miracles are viewed as overwhelming acts of goodness 
· Amazing examples occur of people triumphing over adversity against all the odds.
· If we follow the logic of St Teresa of Avila (1512-82) who wrote:

Christ has no body now on earth but yours,

No hands but yours, no feet but yours…
amazing things can happen when people are faced with adversity, individuals can lose possessions and suffer pain, but ‘miracles’ can occur through their responses to this suffering and to the suffering of others.  This could be seen directly as evidence of God in action as a direct result of the suffering, not as countering the power of God.
· Is this is good enough definition of a miracle for realist thinkers?
Conclusions:

· For many the existence of supposed miracles is directly opposed to responses to the problem of evil concerning the requirement for God to allow free will and to set himself at a distance from humanity.

· They leave traditional theodicies, such as the Augustinian and Irenaean views open to question: why would a God who is capable of direct intervention allow the extent of evil and suffering experienced on a daily basis?

· Miracles are simply illogical when faced with overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

· Others might argue that miracles only serve as evidence as what is possible through God in response to petitionary prayer and it is not for us to question why miracles sometimes occur and sometimes do not.

· If miracles are revelatory in nature, they can justifiably occur in some contexts and not in others (although this view is surely hard to take for the fervent believer waiting for a miracle, which never comes.)

· Perhaps sometimes suffering serves a higher purpose, to allow for miraculous behaviour (in an anti-realist sense – although this challenges a traditional definition of miracle) or to allow believers to enter mature relationships with God, which will be ultimately rewarded in the afterlife?
Summary:


Conceptually, there are a number of different definitions (=ideas) about miracles.


Philosophically speaking, however, you need to be aware that a miracle is thought of as part of ‘divine activity’ (= God’s actions in the world) and you also need to be aware of the main schools of philosophical thought on the matter














Key quotations:


“in a religious context the word ‘miracle’ carries more than just this minimal sense.  It is believed that God is in the event in some special way, that he is the author of it, and intends to achieve some special end by it.” (J. Macquarrie)


“The unexpected and unusual manifestations of the presence and power of God” (M. Cook)


“A miracle occurs when the world is not left to itself, when something distinct from the natural order as a whole intrudes into it.” (J.L. Mackie)


Miracles are transgressions of a law of nature, “by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agent” (David Hume)





Summary:


Whether it is possible for miracles to occur very much depends on a definition of ‘miracle’ in the first place. Another definition, too, is also important in this section: the definition of ‘the laws of nature’.


If miracles are just coincidences within the laws of nature (which have a religious interpretation), then the one main conclusion is:


( YES, it is possible for miracles to occur


(R.F. Holland and ‘anti-realist’ thinking)


However, for most, this is not a satisfactory definition of ‘miracle’


If miracles are thought of as ‘violations’ of the laws of nature, then a number of conclusions are available to the philosopher:


( NO, it is not possible for miracles to occur, since it is not possible to violate nature’s laws 


(John Hick, Donald McKinnon and, to a certain extent David Hume and Maurice Wiles)


( YES, it is possible for miracles to occur, because God can do anything (William Rowe)


( YES, it is possible for miracles occur, because the ‘Laws of Nature’ are not absolute ‘Laws’, they are just descriptions of what normally happens, so it is possible for something to happen that goes against them (Richard Swinburne)


 If we reject the idea of the ‘Laws of Nature’ as Laws altogether, then two other positive conclusions are also available:


( YES, it is possible for miracles occur, because ultra-modern scientific theory rejects the idea of a ‘clockwork universe’ and instead proposes quantum theory, in which miracles could possibly happen (John Polkinghorne)


( YES, it is possible for miracles occur, because God is always acting in the world – when we speak of ‘the Laws of Nature’ we are speaking of God’s regular actions, when we speak of ‘miracles’ we are speaking of God’s irregular actions. (St. Thomas Aquinas)





Summary:


The testimony of individuals


The accounts of miracles in the Bible


Possible criticisms as to whether or not miracles have, in fact, occurred


What is the difference between a miracle and a normal coincidence?


Misunderstandings & Demythologisation


Some miracles seem pointless


Moral objections to miracles (note Wiles especially)


Insufficient evidence for miracles (note David Hume especially)





Summary:


Can God intervene in the world and violate the ‘laws of nature?’


Does God intervene in the world and violate the ‘laws of nature’?


If the answer to both of the above is YES, where does this leave those wrestling with the problem of evil?








