Mini Miracles
Miracles make a tricky topic to get to grips with. Depending on the way a “miracle” is defined one can come to a variety of conclusions about whether they occur or not.

Miracles as “violations of the laws of nature”

This is the “classic” definition of miracles and one with which most people feel comfortable.

Rowe and Descartes – Miracles can happen because God can do anything

For scholars such as Rowe the question over whether miracles can happen is something of a non-issue. God is TTWNGCBT and therefore God can perform any miracles he chooses!

Hume – Miracles are the least likely of events

David Hume approaches miracles from two directions: evidence and testimony.

1. The laws of nature are established by unalterable experience (ie. vast amounts of evidence). Miracles are one-off instances established by testimony. A sensible person bases his beliefs on the evidence and given the “unalterable experience” for the laws of nature it seems reasonable to suppose that these laws have NOT been violated. Miracles are the “least likely of events” and so probably don’t happen.

2. Even if we accept the possibility of miracles we need to consider what testimony can back them up. Hume proposes a range of criteria about the number and quality of witnesses (that they are educated and have enough to lose if found to by lying) as well as the circumstances. Hume argues that these criteria are almost never met and, even if they were, the weight of evidence for the LoN outweigh it!

Lots of assumptions surround Hume’s work and if you’re not inclined to believe the supernatural he is persuasive!

Hick – Miracles cannot break the LoN because the LoN cover what has happened
Hick defines the LoN as “generalisations formulated retrospectively to cover whatever has, in fact, happened”. If something appears to be a miracle it is cause for us to seek to widen our understanding of the LoN.

Wiles – God could break the LoN but it would raise issues

Maurice Wiles argues that it is possible to suppose that God might break the LoN on occasion but this would only serve to raise the problem of evil more acutely. If God sometimes chooses to intervene but not at other times surely this would make him fundamentally evil, especially given that lots of miracles are relatively trivial.
Miracles are “God’s irregular action”

St Thomas Aquinas takes a different approach to the LoN and describes them as “God’s regular action” in the world. They appear to be consistent and unchanging because it is what God normally does. However, there is no reason to suppose that God won’t occasionally act in a different way (irregular action) and this is what we call a “miracle”.

Miracles are extraordinary coincidences seen through religious eyes

R F Holland is uncomfortable with the idea of God breaking the laws of nature but sees that God can perform miracles within the normal workings of natural laws. He gives the example of the train that stops before hitting a child on the tracks. Although this coincidence can be understood simply as an extraordinary piece of luck, those who have eyes to see the work of God can interpret the event in religious terms. He says of those who think just in terms of “luck”: “When you think this you are somewhat in the position of one who watches others fall in love and as an outsider thinks it unreasonable, hyperbolical, ridiculous”.
Conclusion

Think about the assumptions that you bring to the table when talking about miracles. By all means stick to them but you need to show that you’re aware of them and explain why they are appropiate!
