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" Introduction .

DO S -(_,l)

‘I have chosen in this thesis té'explore the cpncept"

of miracle. My chief reason for this, apart from nn
- : »

.interest in the topic, is that I feel that the work

that hag been done in this.area, while ‘relevant and
uceful, is somewhat incomplete.

There does not seem, in the contemporary literature

of analytic phllosophy at leq any sustained qttempt

to plqce mlrﬁcleu w1th1n 4 metqphﬁ%ﬁcal frame. One
receives the impression that mjracles are loglcnlly.

possible buf‘one gets Very 11t¥Ne impression’of what

-their Significance would be if they occurred. MNuch,

»

is 51id concerning the possibility of 2 miracle but '

little- is s2id concerning how one might relate such

an pccurrence'to'philosophﬁ‘and science.. |
_?ﬁis, in my view, is n mistékeu 'The plqu lbllltj

of- this particular philésophié cycept is very strongly

tled to the ﬁhilosophic resources’ of 2 theistic metaphysic;

*within which it is most naturally devéloped. This 1is

not to acsert that one must agssess the.truth of theism

-
r]

. - . A A
.before examining the concept of mirscle; it is merely

to nssert thwt 3 hjpothe is does not receive fair !

treatment 1f viewed disconnected from its system,

v

The main thrust of this thesis lies in the =attempt

to show that the concept.of miracle does not involﬁe.the

"notion of a violation of natursl 1aw. J have sought to

show "this without ﬂbandonfﬁg the idea that A-miracle ig,

vy o

1 , r
in some sense, an everriding of the order of nature,

-



O
From this it follows. I think. that many of- the
_phiiqsophic objeéfioﬁé to the notion of mirhéié, b%séd
‘as they are on the idea that a Mifaélé is necessarily
conceived as a violation of nafurnl lnﬁ,llose mﬁsﬁ of
fheir force. I argue not only that mifacleg could
, éonceiVﬂbly odcur but.%lso th%t ohe'could have eﬁidence
_which would justify belief in tﬁeir occﬁrrence.

T dé not wish to overiemphasize the importanceldf
such a conclus;dn but it does seem thnt this conclusion
is relevant to s number of other areas of interest. I |
have attempted in the fin2l chapter to sketch, very briefly
and tentatiyely, thé significqnce such n conclusion might
have for éome of these =areas of interest. Ny =im in
the final chapter has not been so much to: establish
firm concluéions as to- open certninlnrens to a line of
arﬁumenp that méi.prbve interesting.qnd perhaps even
“valu=able.,

o

Due to 'the pressures of having to meet » dead-line

»

in order to receive = scholarsh%g, this thesis is somewhat

than 1t would otherwise be.

[

shorter and less comprehensive
I woul@, in the future, like %o say some?hing concernine

the notion of miracle =2s 4 reliziously signifieant event.
such » discussion would, I suspeét, involve an investigation
df'the reiqfion of m;raq}es and.what are commonly termed .
providentinl events. I wbuld 2lso-like in the future,
to'éxpénd chapter five, theléh%pter dealing with/the
questioh'of eﬁihence, and chapter-six; the chaptér dealing

- with the significance of mirsacle.

S - .
P .
r . :
+
.
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'In chdpter two of this thesis the reader will notice

that I do not deal with the iSsué of-whefhéf'thellaws

-of nature are statlstlcal or universal. T have not done

so beCﬁuse this issue is not crucial. to the course of

my argument._ The deflnltlon of miracle whlch f.develop

is 1ndependent of this 1ssue,‘ﬂs are the crlterlﬁ by whlch
I propose to dlstln“UlSh 5 miracle from non-miraculous .

events. . .

1 thank Professor John Thorf for his freat help
. during the formative stages of this thesis. Heé has
proven a considerate supervisor, a careful critie, -

and a constant source of encouragement and friendliness. .

-
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The Task of Definition : N

I intend, in this 'thesis,” to discuss an@_analyze_many
of the-issues and problems nssociated with the concept of
miracle. It therefere scems appropriate to begin by

attempting to define whnt a miracle is. A correct definition

‘ahOuld enable us to accomplish at lenast one, "2nd possibly'

£y

two, isfportant tasks. A correct definitien should enable

us to =scertain whether the notion of miracle is loglcally

cpherent, and, .supposing thnt the notion of miracle is not
self—céqtrndictory and hence nonsense, ‘it may provide us
with clues whereby it is posSible‘td throw light on the
epistemolosical problem of‘distihguisﬂing'a miraculous |
event from 2 non-miraculous event.
The word_'miraéle',.like many other words, mhy be

used in several different ways. !or the purposes of this
thesis I'shﬁll distinsuish between two major uses which I

term subjective and objective, - X

.
’

Cften the word 'miracle', like the word ‘'nice!l, 1is used,

—
T

=

N
not to describe 'some objective fmct concerning the occurrence
of 7n event, but merely toc describe the renction of the

speaker to that particular event. For. example, consider

“the case of a not particularily religious student who, upon

unexpectedly passing a difficult examinatlon, exclaims, 'It'c

a miracle I passed.’ F&Qb£B§§ the student does not me~n to

say 'This is an event, specilally caused by Cod, which otherwise

-

*
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would'nbt have occurred.’ Probably the student means to
sAy something along the lines of, 'Although it is likely -

this event has a perfectly natural explanation, I find ..

A
1

this event unexpected and astonishing.’
| Another uselofgthe.word ‘miracle' is to describe sdme
objéctiye fact conéérniny the occurrence of qn‘eVent. i.e. that
it was supernnturaily causéd. hlthduhh thig sense of the .‘
wbrd "includes the iden that Qohder is ealled for as at
least part of the nppropri;te Tésponsé, the crux =#s well \vs

Ll

" the EtoundAfOF the wonder is that a miracle should consist in
an overriding of the order of npture;“i For example, consider
the case’of'n terminally—ili.patient who, after » period of
prnyef'both py himself =and his'friendé; ﬁpon beinys informed
b& his doctors that his-supposeﬁly terminal case of cnncer
.has completely disqppeaféd, exclaims, 'it‘s a miracle'thnt‘l‘_
have been ﬁeaied.' TProbably &He patient does not mean to Sny, 
*1 feel sure this event has n perfectly natural explmnation
hut I stiii find.thisfevent unexpected and astonishing.’
P;obﬂbly tﬁe patient means t6 sty something to the effect
‘that, 'This is an event which‘never would hévé occurred had
Sod\ii; in%erfered with the regul~r course of nature nnd I

fee'l whynder and thankfulness that God would do this.'

\
It is noteworthy that thﬁ crucial element of difference

between these  two uses of the word’

Mirocle’ 1is not that

one implies a subjective response of wonder =and ‘astonlishment

¢ §

while the other does not but that ont specifies certain

] . . . . \_—-—"’. .
objective ontological consilderatlons which make wonder and

astonishment an appropriate response while the other does not:
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In-qommentinglon the‘senses‘of tﬁe‘wofd 'mifaclgr,
Fléw'FQEmé cqrrect:inﬁhis agseftion tﬁat “the Senées 6f
'mirécle‘ that are bf.philosophical and ' methodelogical
interest are sfrohger‘ané less subjeétively‘oriented.“z

If it 1s the case that, so long ns one fiﬁds an event

wonderful and astonishing, one cannot be wrong in terming .

it » miracle but equally one cannot insist that another

. M [ . L
person resard it as a mirnacle, there is very little

A . .
left to be snid. If, however, there nare cert=ain ontolozical

' ' r
considerrtions which make wonder and =2stonishment elither

approprinté or inappropriate; if one could be mistaken

in térming an event a miracle, then there is a great. -

[3

denl to be waid. I will, therefore, in attempting to

define 'miracle’', work with the objective sense of the

term. ‘ ' .

¢

. ~ ’

Any adequate definition must include and .clearly

"articulate the basic elements which make up that which

S
.

it seeks to express. Two errors are to be avoided.

-
-

First, it is essential that the definition does ..ot

fgnore certain vita} elements and thus yleld = deflinitian

which does not do fjustice to the concept defined. D5Second,

4

it is equally essemtisl that the definition does not

-

express any extraneous wlements not vital to the concept,

thus yielding a definition®which has implications differing
from those drawn from a more correct definition.
it therefore behooves one,  in seeking to define uo

complex a concept as ‘miracle', to.proceed very cautiously.
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One must be very careful not to say too little and not to

fsay ‘too much., Thus, vefore 1ttempt1ng to frame a deflnltlon

that nelther 1gnores the essenthl nor 1ntroduces the

extraneous, 1t is appropriate to note the basic ldeqs

which any adequate definition of the term 'miracle' must

expreuu.
" There seem~to be four basic 1dea° thnt must be
expressed. One of theselhns Aalready been Héntioned,

nqmely the idea that n mirdcle is » physical event which

1s beyond the 1blllty of =n unﬂlded nature ‘to produce.

Also centrnl, however, =re the ideas ‘that = miracle .
“mgs% ﬁe brought about by q rational agent, whether gmbodied
or ncﬁ,“j that = nlrﬁcle "must be "n evént of an extra-
ordinary kind, "y and that 2 miracle "must be =n event
of religious sign;ficance.“s

Althoush these four ideas are basic, they mey be
trented in somewhnt dif%erent ways.. 3o treated they

yield two slightly different, but strongly relsted,

" notions of what constitutes.a miracle.

One way is to treat the first.two idens ns togethef

- comprising » definition of a miracle and the second two .

1dens as together yielding criteria by which it 1s presumed
s miracle may be recognized. On such sn interpretation 3

miracle is = physical event which never would have occurred

except through the action of 2 rational agent who, embodied
. or not, transcends nature. OSuch an event is recognized

and termed miraculous 'if it is =an event of an extraordinary

- 3 - - ) - 3 .l -‘ -
vind »and if it is seen to have religious significance,
Y . o f

v ' . \
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auch an understandlng of the term allows that there may occur
unpercelved mlracle56 but 1n51sts one can only recognlze s
mlraculous an event wthh is extraordlnary and rellglously
significant. o .

fnother way is to treat all four ideas as torether
éomprising A definitioﬁ of the term 'mifécle'.‘ {n such
an intefpretation A miracle must not only be conceived
as- a physical event which never w0uld_have occurréd except
through the action of s rptlonal avent Qho trshscends f'
nature, but also as, a physical event that clearly has
rellgloﬁs significance and is of such an extraordlnary
nature that it is either directly perceived 2s a miracle
or 1mmed1ntely inferred as such. rT‘hls definition 1ns1sts
that "the gualia of the mlraculous are of such a uature
aAs to ctrongly and clearly suggest to the human mind the
presence o{ the supernatural.“7
It seems this 1at£er treatment is more accurate and

precise. It enables one to distinguish between physiéél

events which, although it might be true that they could

-

- not have occurred except through the action of a rational

agent who transcends nature, need not be interpreted

as such, €.g. a willed bodi}y action; aﬁd physical events‘
whicé do strongly and ciearly sugges£ the ppesenceloﬁ a
rational agent who trénscends ﬁature,-e.g. tﬁe tqrhing

of water into wine or walking oh water. 3Such a definition
also enables one to distiﬁguish between events which,

although they‘strongly and clearly suggest the presence

- X -
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of a rational. agent who transcedds nature. have little or

no rellglous 51gn1f1cance. e, 8., poltergelst act1v1ty, and
events which not only stronﬂly and clearly suggest the
presence of a rational aﬂent who transcends nature but

also have great religious 51gn1f1cance, e.‘\fthe resurreetlon
of Ehrist. | | |

~K It ig{nog_beinﬁ nrgued.-ef eeurse, that it is qlweys
easy to attac% a precise meaning to a‘éeP@ like 'religiously

significant'. Neither is it being argued that it is always

‘easy to decide into which category a particular physical

event fits. Rather, it is being mrgued that, although
there may exist borderline cases, one must disﬁinguish -
between physical events which, although they mizht have
occurred through the action of a rational agent who
transcends nature, are not either direptly perceived or
immedi=tely inferred as such, physical events which,
‘although they strongly suggest the presence of a rational
acent who transcends nature, have little or no relizious
significance, =2nd phyéical events which not only stfongly

N

and clearly suggest the presence of a rational agent who

" transcends-niature but also have great religious significance.

further, in the interests of clarity, it is urged that the

term 'miracle’ ourht to be reserved for this last category

~of physical events. This is not to sugsest that these

other two categories are of little importesnce or theoretical

interest. It is merely, in the interests of precision nnd

accuracy, to draw a necessary distinction.

[ —— 2



‘r‘.. - i ‘ (lo) .k‘. V_ L. ‘- ‘ -
“: A possible objection at this polnt is that the
deflnltlon that has been given 1s inadequate in that it
1wnores the fact that mlracles are usually understood
as being, in ‘some penqe, v1olatlons of natural law,

surely any =denuate definition must incorporate the ide=

“that a miracle must be conceived 2s A violation of natural

. . e,
1 aw. :

“he usuQI Justlflcatloﬂ for holdlﬂr that a definition
of the obJectlve sense oE mqucle must 11clude the ide=~
that natural 1aws are v;olated is that this is entailed
.in the 1dea that a mifacle is -something which would never
have occurred were nature left to 1ts own dev1ce It
must be realived, however, thnt the idea that natural
laws are viola}ed-&?ll only be a part of an accurate'
defiﬁition of mirncle if 1t i? indeed the cmse that this
ide=z 1is entailed by the iden that = miraculous event 1s
not én evenf which nature could produce out of its own
unaided resourcés.

Cne must, therefore, if one wishes to nssess thé_
force of this objectlon, examine whether the idea that

a miracle iz an event whlch nature could not produce on

its own really entails that such'an event may'only come

about through the violation of natural law. One must,
it seems, inguire into the nature of scientific expl=anation
and natural law.

Such an inguiry, at_least In the context of this

]

paper, must, of necessity, bé somewhat brief. . This is
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~unfortunate sinceuthe,pﬁﬁlosophy'of science is éh-impbrtant :

and fascinating area of sfudy. I hope, howevef, that

enough will be said to cast some light on the issue of

whether or not an accurate definition of miracle-entails

-

that a miracle must vidlaté natural law.

* O B
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Mirdcles and Natural law-

. - The scientific.enterpyiéé, although it has come to

embrace probabilistic as well as deductive modelS of

explanation, tends to assume what mﬁy be termed. 7 'Coveriqg}
Law Theofy of- Zxplanation'. 1In such a theory of e%planétion
"the fundnmeptnl idea . . . 1is Ehe view that the ocgurrence
of an event 1s explained when it is subéumed under or
covered by a law of nqture; l.e., when it is showﬁ to .
have occurred in éccordnnee with some, gener=al reguiarity

. , i .
of nqturé.“s It should be néted, however, that such =
law must be‘formulqted so that it is a universal conditionni
that. is caﬁable of being confirmed or aisconfirmed by .

empirical evidence. ' | -

Typically, the form of such ~n explanation is;

(Cy, . R ), ’ |
(L1, + + .. o), : '
Therefore 3., {

where (C1, . . .,-Cn), is a set of singular s tatements

-~ .
describing relevant initial conditions, and where

. — ‘
(L1, -+ .y Lp), is a set of general laws, 2and where

&, the event to be expl2ined, is a loglcal consequence
of the C's and L's but not of the C's alone.q, ~.

. In this context it is essential to note that the

sclientists' goal is not the mere formulation of experimental

laws, 1.e7v, observed regularities, but the formulation'
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P of theoretlcal laws. Theoretlcql laws are unllke experlmental

to unob%ervable entltles and properties, e.g., electronq

~ . ‘et

v or genes."Theqe lﬁws cannot be conflrmed directly by

-

observation; they must be 1nd1rectly confirmed by the
confirmation of exbéfiméntﬁl laws deduced from them.
. These theoretical laws are Qery.powerful expl=anatory

\\;f‘-\;

but often . -

actors in' that they nre not usunlly “isolated'stmfgmgnxs“'
sanived systems—of—iTmteérconnected laws
with comprehensive explanatory-nnd predictive pdwer.'lo
“hus, "science in its ndvanced and-theoretical stage
has as its primary objeqti#e a comprehensive integf;tion :
and systematization of diverse experimental inws within
a simple and powerful systém of théoéetical laws. 14
Another important goal of scientific éxplanation
is 'micro-réduption'. This is a process whereby, with
the =id of theoretical inws, “the mﬁcfo-properties of
an object are eépléined by reference to its micro-properties,
i.e., the properties‘ﬁnd relationshipg.of its cons _tueﬁt
parts.”y, Althoush some scientists and philosophers
' »
'of science would disagree, most would ' hold that the’
ulﬁimnte gdqllof science is the micro-reduction of all
. the separate domains of science fé 2 siﬁgle theory, presﬁﬁnbly
a physical theory of elementary particles.”;y Thusy, if
science is to have a "unitary concept of explanation.

valid for all branches of scignce,“iq it would appear

that scientists must cubscribe o reductionism of some sort.

. . .

laws in that theoretical laws contaln_$§£m§;wh1ch refer - 7

‘(:-
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. . Also crucial _of course, to the sc1ent1f1c enterpr

%‘ /

is the presuppoq1tlon —that the truth or fa151ty of.

on L Lol
oc1ent1f1c theorles is 1ndependent of the personal
c1“cum tances or private views of the persons who
estnblished them. -The scientist Holds as.a fundamental
principle thnt the conclusions he comes tQ nre arrived
1t on rrounds which other observers cﬁh scrutinize nand
share. Ay Jalsh approprintqu observes, “"cclientific

theories mny be 'difficult for the layman to under*tand

but if they are to deservc thelr name, they must never

be esoteric in the bad sense of holding only on‘the
‘strength of so%e alle;red personal ‘insight or for A {roup
of pe01211y priveleged persons.”y s Scientific- statements

lay claim to'universsl accept=nce and “are not a proper

field for the display of partizanship of any kind."; 4

T

1
iy

Thug, very brieflj defined, scilence mﬁy'be said to
be n body of objective general truths, related in =

oY5 tenﬁtlc minner and methodlcﬂlly arrlved at, which
entble one, if one.has knowledge of the relevant initial
conditions, to’explnin‘nnd predict, subsequent events.l?'
As hns been noteé, the sclentist identifies these Teneral
truths with certain'bagzc theoretical laws which é:e
objective in the sense thrt they are such that every
thinker, yhétevér his pérsonQI prediiections or priv;te

circumstances, ought to accept them if the evidence for

them were put before him.
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Avalngt the background of thls falrly standard.ylew

w e

of science and its laws, - we may now assessa. at least in

a preliminary way, the claim thqt a definition of the .

ijeqtive'Sense;of miracle must‘include the‘lden-that
‘natural laws aré violated. |

It.séems this claim is inéorrect. One may well -
admit Flew's shrewd point thnt "only insafnr a5 iﬁ'can:

e e i

be shown that there is an-order does 1t berin to be

_p0551ble to %how that the order is occq51onqlly overrldden 18

and mlso thnt a mlraculqus-eyent is one which an unalded

nature could no%t produce, without. thereby being committed

to the view that a mqucle must be concelved ns a v1olqt10n

of naturcsl lﬁw 19

The renson such n concluulon lu not entalled can

" be made clenr if it is noted thnt a scientific explanation

must not only mnké reference to zeneral laws but also .
to relevant initial conditions. Thls means that it
will not do to try and explain an actual event mérely
by reference to @ venernl law. Gne cannot, for example,
explpln the event of .water b0111nb merely be mqqur
reference to a general law which utateq that 1f water-
at an altitude Y absorbs X number of calories per litre
it will boil.,n One. must also make reference to the
fact that there is some water At an q}titude Y and that
it nas dbsorbed X cszlories per litre.

scientific laws, at least those of the type we have

been diccussing, are conditionals; they are in the form



(16)
" 'If % theh y;'f _For tﬁ;s reason they cannot, in themselves,
" serve to explaln an actuql event. "The structure?of a

dc1ent1f1c explanatlon is. not the 10ﬁ1cally lnvalld -
If X then Y. (If such and such conditions occur then
' such and such an event will result.)}

Therefore Y. {Therefdre zuch =nd such an event has
actually occurred.)

but the logiéally valid,
If X Then Y. (If such and such conditions occur then
'such and such an event will result.)

X ", (3uch and such conditions have qctUﬂlly
' occurred.)

Cherefore Y. (Therefore such and such an event has
. actually occurred.)

This meéns that a sciehtific explanation must not
only maké referenge'to the basic theoretical laws which
describe the behayioﬁr of matter but alsoc to the actual
matter whose behaviour is being explained. Joad expresses

this point rather well when he writes, .
selence will never succeed in dispensing with
the necessity for postulating a something which
is regarded as that to which a2t any gilven moment
its laws are applicable, and this something
from the very fact.-that it is 1ts workings nnd
consequences which scientific law maps and
predicits, must itself be other than the operations
of -laws— It must, that is to say, be unamenable
to and unreachable by ‘the operstions of law at
the particular stage which science happens then
to have reached. 3Jranted that it may subsequently
become amenable yet it can only do so by giving
way to a new qomethin& which assumes the role
of 'brute~glven in its place. .

3cience, then analyzes the world into a
comparatively featureless and therefore unknown
A, collocations, stuff, matter - the name we
zive to it is iImmaterisl - and the laws which
govern 1ts behaviour.,, ) ’

\ t\ N

-
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. . '?o realize, however, that a scientific explanation

v

must not only make reference to scientific laws but also

[AS—

té the matter whosé.béhaviour'these laws describe, is to
I _ realize tﬁnt these lawg QO not cause or prohibit eve;ts

but mefely,stqﬁe the pattern to whiéh subseaquent events
{ will cpnform; éiven‘a certain initianl situntion. The

l1~ws, bein: merely descriptions of how matter does, =nd

-

yerhaps must, behnve, do not actuslly cnuse or ‘prohibit
] p -

. the existence of =any. p?TthUl“r situation. This peint

1

is made well by T.J4. Lewls. He writes,

g . We are in the habit of talking as if

T they [naturanl laws] caused events to happen;

S but they never cnused any event at all. The

; * 1nws of motion do not set billiard balls moving:

they an=lyze the motion after omethinq else

(sny, a man with 2 cue, or n lurch of, the

; liner, or, perhaps, supernatural power) hao

o ‘ nrov1ded lt They produce no events: they

ctate the pattern to whlch eveny event - 1f

only it c¢an be induced to happen - must conform,

| v just 2z the rules of nrithmetic state the pattern

Pt to which altl transactions with money must conform
- if only you can set hold of any meney. Thus
in one sense the 1nws of nature cover the whole
field of space ~nd time; in another what they
leave out is precisely the whole real universe

: . - the incessant torrent, of actuzl :events which

| _ mnke up true history. That must come from
somewhere else. To think the laws can produce

. it is like thinking you can create real money

> by cimply doing sums.as. :

Once this basic distinction between metter and the

! _ scientific laws which describe the behaviour of matter
has been madelclear it c%n be seen that, although n

! mqucle iz an event which never would have hqppened

| were nature left to 1tﬁ own dev1ces, and, althoush it

must be admitted that the notion of = miracle is iogicnlly



(18)

dependent upon the notion of 7 known order to which it

constitutes an exception, this in no way entails the t

L

~truth of the claim that a hiracle involves the violation

. of aaturnl law. The reason such @ claim is not entnlled

-~

is thnt an event which constituted an exception to the
known order of nature, an "event which nature could not
produce from 1ts own unnided resources, could very well.

be .produced without brenking any laws of nature.: If

“od oranother rational agent creates or anmihilates n

unit or units of matter, he breaks no scientific‘¥nw'

but he does, by the introductionlof new matter into L
nature, or by the withdrawal of previouély existing
antter from exlistence, creaté a new situntion which.

introduces into nature an effect which nnture could

?

never by itself produce. As Lewils notes,

It is-. . . inaccurate to define 3 miracle
ns something that breaks the laws of nature.
It doesn't. . . . If God annihilates or creates :
. . 2 unit of matter He has crented = new
situation at that point. Immedi=ately 21l llature
domiciles this situsation mnkes it at home in
ner realm adapts ~ll other events .to it., It
finds itself conforming to all the laws. If
1od creates a miraculous spermatozoon in the
vody of a virgin, it does not proceed to breax
any laws. The laws at once take it over.
Nature is ready. Pregnancy follows, nccording
to 21l the normel laws, and rrine montQ@wlnter
a child 1is bor‘n.o3 '

-~

A pgrceptive critic miecht reply that such an understanding
of miracle does entsil the conclusion thnt =2 miracle
violates natural law. It entails this conclusion in that
such an understanding of miracle ineQitably comes into

conflict with the Principle of the Congservation of Engrgy.zu
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This.is an important_objection. It is bnrticularly

important in that this phper seeks to escape certain
: : . &7
difficulties traditionally associnted with theabonqut
N

of miracle by arsuing thatf)e notion that = miracle

violates nntural law is not entailéd by a correct under-

standing of miracle. It 1s therefore essenti=al to examine

- Y

carefully whether ‘the unde?stnnding oflmirngle that has
been proposed violntgs ﬁ principlthhqt‘is‘usunlly ﬁeld
to express N b;sic and fundamentnrl natural ln.w.25

_ I+ is interestines to note that, between the yesrs
Lah2 énd 1347, the theory Qf-the conservntion of .energy
was independently developed and public}ykannouhced by

-”

t seems, ~s Rothman

i

a number of different scientists.sg
comments, “thet the idea was 'in the nair' and just ripe

for ~cceptance by the world of science.“a? 2arely hns

~ theory been developed :imultaneously by o ﬁ;ny thighers -
~and rarely h=c a théory been so readily accepted.w

That this was the case was no'acciéént.l Two factors
_appenr to explain the development and rapid adceptance

of the Principle of the Conservation of Energy. ’
First, the beginning of the nineteenth century

marked a great rise in engineering =and A correspondin:

interest in water, wind, and steam power. This meant
that the concept of 'work' became important and increasing
_ _ ! !

emphasis was consequently placed upon the enulvalence

of work (force times distance) =nd kinetic enerry. As

-

Jurtt notes, . .
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when the concept of work-performﬁ% became
fundamental in physics, . . . all was ready
for the final doctrine, already implicit in
. the whole movement, that causes and effects
for .sclence are both motions ‘and the cause
is mathe€matically equ1Valent to the effect
in terms of work. In more popular parlance
we have the postulatg of the conservation of
energy, energy always being revenled in the
form of motion.28

Second, there seem to hzve been tertain philosophic -’

idehs which contributed largely to the rapid.development

and ready ncceptance of the Principle of tpe Conservation..

proponents-held this principle before they found evidence
supporting it.29 As Cohen notes,

All the enrly discoverers of the‘conservation
of energy, Cnrnot, Mayer, =and Joule, argued that

tenergy] . . . was too important to be destvo ed
oulte like ~dvocates in earlier cen lag_Mad
ﬂrrued about materinl substance. . . . Actumlly
the explq"qtlon was couched 'in almost metaphysical
language and in highly » priori terms:. . . . It
is notorious that thedata did not prove the
hypothesis of conservation of energy. The view

that they did wss based on arguments that would

Coe horrify »n inductive statistician. 30

It appears likely that the philesophlic movement known

in Cermhny =as laturphilosophie had » ‘great influence

.upen- the developméht and acceptance of the Principle

of the Conservnation of jnergy.jl

Theré thus seem to have been two chilef influences
which led to the development and acceptance of the -
Fpinciple ;f the Conservation of ﬁnergy._ The first,
which mny be termed the scientific influence, was based

on the rlesults of experiments which showed, or a2t least

tended to sugrest, that energy 1is conserved in an isolated
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sy%tem. The becond which may be termed the metaphy51cql

'-1nflueqce,<was based on the phlloaophlc contentlon that

energy is a fundmmental reality ‘which can nEIth%ESi

‘created npr destroyed.

This. interplay of philosophic =nd scientificliQ}TuQchs
explaihs. T think, why the’ Principle of thé Jonse \\\ilOﬂ
of Sneryy is sometimes tnken -as stating that “enersy

cmanot be created or destroyed, . althoush 1t can be changed

from one form tO'another“,32 and sometimes taken as

stating that "the totnlenengy'qf an isol~ted system

.

remains cvonstant."s5

iﬁ‘ﬁust be réﬁlized, however, that thesé two s%ﬂtgments
afe not log 1cqlly enu1Vqlont It is possible toldéduce‘
from the stﬂtement, 'Znergy canﬂot be created or deqtroyed
the statement, 'The totqlenergyof an 1solated system
remsins constant.', but it is not possible to deduce from
the stntement, 'The tot=al eneré& of an isolafeﬁ system

o’

rem1ing constant:',~thé statement, ‘Inergy cannot be

‘crerted or ‘destroyerd. mhus, if we 1&t p symbolize

the Statement 'Znergy c2nnot he created or destroyed.’,

And o symbolize the stntement ‘The total enerzy of an

iéolaéed system remainq conétnnt.', we observe that ﬁ
implies r but that n does not imply p. -

Tn view of the fact that these two statements Aare
not loy1cally enulvplent one must be cauti?ﬁg'in-ns%essing
the: presumed evidence for the stntement"ineréy cannot be

created or destroyed.', which we have symbolized Aas D.

P

PP, P
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. 1in particulér,.one mdst.beware‘of_ihe logidal'fq}lacy'
of affirming the CEnsequent. One cdnhot;f;om the fact
that p implies.q and that q seems welleestﬁﬁlished,
légifima;tély_cjﬁclude that. p is well-established.  This
means that even though the}e is an enormoué‘amougt of
scientifi® evidence 'which suﬁporﬁs the conclu:?on thati
'The total energy'of-én isolated system remnins conetanf.‘,
one musi.beware af fallaciously -concluding that tﬂis_
" evidence emtails or‘suﬁparts the conclusion that 'Energy
cannot be created or destroyed. _

The only way in whlch the conclusion that 'Energy .
cannot be created or destroyed. _can be reached is b&
the introduction. of a premise which states tbet.n?ture;
is an isolmted system. It appears,‘hOWever, that tﬁe
question of this ﬁ?emise's truth is not = mafterlto‘be ’
settled by scientific expefiment but a2 matter to be
.eettled by philosophic analysis.qy “dcientifie method
may tend to confirm the statement that 'The total eneryy
of an isolated system remelns constant ", but 1t is
) hardly competent, in 1tself,35 to settle the question
of whether or not nature is an ;solated‘system.

The conclusion is clear. Insofar as the“PrinciﬁieJ
_of the Consefvation of Inergy is foh;uiated as a sciehtific
statement a miracle constitutes no violation of it. ' Cne
may dgxge fhat 'The total enekgf of an isolated syste; :

remains constant.”, without thereby agreeing that nature -

is. in fact an isolated systeﬁ. Insofar as the Principle
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of the Zons erV#tlon of hperpy is formulqted aS A phllosophlc
statement 1ncorpor°t1n" the metaphysical clqlm“thnt

nture is an isolated system, it, by definition, rules

out the possibility of - mirncle. '

: 'mhe person who belleVe: 11 the occurrence of mqucles

-

: ﬂeed noT reject the well-evidenced scientific cl-im thnt
'”he totnl eﬂerﬂy of n isolated system remains constent.
] he need only reject the ontologiqal claim that nature

k . is an isoiated'system. I coqcludgf therefore, th-t,

A, s s N . L
insofar as the Principle of the conservatlon of Znersy

e
1

asserted »s5 a scientific law and not =g » somewhat

discuised metﬂphy icnl claim, » miracle reed not be

|

i : : concelXid as being in violation of it. It thus seems
th

- thet iders that a miracle ¥ust constitute an exception

to 2 Xnown order and that a miracle mﬁsf be an event

”hlrh nature could wot produce. on its own do not entﬂll

the meq that. = mlrﬁcle mn”t violate the lax% of nature.
[his conclusion only_follows, oflcourse, if it is

apﬁrcpriate to view a miracle as an event which is =t

least partially cAaused by an act of creation or anhihiletion

w ' of matter by a rational agent who transcends nature.

| ~ The phrase 'at least parti=lly' is used becsuse the
l | .event wh;ch‘lq termed a miracle may be a product of both .

the already functlonln@ processes of nature and an act

of ecreation or qnnlhllatlon. Thus the mirscle of the
' virzin birth can be seen as an event in which an act

of creation by Zod, i.e., the creation.of a spermatozoohn
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in the body of_Eary; combiﬁed wifh‘existent natural

processes, i.e., the normal growth and develqpmént of

a fetus during ﬁregnancy}'to produce the ﬁifaculous event

we call thg'viréin birth. (n the other hand it shéuld

bé emphasired that a miracle neédfnot.the_any naturad

processes linked to it, e.g., the miracle of thé multi-

plication of the loéves and fishes seems to have been a

direct act of creation. | | : !
Cn such é view as thié, a miracle’involves not'w

suspension or violation of the laws of nature but an

* [

act of creaﬁion or annihilation of that to whiﬁh the
laws of nature apply. On such a view A rational =agent

inny produce withinlnnture events which an unaided nature
could not produce, without there%y viol=ating any of the

laws of nature.
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David Yume and the liraculous-

It is apprdpriate, havins defined the objectlve
sense of the word 'miracle’ and having noted that the

definition does not entail the conclusion that natural

~

laws must be violated if = miracle occurs, to examine
' . ' 3

some objections that arise in connectlon with the use

of the term miracle. It seems fitting to begin with

an examination of DJavid lume's famous discussion, '0Of

It must be noted, before an exegesis of itume's
discussion is nttempted, that 'there exist differing

interpretations concerning rHume's purpese in advancing

-

his nrguménts concerning mir-cles.

on phé"one nand there is Anthony Flew who says of
Hume that Hume, in developing his‘qrgumgnts,wns strifing
to 2ccomplish four things: “

First, Hume is offering a defence agalnst
thé impertinent solicitation of 'bigotry and
superstition’ and not an offensive weapon
capable of positively disproving any claims
made. Second, even as a defence it is supposed
to serve only as a check snd not as an insupersble-
bulwark. Third, even these limited but useful
functions it can fulfill only 'with the wise
and learned'. Ffourth, it is concerned solely
with testimonial evidence, particul=rly that
found in historical writers. g

Further, claims ilew, Hume's position in Part I of his

discussion “"allows the theoretical possibility of establishin

that = miraculous event has occurred.“37'

-

&



' -
.
- o . - . -

Cn the other hand there is C.D. Broad who‘clnims
that Yume wag attempting to plnce an insurmountable

oo“tﬂcle in the path of bellef in any repor ¥ of mlrﬂcle.f

3road believes Hume's argument concerning miracles to be:

"Agalnst belief in any allered miracle
e hqv By definition of the word miracle,
an abuoluucly uniform e\perleﬂce- For
telievinr in the miracle we have only our
experience =5 to the trustworthiness of testimony.
\ﬂd this is not an absclutely uniferm expcrlewce
" however trustworthy we ny suppdse the witnesse
to he, 30

-

* -\-
Jbviously, if Zro-d's formulntion of Hume's qrg;;;HE“Ts\\‘,
: . ) _ .

T

correct, iume did feel that, at least so far as the
"wise and, the learned' are concerned, his nrzument did

con

W

titute n 1nhurmounuﬂble obutacle in the pnath of

velief ir nny report of & miracle.

It i dh&tressinf +q have to disnree with Flew,

an ncknowledred authority upon llume, but it is clear
that the text suppeorts Zrond's integrpretation, not Tlewho.
The following two pascages ‘amply illustrote thia:

i miracle ig n viclution of the lnws of

nature- n Pire and unnlternble experience "
has cstablishdd these laws, the proof arainst

2 miracle from the very n"tuve of the fact, is

as entire 23 any arsunent from experience can

possibly be imazin Gu.}ﬂ

R
o
<
WY
, (1

“mere must . . . be a uniform experlence
arainst every mirnculous event, ctherwise the
svert would not merit that appellation. A,
a5 2 uniform experlence amounts to A preof,
there is here a dlrect =nd full proof, from
the nature of the fact, ngainst the exlisctence
of any miracle, nor .cni such = proof- be destroyed
or the mirncle rendered credible but by =n
opponite “prool which 1z superior.),
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- there might conceivably . be a2 cnse where one must suspend
\ both belief and disbelief. Yume does not =llow as A
[ theoretical possibility that the evidence for n miracle

“could outweish the cvidence nyninst n mirncle and it
t" : 3—15 therefore clerr thqt o odid feei, that zo far =g the
‘wite and learned” were concerned, his argjument did
place =n iﬁsurmountﬁble obostacle in the path of belief

[ . ir reported miraclec.

Cne must 21lso note th-t llume cmploys a different

l ) definition of mirncle than the one developed in this
~— . - . poper. lume defines - miracle ns a_"troasrression of
S TTT— — L S i A -
l 2 law of nature by n particular volition of the Deity,

or by the-interpocition of some . invisible =gent.')

gelements inherent in the concept of = miracle and in~ccurnte

in that it is not the crse tha* 2 rational agent nctiny
50 n3 to produce in nnature » physzlecnl event which nature
otherwise°wouid not hoave produced, entnils that the
l=ws of nature are violated,

finnlly, it is important to renlize that Hume in
his discussion is concerned with evalustings repor%ﬂ of

Tiracles; not with the question of whether or not 1f

one experiences 2 miracle first-hnnd one should believe

that it occurred. -

fume's discussion of mirncle is divided into two

partz. FPart I concists of »n a2 priori arzument. Iere,

_The very most this argument. seems to allow is that

Juch o definition iz in~decunte in th=t it isnores essentinl
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Humé-argues tﬁét. because of the na%hre of the'concepté
of natﬁfal‘iaw énd miracle, and becéusé'of\the way in

which one juétifies one's belief in natural law and miracle,

one is never justified, if one is a rational person,

~

in believing any report 6f_a miracle. Part II consists
of four a boéteriori arguments. Here, Hume argues that,
as a matter_of fact, the efidence‘in favour of miracles
is extremely'pqor.

Hume's a priori argument against the rationality of
belief in any report of a miraclelseems to be roughly
this: '

1. Exberience is our "only guide in'reasoning
concerning matters of fact."y,

LS

2. "It must be acknowledged that this guide
experience 1s not altogether infallible
but in some cases is apt to lead us into
errors.“a3 )

3. Therefore, "a wise man . . . proportions
his belief to the evidence. In such
conclusions as are founded on an infallible
experience;, he expects the event with
the last -degree of assurance and regards ‘
his past experience as a full proof of
the future existence of that event. In
other cases he proceeds with more caution;
he weighs the opposite experiments; he
considers which side is supported by the
greater number of experiments - to that
side he inclines with doubt and hesitation;
and when at last he fixes his judgment the
evidence exceeds not what we properly call
‘probability. 'Ly

4. "We ought not tp make an exception to this
principle in favor of human testimony."45

5. "We do not have a firm and unalterable
experience that hyman testimony is always
trustworthy.yg :
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6. "A Tirm and unalterable experience has
established the laws of nature."u7

7. “A miraéle is a violation of the laws of
nature.“u8 ) . )

8. Therefore, since "a uniform experience
amounts to a proof, there is . . . a direct
and® full proof from the nature of the
fact, against the existence of any miracle,
nor can such a proof be destroyed or the
miracle rendered credible but by an
.opposite proof which is superior."49

"9, "The proof against a miracle from the very
nature of the fact, is as entire as any
,argument from experience can pessibly be
imagined."so :

establish a miracle unless the’ testimony
be of such a kind that its falsehood would
* be more miraculous than the fact which it
‘endeavours to establish."5 Given the
truth of the statement tha%"the proof
against a miracle . . . is as entire as
any argument.from experience can possibly
‘be imagined', .this would seem to imply
< that no testimony could ever be.sufficiently
strong to establish a miracle.

10. - Therefotre, "no testimony is su?ficient to

Hume's a priori argument raises two guestions. The
first’is, 'Whaf force does.the argument have if one'grants
Hume his definition of miracle?’ The secopd is, 'What
force does the argument have if one insists on employing .
a more accurate definition of miracle?’ |

Even granting Hume's definition of miracle, there
seeﬁ to be problems inherenf in his a priori argument.

First, purely ad hominem, it is néteworthy that
.Hume's treatment of miracle appears inconsistent with,
his treatment of induction. In his treatment of induction

Hume says that the move from regular experience of event

[
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‘_ A followed by event B to.the belief that event A will always

be -followed by event B is- loglcally unjustified. Presumably

such bellef is merely the result of a strong psychologlcal

| tendency to belleve in unlformlty. It would seem, however,

that although persons. of Hume s temperament may have a
strong psychologlcal tendency t6 believe in absolute
uniformity, it is equally true that a rellglous enthusiast
mey.have a strong tendency to believe‘in miracles. As
psychological states these two bellefs are on equal footing
and Hume has not given, and would appear unable to give"
on his own principles, any reason for prefefring_one.to

the other of for regarding one to be felse and tne other

to be true.

Further, if Hume's analysis of causation be accepted,

‘namely that there exist no necessary connections so that

if event A then necessarily event B, Hume, in his discussion

of whether or nmot it is rational to believe a report of

a miracle, begs the guestion. As Flew admits, "to dismiss

out of hand all testimony to the occurrence beyond the
range of our observations of a counter example,'on'the
sole ground ¢hat such an occurrence would falsify the
universal generalization based upon our observations to
date would be arbitrary and bigotted.f52 B

Hume must either repudiate his explicitly stated
oosition concerning induction and causality or else admit

that his conception of what is meant by a2 law of nature

prohibits him from pressing his theoretical objection to
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miracles. If.a.law of nature is nething more than a
strong psycholeg;cal tendency to believe in uniformity
it can hardly act as a‘legitimate reason for rejecting
reports of non-uniform events such as miracles.

A further difficulty which arlses is that in saylng
that a miracle must contradict the whole course of experlence53
Hume commits himself to maintaining that no event is a
miracle unless it is absolu%ely unlque. ThlS seems a
strange énd untenable conclusion. Surely, deepite the
fact that @llaah is reported toshave multlplled food,su

. Christ's !ultlpllcamlon of the loaves and fishes is to
be jndged _mlraculous .+-As C.D. Broad comments, "It
seems arbiffary to suppose that two or three exceptions
to a'regularity necessarily prove that it is not;a law

of nature and consequently that none of the exceptions

are miraculéus.“55 Hume, if he is to Dbe consistent with

' ““hls deflnltlon, is forced to saj just this. Surely Hume

L

overempha51zes the fact that a miracle v1olates uniformity

to the neglect of the fact that it is an event caused

by a rational agent who, in some way, transcends nature.

A major difficulty which arises on Hume's definition

.-of. miracle is‘thdt’his argument-seens to prove too much.

It appears not only to prohibit belief in reports of

miracles but also to prohibit any progress in sclence. ;
| The difficulty arises in virtue of the fact that‘

belief in natural law, no less than-belief in miracle,

. . . . ‘
rests mainly on testimonial evidence. There have, moreover,
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been statements held to express natural laws;because

of an invariable'experience in their favour, which upon

the latér observation of exceptions, were abandoﬁed. It
must be realized that if Hume's a priori argument be
accepted such a procedure must be judged irrational since

the -first reported exception;‘tO'anyohe who has not

observed it, occupies the same 1ogica1 status as the
reporf'of a miracle. Thus,

those, . . . to whom the first exception was
reported ought to have rejected it, and gone
on believing in the alleged law of nature.
Yet, if the report of the first exception
makes no difference to their belief in the
law, their state of belief will be precisely
the same when a second exception is reported
as it was on the first occasion. Hence if
the first report -ought to make no difference
to their belief in the law, neither -ought
the second. So that it would seem on Hume's
theory that if, up to a certain time, I and
every one else have always observed A to be
followed by B then no amount of testimony from
the most trustworthy persons that they have
observed A not followed by B ought to have
the least effect on my belief in the law.sgg

That Hume was not unaware of this possible objection
can, perhaps, Dbe inferfed from his disgyssion of people
in a warm climate who, having_nevef directly observed
that water freezes, are first told that water freezes.

Hume comments that;

it must be confessed that, in the present case

of freezing, the event follows contrary to the
rules of analogy and is such as a rational Indian
would not look for. The operations of cold

upon water are not gradual, according to the
degrees of cold; but whenever it comes to the
freezing point the water passes in a moment

from the utmost liquidity to perfect hardness.
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Sueh an event therefore, may be denominated
extraordlnary and requlres a pretty strong
testimony to render it credible to people in

a warm climate: but stlll it is not miraculous,

nor contrary to uniform experlence of the course
of nature in cases where all the 01rcumstances
are the same. 57 -

This seems to be an argument to the effect-tﬁat
strong testimony ;5 sqfficient»to establish belief in
'unusual’ events-beyoﬁd the ken of one's experience
so long as the reborts of such. events also indicate that
the c1rcumstances urtder which such events took place
were somewhat foreign to one's experience.

Surely such a reply is inadequate. It ignores the
fact that the "people who discover exceptions e:%elleged'
general lawe are seldom the same people who explain
them-"58 It often happens, for example, that a researcher
reperts an exception to an alleged general law even
though he cannotlidentify any relevant background cir-
cumstance that is\even subtly different from those under
which more usual results .are obtained. Unless, howeYer!
suitably strong testimony establishes et least a provisional
belief in the occurrence of the évent, the theoretician ﬁas
no reason to think there is anything that needs explanation
or investigation. '

It migﬁt be objected that the theoretician's belief
is only provisional; that if only one researcher reports
an exception, and if the theoretician upon careful inspection

of the report of the conditions under which the reported

exception occéurred can find no relevant background condition
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that could serve to explain or make plausible the unusual
S . N ' . 2 .

resultg then the theoretician would be justified in
concludlng that the apparent exception never occurred.

Suppose. however, that a significant mlnorlty of

t'reputable 1ndependent researchers report that they. on

occasion, obtain similar results. Surely it is possible

to imagine conditions under which it would be irrational

‘te dismiss the reports of exceptions even thougﬁ it is

impossiﬁle to peint to any relevant differing background -
condition that is efen-slightly different from those
under which more usual results are obtained. ‘

The investigation of paranormal phenongna Seems

.a case in point.gg The evidence that paranokmal phenomena.

occur appears overwhelming even though, as yet, there
is no safisfacfory theory explaining such phenomena. -
It has proved impossible to ‘date to identify any relevant
background conditions which are ‘subtly different from
those under whlch more normal results are obtained;
just as it has proved 1mp0551ble to duplicate lnvarlably
the experimental results that ‘are sometimes obtained.
Science, if'iﬁjis to progress,.musé admit the
possibility of excebtions to alleged general laws, even
though it is not always possible to indicate the relevant
background circumstances which might serve: to explain
the exceptions; otherwise there is no heee for the scientist

to think there is anything that needs explanation or

investigatior and consequently there is no need to revise
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sc1ent1f1c theory. Hume's a priori argument, in thet
it precludes thls typlcal ac%1v1ty on the part of sc1entlsts.

is not: only an argument that precludes belief in reported

e FT

"mlracles 1t is an argument that precludes -the p0551b111ty

of progress in science.
It appears that even if Hume's definition of mlracle

be granted his a prlorl argument must be judged 1nadequate.

It fails in thet even if one grants that a miracle must

violate natural law it seems no part of the concept
that a miracle must be an absolutely unique event. If,

hoWever; it be granted that a miracle need not be. considered

. an absolutely unique event, there hardly ex1sts a priori,

"a dlrect and full proof from the nature of the fact,
against the.existence of any miracle.“60 It also fails

for the reason that, 1if successful it proves too much.

It would not only. preclude any bellef in a reported miracle

it would also preclude any possibility of progress in

" science.

Although Hume's a priori argument falls in its intent

it does show that if a miracle is considered a violation
“of natural law the acceptance of a report that a“miracle-

has occurred involves a certain conflict of evidence.

As Hume puts it,

The very same principle of experience
which gives us a certain degree of assurance
“in the testimony of witnesses gives us also,
in this case, another degree of assurance agalnst
the .fact which they endeavour to establish:
from which.contradiction there necessarily arises
~a counterpoise and mutual destruction of belief

' _.ancbauthority. 61
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Thﬁs. although even on Hume's definition, oneécannot
a priori suppose that no ev1dence is suff1c1ent to B

establlsh the occurrence of a mlraculous event the

_ argument leaves one w1th the feellng that there exists

n

a certaln 1rresolvable ten51on between reports of miracles

-

~and one's belief in natural law. - . .

The question which naturally arises is whether’
this seemingly irresolvable tension is inevitable or
is merely a result of Hume's definition of miracle. In
other words, 'What force does ‘Hume's a priori argument
have if one accepts the alternative definition of miracle
that has been-proposed in this paper?'. )

Hume's a priori argument seems tq'bé’in essence this:

1. The testimonial evidencd in favour of a -
miracle inevitably conflicts with the
evidence in favour of natural law.

2. The testimonial evidence in favour of a .
miracle cannot exceed, even in principle, ’
the .evidence in favour of natural 'laws.

3. Therefore belief in the occurrence of a
miracle can never be justified on the

. grounds of testimonial evidence. -
Note that it is an-essential part of Hume's argument
that the testimonial evidence in favour o&|a mitracle
must be construed as being in conflict with the evidence
that is in favour of natural law. Without this premise °

Hume's a priori argument cannot get started.’

-This premise, however does not follow from the

_ alternatlve deflnltlon proposed in thls paper. If a

mlracle need not be defined as involving a violation
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of the laws of nature then the testimonial evidence

in favour of a mlracle need not be construed as being

1n conflict w1th the evidence that is in favour of natural

.law. The erucial question which emerges on this alternative

definition of miracle ‘is not 'How pFooable is it that
the laws of hature'may be violate&?'. but, 'How probable
is it that there is a‘God and that He pexforms acts of
creation or annihiletion which result in mifacles?';éz -
The questlons of God's existence and nature are
large and complex It does seem, though that the general
consensus of phllosophers is that God's existence cannot
be disproved a priori. Presumably, if one is not prepared
a priori to rule out the possibility of God existing
then one 1s not prepared a priori to rule out fhe possibility‘
that God might perform a miracle.63 It is therefore the
case that one cannot'argue a priori that it is_enormously
improbeble'thaﬁ an event which nature alone could not
produce could not occur, unless one.is also wiiling a
priori to rulé out_the-possibilify.of God's existence.
It mig be‘objected thet this is to ignore the
possibilit& that a posteriori arguments for disbelief
in God's existence may be adduced. If this were the

case it might still be possible to -generate an argument

‘based on a conflict of.evidences.

In reply to this possible objection two points

may be made.

First, even if by this means one establishes a conflict

%
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between the ev1dence whlch ‘supports the bellef that God Ve
does ‘not ex1st and the testlmonlal ev1dence whlch supports
the belief that a .miracle occurred this ‘is hardly the )
confllct Hume env1saged in hlS orlglnal argument. The

ev1dence held .to prove the non- exlstence of Geod is not

of the same order as the‘ev1dence on which bellef in

natural law is based. In view cf the notorious difficulty
in proving the non-existence of anything, it would be
rash to hold that no amount of evidence could ever
establish a rationally Justlfled beilef in miracle.
Thus, even if there ex1sts 'a conflict of eV1dence, thls'
conflict does not a priori rule out the p0551b111ty
that the ev1dence in favour of a miracle may be S0 great
as to Justlfy bellef in the occurrence of miracle.

Second, in assertlng that there exist a posterlorl
arguments whifh justify the belief that God does not
exist the.critic must be carefu} not to beg the guestion.
For.example, it is-ofteﬂ asserted that, 'although it is
logically impossible to prove the non-existence of Go&,
it is nct necessary fo make reference to God in explaining
reality and that therefore Occam s Razor precludes the
assumption that God exists. Such a reply begs the questlon
of m}racle in that what is at issue is whether or not
there occur events which cannot be explained except

by reference to the immediate action of God, The critic

_is not at liberty merely to assume that such events do

‘not occur.
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| Perhaps the only a-posteriori argument aimed at
Justifying the belief that God‘does not exist that does not
beg tﬁé question is that objection to theism known as
'The Problem of Evil.' It has.been objected that natural
and moral evils are inconsistent withlthe'be;ief,that
a holy and omnipotenf God exists. If this.could be 'made
out.then there would indeed be & conflict between the
evidence which supports the Yelief that a miracle occurred
and the evidence which supports the belief that God does
not ex1st A

Whether the existence of natural and moral evils

is inconsistent with fhe belief that a holy and omnipotent
'_God'exists is a difficuit and_controversial.issue. It
is fair to observe, however, that the burden of proof
in this matter rosfs ubon theocritic. Unless'one can
lformally demonstrate that there necessarily exists a
"oont:adiction between the belief that naturai and moral.
evils.éxiSt and the belief fhaﬁ a holy and omnipotent
God oxisfs, one is not entitled to conclude that the
exigtence of evil implies the non-existence of God.
This, it seems, is very difficult: most philosophers
would agree that it has not been s;tlsfactorlly establlshed
that there 1neV1tably and necessarlly exists a contradlctlon.
between theso two bellefs.és- If’thls assessment of the
situation is correct; if it is the case-thaf'one may

accept the existence of evil and yet believe in God

then it is impossible for the critic to generate.an
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argument agéinstiratidnally justiﬁied‘beiief'in'the

occurrence of miracles based on a conflict between the

" evidence which supports the béiief that God does not!

.exist and the evidence which supports the belief that

a miracle occurred.

I condlude that Hume's a priori argument fails in
its intent. If a miracle be acéurately defined there
is ﬁo inevitable conflict-betWeen tﬂe evidence in févour

of natural law and the evidence in favour of a miracle.

"In Part I Hume offered an a priori argument to the

‘effect that the testimony of others could never be

Iy

. sufficient to justify one in believing that a miracle

occurred. In Part II Hume develops four a posteriori

arguments designed to show that the actual evidence is

so poor that it cannot begin to serve as grounds for

a rationally justified'belief in the occurrence of miracles.

Thesé arguments, it shoﬁld be noted, are_not of -
the same high calibre as Hume's a priori argument.
These arguments tend to depend upon factual claims tﬁaf
are questionable.

Hume's first a posteriori argument -is that,

there is not to be found, in all history, any
miracle attested by a sufficient number of men
‘of such ungquestioned good sense, edugation and
learning as to secure us against all} delusion
in themselves, of such undoubted\intfegrity as

to place them beyond all suspiciomof any design
to deceive others . . . 66

The truth of this claim is not beyond dispute. It

T
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.is_ possible to cite a number of examples which seem to
contradict this claim.g,. Indeed Hume appears to admit
this. He writes,' ’ ‘ r
, There surely never was a. greater number
of miracles ascribed to one person than those
which were lately said to have been wrought
in France upon the tomb of Abbe Paris, the
famous Jansenist with.whose sanctity the people
were so long deluded. . . . what is extra-
~ordinary is that many of the miracles were
immediately proved upon the spot, before judges
0 f unquestioned integrity, attested by witnesses
of credit and distinction, in a learned age
and on the most eminent theatre that is now
in the world. . . . And what have we to oppose
to such a cloud of witnesses but the absolute

impossibility or miraculous nature of the
events which they relate. 68

Hume's reply to his own example seemé not to be.a criticism
‘designed to show that the evidence in favour of the
miracles is not as good as it first appears but a dogmatic
assertion that miracies‘cannot-occur.
Anthony Flew attempte to escape such a conclusion

by interpreting Hume's use of the word 'impossibility’
to refer to physieal_as opposed to logical impossibility.ég
According'tb Flew, Hume must nof,be taken to be claiming
"that something conceivable is nevertheless in fact
impossible” but as.claiming that the.lnotien of miracle

. . is a pseudo-concept which could not in principle
be iﬁstatiated."?o It seems, however, that even on
this interpretation Hume does not contest the fact that
his a .posteriori argument is based on a dpbioue claim
but retreats to his a priori argument that belief in

miracles is never justified on the basis of testimony.
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The second a posteriori argument is.phraéed’thusi

if the spirit of religion joins itself to the

love of wonder, there is_an end of common

sense, and human testlmony in these: c1rcumstances
loses all pretensions to authorlty. A religionist
may be an enthusiast and imagine he sees what

has not reality, he may know hlS narrative to

be false and yet persevere in it with the best
intentions in the world for the sake of promoting
so holy a cause.p)

This second argument also Appears weak No one, would
dlspute the fact that it is sometlmes the case that when
'the splrlt of rellglon joins 1tself to the love of
wonder there is an end ‘of common sense.' . However, to
make this as a universal claim is surely a mistake{.
The claim that all religious believers who report first
hand experience of miracle suffer from a deficiency of
commen sense due to their religious convictions seems
- simply false; as’ does the 'claim that such people unlversally
suffer from an undue credulity and love of woncler‘.?2

Hume's third 2 posteriori argument is that:

it forms a strong presumption against all

supernatural and miraculous relations that

they are observed chiefly to abound among

ignorant and barbarous nations; or if a

civilized people has ever given admission

to any of them, that people will be found

to have received them from ignorant and

barbarous ancestors who transmitted them

with that inviolable sanction and authority

which always attend received opinions. 73
This too is a weak argument. Reports of miracles are
found among well-educated civilized people and these
reports are not invariably received from ignorant and
barbarous anceStors.?q Although many other examples

may be ‘cited, Hume's own example conéerning the tomb
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of the Abbe Paris seems adequate to dispose of thefclaim

put forward in-this argument.‘ | ‘
Further, eVen if it were true that reports of miracles

are found chiefly amongst ignorant and barbarous people

this would still be a weak argument. The underlying

" premise appears to be that uncivilized,_'barbarous'

¢

people do not have a sufficient acquaintance. with: the
course of nature to distinguish a miracle from:a natural
event. This is a dubious premise. Joseph did not have
to have a doctorate in biology to know that virgios in
the normal course of.events do not conceivé and the
disciples-did not have to be nuclear physicists to realize
that multiplication of loaves and fishes does not occur:
in the normal course of nature. It 1s wrong to think
that because the report of 2 miracle'comes from an
‘ignorant' and 'barbarous’' source that it can, solely
on that account, be disregarded.

" Finally, it should be noted that just as there
is no a priori reason for contending that because some
reports of miracles are lies and fabrications that all
reports of miracles are lieé and fabrications,. there is
no a priori reason to soppose that all ages should oe
equally endowed with miracles. Whether or not miracles
oceur equally in all ages and whether or not all. reports
of miracles are lies and fabrications, are questions
concerning matters of fact and must be investigated

empirically, not legislated a priori.
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Hume's fourth a posteriori argument is that:

in destroying a rival system . . . a miracle
likewise destroys the credit of those miracles
on which that system was established, so - that
1“é.ll the prodigies of different religions are
“to be regarded as contrary facts, and the
evidences of these prodigies, whether weak

or strong, as opposite each other.?5

This is an interesting argument; Its aim; like Hume's

a priori argument in Part I, is to discredit any presumed

~

‘evidence for a mlracle bM&fOlnting to a conflict of

evidence which destroys the force of. the presumed evidenceﬂ
in favour of the miracle.

-The argument's success, however, depends upon the
truth of the suppressed premise that niracles only‘oécur’
in connection with the religion whose system of theology
contalns the most truth and that the chief purpose of ...

a mlracle is to provide ev1dence of the truth of the

theology of the religion in which it occurs. Given that.

Hume was concerned to "establish it as a maxim that no

human testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle
and make it a.just foundation for any . . . system of
religion®ng it‘is_understandable that Hume would tend
to assume the truth of this premise. Such a premise
is, however, questioneble. It seems a mistake to think
that the seleior even chief purpose of a miracle is to
guarantee the truth of the system of theology in which
it occurssy just as it is a mistake to think that God
is not active in religions other than one's own.pg

There is no compelling redson why miracles should not
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occur in moré thah one feligion and therefore a‘fértiorin
no gompélling reason to regard the evidence fof such
miracles as 'contrary facts.ul |

Hume's a pdsteriori argumeﬁts, né less than his a.
priori argument, fail in their intent, They do nét establish
the conclusipn‘fhat.the actual testimonial'evidence is so

poor that it cannot serve as grounds for a rationally

jusfigisdfbelief in the occurrence of miracles.

* ¥ 3
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Some Contemporary Objections - o .

In addition to David Hume's famous criticism of

F ' .
the concept of miracle there exist a number of more

‘recent criticisms of the concept. These criticisms

mﬁst also be discussed.

One of the mosf|forceful and ambitious of ﬁhese
is to be found in Alastair McKinnon's article enfifled
'Miraclelahd Paradox.5g In this article McKinnon attempts:
to demonstrate that the term 'miracle’ "cannot conéistently
name or describe any real or alleged event."g,

McKinnon begiﬁé by noting that "the concept of
natural law, . . . if it is to be allowed at ail, ks

and must be universal in its application",él and that

. a miracle must be conceived as either: (1) an event

involving the suspension of natural law", or (2) an

event conflicting with our understanding of'n‘ature."82

McKinnon argues that such an understanding of natural
law and. the first sense of the térm 'miracle' involves //>
a cdntradiction. He feels that such an understanding
of naturalllaw implies that laws "are simply highly
generaiized shorthand descriptions of how things do
in faét happen-“l83 This involves a contradiction, however,
in that a miracle will then be defined as an exception
to what actually happened. As McKinnon puts it,’

Miracle would then be defined as 'an.event

involving the suspension of the actual course
of events.' And someone who insisted upen
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deseribing an event as a miracle would be
in the rather odd position of claiming that
its occurrence was contrary to the actual
course of eyents.su . .

Such an understanding ‘of natural l’ also precludes
the acceptance of the second sense of the term J/miracle’
as 'an event conflicting with our understanding of nature.
It would also involve a contradiction in that one

cannot believe both that the event happened

and that the conception of nature with which
it conflicts is adequate. In attempting to -
do so one necessarily contradicts oneself.
One is like the man who says 'Yes this cat

is white' then blandly adds ' . . . but I
hold that all cats are black.85

As McKinnon comments, “such a person may reasonably Be
asked to surrender either the historicity of the event
or the conception of nature with which it conflicts."86

Neither altérnéti§e seems acceptable. Neither
alternative makes it possiplé to employ legitimately
thé'term 'miracle’ to describe any real or alleged event.
To surrender the historicity of the event or events in
question is to admit thereﬂéé\polﬁeed to employ the
term 'miracle’ in describing eféﬁtg in the real world.
To revise one's conception of naturé‘ig‘to reﬁudiate the
grounds upon wﬁich it was originally urged that the
event be regarded as a miracle; One'seems forced to
conclude that the notion of miracles is a mere pseudé—
concept. |

The correctness of McKinnon's argument méy be.

questioned however. Both McKinnon's understanding
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of natural law'and his understanding of miracle'appear

suspect.

McKinnon's first premise that one may substitute

- the expression 'the actual course of events' for the

term ‘natural law"is faise? As was noted ear;ier;
science typically assumes that an event E is explained
when it is shown to be a ldgical consequence of relévant
initial conditions and a set of general laws. Knowledge
of natural law, unless one has knowledég of the relevant '
initial conditions, does not allow one to either predict,
describe, or eiplain the actual course of events. - It is.
thﬁs a mistaké to think that the terms 'actual course
of .events' and 'natural law' are inter?hangablé.
McKiknon's second premise is also dubious. It
was argued earlier that.tﬁe notion of miracle does not

entail the idea that natural law is violated if a miracle

occurs. The occurrence of a miracle does not indicate

that the laws of nature no longer apply or are temporarily

suspended; it indicates that God or some other rational

agent, either by the éreation or annihilation of matter,

-creates within nature an event which nature would not

otherwise produce.

The difficulty'with McKinnon's argument seems to.
be that having noted that a miracle is an‘évent that
is contrary to the natural course of events; McKinnon

interpfets this phrase to mean that a miracle is an

event contrary to the actual course of events.. Such

[EAE



(L) R .

B

"an intefpreﬁationiof the phraéé} unless ‘one is also..
prepared to argue thetfno ectual evenf ooul& have e
non-physical causet is illegitimate. A mirac{e.is
oontrary to the naéﬁfel'course of events not in. the
sense that it 1s an event whlch cannot actually occur;
but in the sense that it is an event which cannot be_
expiained-except by reference to the action ‘of .an agent
who transeends nature.A Efantedffhat_such events are
at leesf logically conceivabie, it appears, contra o
Mckinnon._that the term ‘miracleﬂicould consistently

name or describe a real or allegedly real event.

Patrick Nowell—Snith, in an.article entitled 'Miracles-
-The Phiiosophical Approach'S? attemPtélto-establish
a conclusion somewhat similar to McKinnon's albeit in-
a somewhat dlfferent way. | |
Nowell-Smith begins his argument by noting that
to call an event a miracle is .to.offer not just a
descrlptlon of the partlcular event but also an explanatlon
of its occurrence, To call an event a miracle is to
engage not only in observation but also in explanation.
This means that sincef"evigenoe must - be kept distinct.
from explanatory theory“.gé\all.tnat even the best evidence
can establish is that extraordinary'phenomena sometimes
occur. The question of whetner certain extraordinarylphenomena

occur must, however, be kept distinct from the guestion-

of whether these phenomena are to be termed miraculous.

™



‘-

—

[ By ]
'

;.;i .V". --Nrﬁ HQSOY.
: | : ve B |
The next step in the argument is the observatldn
t?at "s01ence 1s commltted not to deflnlte theorles
or concepts but to a certain method of explanatlon. 89
Thls means that even though it might 1nvolve new terms
and‘ﬁnfamilia% concepts it'might be posSible at sde
future point in time to frame a strlctly s01ent1f1c o
explanatlon of the extraordlnary events we are tempted
to term mlracles. Thus, the "problem is not whether

science can explaln eVerythlng in current termsgbut

whether the explanatlon of mlracles requires a method

R quite different from that of science. 80

Finally Nowell Smlth observes that a true explanatlon

must always have predlctlve power and 1nvolve "a law

- or hypothesis capable of predlctlve expansion. “91 Further,

in explalnlng a. mlracle, 1t makes no sense to make

reference to presumed 'supernatural’ laws since it is
impossible to dlstlngulsh a 'supernatural' law from a
natural 1aﬁ\§2 .

.This leads to the conclusion that an eVent is either

-scientific4dlly explicable or no explanation is possible.

£ Nowell-Smith puts it, “"the supernaturai seems toeji:j

- dissolve on the one hand into the natural and on th

other into the inexplicable. "93

> .
In reply to Nowell-Smith's argument two p01nts

will be made The first, at least as it concerns the
“argument developed in this essay is a relatively minor
. _ -

one; the second is a more major one.
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The first is that Nowell-Smith's claim that one
cannot diétinguish a 'supéfhé%ural“law'frdm a"natural'f
law is oﬁen to dispﬁte.' | N | | ‘

A necéésary conditioﬁ of a law geing considered

a 'natural' law is that the predicates occurring in

it are natural.gu' It has seemed ¢lear to many philosophers
. . ) \ )

that a'distinction must.be-drawn,between two ciasses

T ﬁredicates‘— natural and poﬁ—natufal - and that
rgdiéafes from one of these classes cannot be defined
in terms of predicates from the dther class.§5. Insofar

as such a distinction may be drawn and defended it is

conceivable that the predicates occurring in a law might

- be non-natural. Suppose, for instance, it were a law

that 'Goodness is alwaVs rewarded.’ Presumably‘such_

‘a'law_would not bé'a natural law since hefther“goodness'

nor 'reward' are natqfal prédipétes._'

| Iﬁ‘méy be argued of course fhat éven if one can
make a case for the possible.exiétence of 'supernatural'’
laws such laws will be of little use in explaining miracles.

This may possibly be the case but this is a qhite different

- claim than Nowell-Smith's original claim that one could

L.

not distingulsh a ‘supernatural’ law from a ‘natural’

law.

The second po%nt is that Nowell-Smith's argument ‘
depends upon the preﬁise that a true éxplanaéion must. ¢
always have predictive power and involve 'a law or

hypotheéis capable of‘predictive expansion.' The truth

5
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-

of predlctive expansion' but it is far from clear that

does 1irideed 1nvolve c1t1ng ‘a law or hypothe81s capable

N

scientific explanetion is the'only legifimate.type'of

*explanatlon.

-

i One of: the necessary condltlons for an event -being
termed a mlracle is that it be an event brought about
by a rational agent who, embodied or not, in some way
trinsceﬁds nature. It is therefore noteworthy that: one

must at least 1n1t1ally.96 dlstlngulsh ‘between explqnatlons

hwhlch involve agents' purposes or intentions and explanations

, which do not. The two types of explanation seem radically |

dlfferent

'In a scientific explanatlon an event E 1s the
cpnsequence of a certain set of relevant initial conditions
and a certaif set of relevant general laws. However,
inﬁwhet Swinburne terms a 'personal’ explanation97 an

™

event E i1s explained by reference to an agent's intention

or purpose to accomplish E-jor a further event F.gg

Further, in 'pgféonal' XPlanations, unlike scientific
explanations, it is usually#the case that an event E
cannot be inferred from events that csually preceded
events of type E. As Swinburne comments, "You could
not disccver my purpose and therefore my consequent
action in going out the door now hy notlng what I always

or normally did before going out the dgor.™ 99 Usually,

if one wishes to explain the actions of an agent, one



(53)

" mist make some referenee to the agent's public uttefaﬁces
-rconcerﬁing_his intentions and perposee. TherefappeareAeo“
be no parallel to this requirement in the case of scientific’
explanation. \
''Personal’ explanations, unlike sciehtific explanatioes
may have no close connectlon to the notlon of prediction
and yet stlll .serve as an adequate explanatlon of an
event. ‘Con51der, for example. a man with ten thousand
dellars and a desire fb invest his'money as wisely as
possibie. It turns out that there are two investment
opportunities which far outshine the rest. It also turns
out ﬁhat both 'these opportunities are equally lucfatije
andfeQually safe. Unfortunafely both these opportunities

. are of such a nature that one cannot invest any sum less

than ten thousand dollars. . The point of this example is

that the investor will invest_in.one or the -other opportunity.

‘and that this choice will be explained by reference to
the investor's desire to invest as wisely as possible,.
It is clear, however, that such an explanation is of
ne help in predicting which opportunity the investor s
wlill choose. ) |

It mlght be objected that such an explanatlon does T
not explain why one partlcular action which was a means
to a desired end occurred rather than another action
which was a means to the same end. Such an objection -
ignores the fact that we usuall& accept that a particular
action is explained when it is ehown‘to have been, or

at .least was belleved to be, a means to a desired end.
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It is far from obv1ous that a satisfactory explanation

must,.or.even oould, explaln why a particular means 1o

an end, rather than some equally attractlve means to

an end, was. used. ) L :

The foregOLng remarks must not be mlsoonstrued.

‘They are intended to show, not that explanatlons involving

reference to an agent s intentions or purposes cannot
be reduced to scientific explanatlons. but that prima
fac1e at least there exist lmportant differences between

these two types of explanation. It w1ll not do therefore

Q;;to assume there is only one legitimate type of explanatlon.

The conclu51on is clear. Unless one can demonstrate

that explanatlons 1nvolv1ng reference to an agent's

ntentlons or purposes can be reduced to solentlflc
explanations, Nowell- Smlth s argument falls | The concept
of miracle neither dlssolves on the one hand lnto the
natural nor on the other into the lnexpllcable, unless

one also denies the existence of agent causality and

its irreducibility as a form of éxplanation. Giveﬁ

that a miracle is at least partially defined as an act
brought about by a‘rational ageht who 'in some way transcends

nature, such a conclusion is not surprising.

A further objection that 1s often raised is that,
although the concept of miracle may be logically coherent,
and although there may exist extraordinary occurrences

which one might be tempted to term miracles, onetmust
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never term an event a miracle since this would be ‘to
. 3

impose arbitrary‘limits on what is scientificelly explicable

Ggy Robinson, in developiﬁg this'objectien. writés{

+ « +» notice what would happen to the scientist
if he allowed himself to employ the concept of
an irregularity in nature or of a miracle in
relation to his work. He would be finished as
a scientist. . . . To do this would be simply

. to resign, to opt out, as a scientist. . . .
Scientific development would either be stopped
or else made completely capricious, because
it would necessarily be a matter of whim whether
one invoked the concept of miracle or irregularity
to .explain an awkward result, or on the other
hand accepted the result as ev1dence of the
need to modify the theory one was investigating. 100

In essence this is an objection that, because there

exist no criteria by which one may determine whether

'anomalies' are properly regarded as miracles or as

events which indicate an inadequate understanding of

naturel processes, it is impossible to justify the use

of the term miracle. To invoke the term is to set

artificial and arbitrary limits on seientific explanation.
| It may be agreed that not every way of postulating

a miracle. deserves consideration and thef a superstitious

mentality in which miracles proliferate is to be avoided.

It must be questioned, however, whether it-is impossible

to develop criteria which-would distinguish events

properly termed miracles from events which are properly

understood as mere indices of an inadequate understanding
of natural processes.
Suppose, in the case of a particular event, the :

. . . 3
following criteria are met:
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1.  There is strong evidence that the extraordinary
event in question agtually occurred.

2. Although it is carefully scrutinized, the event
cannot be identified as being of. some. repeatable
type. (The event need not be absolutely unique
merely of such a nature that it is’ not consistently
repeatable.)

3. *The regularlty to which the event constitutes
an exception is strongly confirmed, and is .
known to apply to the same type of physical
circumstances in which the everit in question
happened.

4, 'The event is extraordinary, that is to say it
differs greatly from what one would normally
expect

5. The event took:- place in a moral and rellﬂlous
context and has moral and religious s1gn1f1cance.101

Surely these crlterla would serve to differentiate
events which might leg 1t1mately be interpreted as miracles
and events which would best Q? ;nterpreted asﬁlndlces
of-an inadequate understanding of natural procesées.
Whether one views an extraordinary evént ss a miracle
orlﬁhether one views an extraordinary efent as the result
of'some uﬁknown natural process need not be a matéer of
whin.

A possible bbjection to this line of argument is

that, although it may not be a matter of caprice or whim

~whether one terms an event a miracle, miracle claims,

no less than scientific claims, are corrigible. To

term an event a miracle, howéver, is to_hold that the.
event 1s explained and to rule out the possibility of-
any future scientific explanation.

Such an objection'fails._ Two of the criteria for
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an eveﬁt‘béing considered a miracle areuthat it-cgnnotf
be;identified_as éﬁ event of some repeatable,t&pi’and 
that thé regularity of nature to which it cohsti%utes
an exceptlon is strongly confirmed and is known to apply ;
to the same type of phy31cal c1rcumstances in Wthh the
event happened. Clearly there could be new sc1ent1flc
évidence which would sﬁégest either that the event can
be identified as being of somg%fepeatable type or that
the régularity of nature to which éhe gvent constitutes
an exception is not as strongly establlshed AS once was
-thought. One does not, therefore, in termlng an event
2 miracle, prematurely rule out the possibility of a fluture
scientific explanation of the event.

Theré is another related objection based on %the
fact that miracle claims are corrigible. This may be ’
expressed as the claim that it is always more rational
to beliéve that an event could be explained naturalisfically
if onl& we had the requisite scientific knowledge, than
to believe that a miracle has occurred.

vInlgssessiﬁg the forde of this objection one must
distinguish béfween pragmatic working assumptiéns'and
metaphysical presuppositioﬁs.- dne hay endorse the ’
principle of first seeking a natﬁral explanation of
an event without'thereby beiﬁg committed to the position
“ that a.supernatunal-explanation'of an event can never
be legitimately postulated. Geisler is correct when

he writes:
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Simply to assume . . . that there must be
a naturalistic explanation for every event begs
the question in favour of naturalism. . .
adoptlng the working procedure of always looklng
for a natural explanation need not be extended
into a rigid naturalistic position that there.
are no nonnatural explanations. The scientifie
mind should not legislate what kind of explanatlons
there can be.l02 . ‘ "

There is, of course, always the logical possibility

‘that a revision of sc1ent1f1c law may lead to a natural

| explanatlon of what was hitherto con31dered a miracle.

ThlS fact does not in itself justify the clalm that 1t
is always the more rational course to believe that all
events have natural explanations. The fact thet a claim
is corrigible does not eqtaii.the conclusion that other
logically possible claims aré more probably trué. |
For example, given the fact'that all scientific
claims are corrlglble there is always the logical
possibility that we are wrong in supposing that, in the
normal course of events, the blood circulates in a living
human body. It Will hardly do, however, merely on the
grounds that %his claiﬁ is corrigible, to cléﬁm that
some other logically possible alternative, such as the
claim that we are mistaken in bélieving the blood to
cirdulaté, is equallylprobablé or as well-established.
It is logically possible that some revision of
scien%ific law'might enable one to offer a natural
explanation of-those events one is tempted to térm
miraculous but it is also true that it is logically

possible that no revision would enable one to offer a
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natural expldnation of such events. (One's decision as

' to whlch of these alternatives 1s most probably true

must be based on an assessment of ev1dence. Both
alternatlves may be loglcally p0551ble but they are notr
necessarily equally probable.% |

Let us consider an ekample. Suppose one hears of
a man who claims to perferm miracles of healing through-
the pewer of God. Upon invesfigating,'g%é learns that
not only‘has this person an exemplary charécter but
also an apparent ability to perform remarkable cures.
One is able to capture on film occasions when, 1mmed1qtely T e
upon the prayérs of this man, fingers lost to leprosy .
were regrown to their original-form and length in a
matter‘of seconds, and occasions when eyes severely
burned by acid were immediately restored to sight. Cne
finds fﬁrther that not only does this man appear to haver
the power to heal any kind of disease or.injury, it 1is
also the case that no interposition of lead'screens or .
strong electro-magnetic fields or the like has-any effect
on his apparent ability to hezl. Indeed it is Qbserved-
that his power is apparently independent of distance
since beople in distant countries have experienced dramatic
healing after this mar prayed for their cure.

Such 2n example raises at leeet two major problems
for the person who holds tﬁat it is slways more reasonable
to postulate a natural explanafion rather than postulate

; .
the occurrence of a miracle.

+
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The first is that‘shch a proceduré commits one to

an apparently unwarranted skepticism concerning our

knowledge of natural law. If one hqs.goéd'reason to-

. accept the fact that such extraordinary events have

“occurred, and if bng insists that all explanations of
physical events must be naﬁurai, thenlone must be prepared
to reject‘or'réviselthe laws which led one to expect
different.results. This places one~in the poéitibn of

questioning what were hitherto thought to be basic,

‘well;evidenced,-qccgrate statements of natural law.

One is forced, 'in short to adopt a position of radical

' skepticism as concerns the claims of science. This,

it should be noted; is in sharp contrast to the defender
of the .concept of miracle who is able to offer an account
of how one may accep? the occurrence Bf such extraordinary
events and yet retain one's faith in what seem to be
basic well-evidenced accurate statements of natural law.
This_is not to deny that revolutions occuxn in
éc;ent;fic theory nor that science often progresses
by rejecting;previously accepted statements of natural
iaw; However, tqﬂinsist cn a naturalistip interpretation
"of such ;ﬁénomena as Have been described, merely on the
basis .of some general remarks abouf falsifiability =and
revolution in science, is at leasﬁ‘as great an act of -
faith as any'religi;us interpretation of such events.
Indeed, it .may require a greater act of faith to

interpret such events naturalistically. The defender
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of the concepf of miracle, taking his cue from Hume, nay'

ask in‘'a partlcular lnstance which is more likely: "That

a multltude of unknown processes requiring us to radlcally
revise or even reject well-established statements of
natural law have fortuitously combined to produce‘an
extraordinary and religiously significant event.' or

'An extraordinary and re;igiously significant event'has‘
occurred which, althou;h it does not force us to ‘revise
or reJect any well-established statements of naturel law,
does_seem.to‘indicéte that a transcendent rational agent
has acted to produce in nature an event which'nature |
could not‘ of itself, produce.' Surely only a somewhat
dovmatlc and uncritical metaphysical assumptign that
nature is in fact an isolated system can expiéin the.
insistence of some thinkers that, no matter what the
event and no matter what the.context in-which it occurs,
it is always more rational to live in the faith that such

an event has a natural explanation rather than believe

it to be a miracle.

The second major objection which.the.defender of
naturalistic interpretation must meet_is that the very
nature of fhe extraordinary powers of a 'miracle’ worker
may preclude a naturalistic explanation of these powers.

Cne wonders, for example, what it could mean to

term the power to heal a 'natural’ power if it were shown

that the capacify.to heal was not affected by distance,

rior any kind of physical screening, nor by the specific

-
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disease or ihjury of the person in need of henling.
Could Qne'legifimately use the word-'natural to describe '
q'capedity that appeafs indépendent of other natur=l
forces‘nndfcapaqiticsq
. 7o insist that it is lefitimaﬁe %0 describe such
a capnciﬁy ng hﬂtﬁral iz to open oneseLf“to the ghﬁrﬁe
th~t one h=2s made one's position inQulnernble‘by_mPking- A
it untostrble ~nd hence unfalsifiable. Ore connot hold.
that . naturalistic explqnﬂtion ié'compntibié with =ny
Aiogicqlly possible stote of ~ffairs in the physicnl
\orld without lenving oneself Vulnnrnble to sﬁéh n cﬁﬁrge.
The defender of naturalistic 1nterpret1tlon mry,

of courée, note thot it‘would:be.difficult fo show th-t
a certoin ability is truly indcpendent of physical
limitertions. Therc is always the loric=l possibillty
th=t new evidence will-shoé that 1t is not. ‘

_This is certainly true but it leaves the defender
of naturollstlc 1nterpretﬂtlon in the qwkward position

of JUQtWLyln” his rejection of ev1denca to the CO“t”qry

Zvidence for 2 pqrticular scientific cl=sim is never

‘conclusive nor indeed complete; one must always reach

provisional conclusions on the brsis of the evidence
available. Provisional conclusions m=y be strongly

rms’cmblls,hed however, andr in the =bsence of avidence

Ly

ugomes t].n"r different conclu ionn, deserve one's rationnl
= ’

Bl
n

sent. There could, conceivably, as in the c=se of the

example developed, be instances where an abundsnce of



.
———

(63)
evidence seems to indicate the exercise of-capacities.
. i - : . B . L]

Y

independent of physical‘limitations.

~ One cannot hold thatf howevgr improbable, one huét -
al&ajs postulate = né%urql.explqnation;of'an eveﬁt unless

one also helds thaf it hqslbeen fifmly establiéhed'ﬁéyoﬁd-;
pqssible.Aisputé that nature is an isolated system. Unless

one iz prepared to make such an .assertion a priori it
is - difficult to make such a statement without begging
the gquestion.

\ ) #o4 a
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It has been argued that since a miracle need const?fute\5(?

- no'violetion of natural law one cannot essume'that the

ev1dence in favour of natural law conflicts with the - P

-ev1dence in favour of 2 miracle. -Iu has also been
would

It must be . inquired what.type and degree of ev1den9e

argued that certaiﬂ events, if they were to occur,
be properly re”arded as mqucles and not AS mere ano'Qlies.

The 1ssue whlch now quses is the issue of ev1dence.

is necessary to justify belief in a miracle.

.1s con51stent with the ev1deﬂce A1 though thla basic

tyPES of evidence ouf to be we;ghted d;fferently.

more clear through an examination of the types of evidence
. e " .

' e - . . -
"The fundamentsnl prihciple in =ssessing-evidence

y o 3 pm ‘ ¢ i e - .
concernlng past events is to accept. as much evidence =2s

is p0551ble and yet develop A coherent 1ccount th 1t

principle may b% falrly ea51ly expreseed there are.
Sever=l subsidiary limiting principles which make (it ﬂi

qppllcatlon ‘much more compllcated than it would other-

2

wise be These mus? be noted and discussed. _—

The flret of" these is the pr1nc1p1e that dlfferlne

L 3
LA '

. % , -

The metning and purpose of this principle may be made

N

-~

~

relevant to the questior of miracle. 7 S P

B

. o, '
1\“\' . "
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There are thnee ba51c types of evidence rel
to the questlon of mlracle These are: .« . -

1. One' own experlence end one 's. memory
' of one 'S own experlence *

™~

The tertlmony of others concernlnp thelr
experience.

3. ReleVent physical trecés.

Swinburne includes e-fomrth'rype of eridence, namely
our contemporary understqodloﬁ of what things_are phy:ichlly .
1mpou51b1e or improbable.’ 103 He notea that thls fourth
type "is only n correctlve to thé other. three, not =n .
1ndepeodent source of detelled 1qformetlon "104: - p
' - "I disagree that there exists thls fourth type of ‘

‘evidence. As h2s been noted, the scientific laws upon s

whioh.‘our contemporary understanding‘of:what is physicqlly;
impossible or improbable' is presumably based, do not;
"in themselves, make any event impossible or improbable.

‘.

The reason these three types of evidence must be

weighted differently is th=t they have different intrinsic

. values. Tor example, one's own apparent memory of-n
. ! F ’ - -

‘miracle. must, primz facie, be given more weight than
the testimony of another.witness; it usurlly mskec more

sense to suppose that someone may be lylns thzn to

. believe bne's'memory to be mlsteken. I use the words

'prime fecie' and ‘usueily'-becnuse there erELponeideretions

which could Justlfy the conc1u51on thet another s
testimony. should be welﬂhted ‘more heev1ly than one's

fown apparent memory.105 However, in the absence of such

-

#



considerntions, and in view of #he fact that memory tends to

provide-clﬁes by which to welgh itselfloé'one‘s.apparent

[ e

memories are to be weizhted more heavily than the testimony

of others. .. o : : T
\3 .

Svidence from physicnl traces is =1so, ia mmny cases,
+ ! .o L

. b

‘ : relevant to the question of mirncle. Zvidence from physienl .

*

treces meYy be either strong or wesk. If one wvere to film

: o the instﬁntﬂnedus'regrowth of » man's fingerg »nd if
i . fﬁnt man could now sheke one's hand. whereas befare he
3_ co&ld not,_then'one'would have falrly strong evidence
_;n fqvouf of the occurresace of a mirmcle. . IT, dn‘the
i%iher_hond; cre ean oniy-%érify that the. =ccount cqnéerning

] " .~ long past miracle does indeed sten from -the perilod in

II _ - In zeneral, Eecaus; phycical treces ténd to disappesr,
" evidence .from physicnl trmces becomes wé¢kef with time.

. Zvidence from physical traces, therefore, tends to be

more conclusive in estsblishing miraéleg in the recent

l ‘ pact thon in the remcte post.

-

I - ' [hiz iz not to deny that evidence from physlcal ‘
troces is extremely important 1ia evaluntin; accounts

‘ - of long past mirszcles. _Although one cannet usdﬁlly ]

' conclusively estiablish thatuthe remarkable events in

.)f question occurred, one c¢an, "in many instaﬁces, estsblish

o whether the aﬁthor is 2ccursate == concerns historienl,

1 ) ! .

auvltur~l, and geozrmphicsl detsil, One m=ay choose,
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for example, not.to nccept th 5ﬁg€3rrence of the remzarkable
o ‘ ) , L ' e
events recorded in the New Testament accounts of the

1' B 1ife of Jesus, but it will hardly do, in the face of
ﬁ?'their histérical, culturml'and‘gedgraphicnl aceurncy,

3 e

to dismiss these accounts ms plous lesends invented

" [ SO

centuries-later by » credulous church. o

A

] - “nother important subsidi-ry principle is thet : S
anrticulsr evidences ouzht to be nccorded different
‘ weicnte on the basziz of the empirical evidence available

.. concernins their reliability. This is accomplizhed

PP——

- by =.procedure which 3winburne terms 'narrowing the

-] ' . evidence class.’ 5 Thus, if one wiches t6 evelu-~te . :
. . . B A
C, - - .
the teatimony of »n individual, one-does not exclusively . .
1 - . : N
J ’ devote oneself to investirating the worth of testimony:
/s : :

“eneral,  one 2lso 1Investigates the worth oﬁ the person’'s

i

Memrts 4

teatimony in particular. -

' ...| - .v 3 - -
| ) Juch = procedure presupposes the Zener~l weli=billty

of other evidence cince it is only by nefﬁﬁtgpﬁ he

. reliability of other evidense that one can orrive at
aa indepernderit besizs by which to evaluste the pnartlicular

piece of evidence in quesztion. Thus, =lthough this.
nrinciple iz escentizl, if one is to nssean eviderice

properly, it iz, by its very n~ture, somewhat limited.
Unless one 1g willingz to desl with =n infinite regress = :
of evidences one must admit there iz some evidence

L}

) which ought to be sccepted even without further evidence

{ © in its favour. Az Swinburne puts it, ' .
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Aalternntive expl=anat

[

the testing of evidence of onme class con only
be perfermed if we presuppose the reliability
in general of other evidence. . . . We may
have empirical evldence ~bout the reliability
0f other evidence, but 2z such evidence will
concist of more empirical evidence, we hnrve
to stop somewhe with evidence which we can
take to be rcllﬂble without empl”lCnl evidence

~thereof. 1'59
‘Although this prineiple. is by its nrture somewhet

Timited it i = useful *oo! for ev-oluating reports-of
mirmeles, for oxsmple,- ingof~r ag n pevson’'s testimony

h~5 been relirble in the prot it chould be welghted

* =

heavily but insof~r a3 s person's testimony ls rener-lly

unreliable it chould be a2ccorded 1little weight.

Tinnlly ‘we ounst note a third ﬁub idinry ﬂTlPClUTO. :

Thir iz tho principle that onc outht not to reject
qoinniﬂent evidence, except 1a the f=ce of extremely

tisfnctory

9
J]

ztrons cvidence to the contr-ry, unless

»

*

The coroll-ry of this is that one is juntified in

fejcctinq.coincidenf'evidences if one can offer H
weil—substﬁnfiated expl=nntion which explFinS-the
coincidénce of the evidence without having to dszume
the truth of.the evidence.

One must be.careful in npplying\this princinle.
z

oine da

3
-

(')
J
)]
(9]

: ) . - 3
ocricerns the mnjor det=sils of =n event

/

is uzually =2 simn of truth but coincidence ns concernc
’ P
cvery detsil 15 oftow a2 =ipn of frlsity.  (One expects

N

independent witnesces of - event to ~gree oa the wejor

tion can-be Ziven cf the 001“c16n ce,

b o
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1 : o *étails but one hardly expects them.to agree .upon, Or
efqn reéort the‘snmé,‘minor det=2ils. Too stqndardined .

} a1 account, at lenst as far as testimonial évidencé is :
[ _.Ldoﬂcerned, le~ds one Yo shsﬁect the falsity of an account,

CUUaot ite truth. Y
l ' T - This principle ﬁné an obvious use in.qvnluﬁtinf .

reports of mir-cles. If multinle reports of 'a mirncle

PU——
i
'
[

exhibit heth the nereement ns regords the mijor detnils

]

of the event, and the diwersiiy concerning minor det=ils

of 1

H

- thet is chnracteristil

]

=}

dependent reporis of the

, + n=2me event thea this coincident evidence must be heavily

[P

vei~hted. Juch avidende would he strong evidence in

Tavour of the occurrence of a miracle. -

e h=eve .discussed, ~t lenst in 2 preliminary way,

the typez of avidence relevant to the ~uecstion of mir-~cle.

Jde hove olco briefly exomined the principles which rovern

the =2asessment of such evidence. e are now, it is i

.

Eoped, in a.porition to detesrmine the type and derree

g of evidence negcegssary to justify belief in the.occurrence
| . . LI . - . '
of ~» mirncle. ¢
- ) ,

“here c¢=n be no ~uéstion that it ic st least concelvable

rh

that the evidence could be such =s to justify belie

in the occurrencz of 2 mir=acle. *For example, if one-

in the presence of friends were to witness ~nd £ilm the

instantaneous regrowth of n fri%®nd's finsers, =nd

f

[ =

-one knew that both the msn snd his friends were relizious ..

] | |
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people of exemplary chéracter who h=d been praying for

" this event, one would surely be justified in believing

the event to he 2 mirncle.

evid

Znually, however, it must be admitted that the

oace in favour «of 2 mirnacle is rarely this stronz.

Most people never directly observe = mi¥acle =nd even -

those who hnve been so priveleced never cboerve more

thaa =1 insi mmifiecant portioq of the mir=cles reparted,.

.lurther, ~lthoush evidence from physicol traces mry 'be

relevant, it is often the c2se that relevant physical

L

traces heve either disappe~red or serve only #s5 = nezrtive

for the truth of the mir-cle clqim.llo

The question which arises therefore is whether

justified belief in the occurrence of » mirncle

might be ectoblished solely on the brsic of testimonial

s o
evidence. In other wordes; riven th=t one hos hed no

direct cxparience of the purported miracle and zsiven

that the evidenice from physicnl traces is either non-

+

a¥intent or inconclusive, could one concelvably justify

belief i=n the occurrence of the mirmcle on the brsis

/\

of testimoninl evidence?

Anthony Flew denies the possibility. e writes

the criteria by which we must rosecs historicesl
testimony, and the zéneral presumptions which
nlone make it possible for us to construct the
detrituz of the pact »s historicsl evidence,
must inevitably rule oubt ~ny pocsibility of
establishing upon purely historicel grounds,
that some seaulnely miraculous event hms indeed
oc0urred.lll
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