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5b: A Christian Perspective


Teacher Resource Sheet 4  

The Miraculous in Christianity and in Science

A letter to The Times by a group of prominent evangelical Christian scientific professors, six of whom were Fellows of the Royal Society, provoked an uncharacteristically vigorous response from the editor of the scientific journal Nature. The subject of the letter was the role of miracles in Christianity and in science. The scientists (Professors R.J.Berry, Sir Robert Boyd, Martin Bott, Denis Burkitt, Sir Clifford Butler, Sir John Houghton, D.Tyrell, E.H.Andrews, E.R.Dobbs, J.B.Lloyd, M.A.Jeeves, C.A.Russell, D.C.Spanner and G.B.Wetherill) wrote,

“It is not logically valid to use science as an argument against miracles. To believe that miracles cannot happen is as much an act of faith as to believe that they can happen. We gladly accept the Virgin Birth, the Gospel miracles, and the Resurrection of Christ as historical events. We know that we are representative of many other scientists who are Christians standing in the historical tradition of the churches.

Miracles are unprecedented events. Whatever the current fashions in philosophy or the revelations of opinion polls may suggest it is important to affirm that science (based as it is upon the observation of precedents) can have nothing to say on the subject. Its ‘laws’ are only generalisations of our experience. Faith rests on other grounds.” (The Times 13-7-1984)

The response of the editor of Nature was to claim that far from having nothing to say about miracles science does, in fact, take a totally different view. “Miracles, which are inexplicable and irreproducible phenomena, do not occur - a definition by exclusion of the concept.” He goes on to claim that the letter “provides a licence not merely for religious belief (which, on other grounds, is unexceptionable) but for mischievous reports of all things paranormal, from ghosts to flying saucers.” (Nature 310 (184) 171)   

The two views expressed, by the letter to the Times and by the editor of Nature, polarise two totally different concepts of miracle. The idea that miracles are ‘violations of the laws of nature’ or interruptions in a deterministic world is the target of the classical attack on miracles by the philosopher David Hume. However the Bible does not distinguish between the natural and the supernatural and sees God at work equally in the everyday occurrences and the extraordinary occurrences that we designate as miracles.

Hume’s Attack on Miracles.

David Hume (1711-1776) included a critique of miracles in his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding written in 1748. He assumed the view of Isaac Newton that the created universe as a world-machine governed by eternal, unchanging laws, although probably Newton himself would have been less likely to have excluded God. His target was the Christian claim that the miracles of Jesus and his resurrection were historical events, both of which were originally based on the testimony of the original eyewitnesses (the apostles of Jesus).

Hume hoped to show that:

(1) It is almost impossible to demonstrate that miracles happened.

(2) It is impossible to use the miracles to prove Christianity

(3) Although miracles may be objects of faith, they can never be the basis of faith.

(a) His Argument.

(1) Experience is the primary source of knowledge about facts:

 “Though experience be our only guide in reasoning concerning matters   of fact, it must be acknowledged that this guide is not altogether infallible, but in some cases is apt to lead us into errors.”  

We usually accept eyewitness accounts because they follow a pattern where objects and instances we observe follow in constant and regular succession. Where the account is out of the ordinary we require a stronger testimony. 

(2)  
Miracles are violations of the laws of nature and, as such, reports of them are impossible to believe.

“A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined. Why is it more than probable, that all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood and is extinguished by water; unless it be, that these events are found agreeable to the laws of nature, and there is required a violation of these laws, or in other words, a miracle to prevent them? Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever happened in the common course of nature. It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should die on a sudden: because such a kind of death, though more unusual than any other, has yet been frequently observed to happen. But it is a miracle that a dead man should come back to life; because that has never been observed in any age or country. There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event … and as a uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle.”   

(3) 
No testimony can establish a miracle. The eyewitness is more likely to be lying than truthfully reporting a violation of the laws of nature.

“When anyone tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediately consider with myself, whether it is more probable, that this person should either deceive or be deceived, or that the fact which he relates, should really have happened. I weigh one miracle against the other … If the falsehood of his testimony would be the more miraculous, than the event which he relates; then, and not till then, can he pretend to command my belief or opinion.” 

(4) 
There has never been a miracle attested by a sufficient number of educated and trustworthy people.

“ … there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good sense, education and learning as to secure us against all delusions in themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them beyond the suspicion of any design to deceive others."

(5) People generally, and religious people in particular, are inclined towards accepting wonders to promote their cause.

“ The passion of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency towards the belief in these events … But if the spirit of religion join itself to the love of wonder, there is an end of common sense; and human testimony in these circumstances, loses all pretensions to authority.”

(6) Miracles are associated with ignorant and uncivilised people.

“It forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and miraculous relations, that they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous nations.”

(7) Miracles in rival religions cancel each other out.

“ Every miracle, therefore, pretending to have been wrought in any of these religions (and all of them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is to establish the particular system to which it is attributed; so has it the same force, though more indirectly, to overthrow every other system. In destroying a rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of those miracles.” 

(b) Responses to Hume’s Arguments.

(1) Hume was right in stressing that, “A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence.” 

(2) Hume had  earlier in his essay defined the laws of nature as connections inferred from observation:

“ ...no objects have any discoverable connection together, and that all the inferences, which we can draw from one to another, are founded merely on our experience of their constant and regular conjunction.”

On this basis it is not possible to discount miracles because one event would not be more nor less miraculous or wonderful than any other because the laws of nature are not things that can be predicted but are actually descriptions of what we perceive usually happens. Hume maintained that the raising of a house or a ship into the air would be a visible miracle but the raising of a feather would not. What would he comment if he were alive today to see airships and spaceships? (There is a deep problem in Hume in that this argument from observation is inductive. Elsewhere he is concerned to point out that one counter instance can overthrow well-established conclusions based on inductive inference. So, if a miracle actually took place…)

(3) Thomas Sherlock, who wrote in 1729, pointed out that, although miracles require more evidence than usual, it is absurd to say that they admit of no evidence. Hume confuses history with science. That dead men do not rise is a common experience but this does not prove that at a point in history one man did not rise from the dead. This must be established on the basis of historical evidence, not rejected out of hand. Given the possibility of a God who chooses to reveal himself decisively at one point in history then, says William Paley, it is reasonable to conclude that it is probable that an event, like the resurrection of Jesus, should not happen today, but not that it could not happen at some  point in history.

(4) Hume is not prepared to accept a miracle even if it were to be attested by a sufficient number of educated and trustworthy people. This is illustrated by his story of the purported death of the queen. 

“ But suppose ... that, on the first of January 1600, Queen Elizabeth died : that both before and after her death she was seen by her physicians and the whole court ... and that, after being interred a month, she again appeared, resumed the throne, and governed England for three years: I must confess that I should be surprised at the occurrence of so many odd circumstances, but should not have the least inclination to believe so miraculous an event. I should not doubt of her pretended death ... and that it neither was, nor possibly could be real.”          

The same is true about his comments on the alleged miracles happening in his own day in connection with the tomb of Abbé Paris.

“ ... many of the miracles were immediately proved upon the spot, before judges of 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?”

(5) It is true that people are drawn to wonders and it is, therefore, important that sufficient evidence from reliable witnesses should be sought before accepting a purported miracle. It is not necessary that the witness be well educated. He or she just needs to be a trained or good observer.

(6) The claim that miracles are associated with ignorant and civilised people is untrue, with reference to the resurrection of Jesus, as neither the Jews nor the Romans at that time were either ignorant or uncivilised. Even if they were uneducated, why should this prejudice us against their testimony?

(7) It may or may not be true that miracles in various religions cancel one another out. Like the miracles themselves this cannot be known until the specific purported miracles are examined. Although miracles in particular traditions cannot support the existence of the whole religion there is no reason why specific miracles might not have occurred within that tradition. There are, of course, questions about the cause of the purported miracles and the interpretation of their significance.

Other Objections against Miracles

In addition to Hume's criticisms, the following have been levelled against the occurrence of miracles:

(a) They can be explained away as coincidences.

(b) Some miracles seem trivial and pointless. There were miracles of this kind reported in the apocryphal gospels concerning the child Jesus.

(c) Some miracles can be rejected on moral grounds. For some people, like Maurice Wiles, all miracles are objectionable, given their seeming arbitrariness and triviality. If God is all loving and just why would he save the Jews who came out of Egypt with Moses, but allow millions of Jews to die in the Holocaust of the Second World War or turn water into wine for the guests at one wedding at yet do nothing to save millions dying of starvation in the world?  

Christianity and Miracles

Denis Alexander writes, “ …biblical thought makes little distinction between remarkable events that, as we would say now, have scientific explanations and those, like water turning into wine, that defy any current scientific explanation. All are seen as reflecting the will and actions of God for particular people at particular times in particular contexts. What mainly draws attention to their status as miracles is not that they are necessarily events that have never happened before, or which may never happen again, but that they are unusual signs of God’s actions in particular circumstances. Their designation as a miracle is not based on their law-defying properties but on the way in which they stand out as focussed and particular instances of God’s will expressed in a way made unusual by its timing or by its rarity (or occasionally uniqueness) as a phenomenon.”  (Rebuilding the Matrix Oxford, Lion 2001 438-9)  

The following terms are used in the Bible for miracles:

(a) Signs (semeion) – events that point to God’s activity and power. 

(b) Mighty Works  (dunamis) - works that display divine power

(c) Wonders (teras) - events that evoke astonishment. 

Miracles are often called signs and wonders (Exodus 7:3; Acts 4:30) or signs, wonders and mighty works. Peter used all three terms in his Pentecost address. “ Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was accredited by God to you by miracles (dunamis), wonders (teras) and signs (semeion) (Acts 2:22; see also 2 Corinthians12:12; Hebrews 2:4.)

The function of miracles is not to prove God's existence, because belief in God is necessary for a belief in miracles, but to demonstrate the following:

(a) That God is present in a special way to the believer.

(b) To bring glory to God.

(c) To help those in need. 

The Bible excludes the following definitions of miracle:

(1) A violation of the laws of nature because;

(a) This implies that the laws of nature are independent of God.

(b) That God does not use natural causes.

(c) That God could only occasionally intervene in the course of nature.

(d) Such language would be anachronistic in a pre-scientific age.

There is a helpful distinction that can be made between laws of nature (metaphysically assumed, but may be just God’s regular habits) and scientific laws (our formulations of our belief about a particular way nature operates). This helps to keep a clear focus on the inherently human activity of science and its need for a humble provisionality, not least when suggesting the universal validity of its generalisations.

Science, Christianity and Miracles.

Science is more at home in investigating potentially reproducible phenomena and that which can be investigated under controlled experimental conditions, but there are areas, like geology and evolutionary biology where this is not possible. In fact any research must start with taking some things as given and not by adopting the totally sceptical attitude of David Hume. Denis Alexander quotes St. Augustine, “I began to realise that I believed countless things that I had never seen or which had taken place when I was not there to see …Unless we took these things on trust, we should accomplished absolutely nothing in this life.” (op.cit 447) 

Science does not exclude the possibility of miracles. Events do not have a single cause and can be explained in more than one way. For example an oil painting can be described either in terms of the intention of the artist or in terms of the distribution of paint on the canvas.


" … a miracle may be the work of (say) a divine upholder of the... physical world rather than a false observation or unknown cause. Such an interpretation does not depend on any irruption into the causal network, since the determinism of the machine is only one of the levels of the phenomena.” R.J.Berry, God and Evolution London. Hodder 1988 169)

Aims of the Topic

To enable the student to answer the following questions

· What is meant by the term ‘miracle’ in religion and in science?

· What criticisms did David Hume bring against the idea of miracles?

· How can Hume’s criticism be answered?

· What other criticisms, besides Hume’s, can be made against miracles?

· What does the Bible mean by the word ‘miracle’?

· Does science rule out miracles as impossible? 

Learning Objectives/Outcomes

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· Understood the way some scientists have attacked the Christian concept of miracle.

· Understood the objections brought by David Hume in his classical critique of the miraculous and how these objections have been answered.

· Understood the biblical concept of miracle and how this differs from Hume’s definition. 

· Some understanding of how the conflicting views of critical scientists and believers in miracles might be resolved.

Some will not have progressed as far but will have

· Understood that Christian views on miracles have been challenged by some scientists.

· Some knowledge of Hume’s views on miracles and be able to see where his criticisms have been challenged.

· Some understanding of what the Bible teaches and how this differs from the views of Hume and others.

Others will have progressed further and will have

· Understood how some scientists have a different concept of miracle to that of Christians and why they see miracles as a challenge to their scientific worldview.

· A detailed understanding of Hume’s arguments and be able to answer them.

· An appreciation of how the biblical concept of miracle need not be in conflict with a truly scientific understanding of how our world functions.

Resources

· Resource Sheet 3  Miracles to Mechanisms. 

· Resource Sheet 3 [LA] From miracles to Mechanisms

· Resource Sheet 4 Hume’s Critique of miracles.

· Resource Sheet 3  [LA] Hume’s Critique of miracles.

· Miracles PowerPoint.
Books

· Brown Colin Miracles and the Critical Mind Exeter Paternoster 1984
· Collins C. John The God of Miracles Leicester Apollos 2001
· Palmer Michael The Question of God London Routledge 2001
(Chapter 4 contains Hume’s account and a critique) 

Articles

· Craig William Lane The Problem of Miracles: A Historical and Philosophical Perspective (download from Leaderu website)
· Helm Paul The Miraculous Science and Christian Belief 3 (1991) 83-95
· Judge Stuart How Not to Think About Miracles Science and Christian Belief 3 (1991) 97-102.
Websites

· http://leaderu.com
· http://scienceandchristianbelief.org   
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