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What if anything does Hume show us about rationality of belief in miracles?
Throughout the following essay we will be assessing how arguments from Hume can be used to show that a belief in miracles can be rationally conceived, but this does not make them true. By rationally in the context of the following writing the interpretation we will be taking is to mean that miracles are of reasonable understanding with reasons being presented to why a belief in miracles can be understood as valid. There are points on both sides of the arguments in favour and not for the rationality of miracles.
Hume proposes the argument that miracles cannot be rationally conceived due to the fact that they go against the laws of nature. This is supported by his definition that a miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.[footnoteRef:1] The laws of nature are necessarily true and cannot be broken as they are based upon empirical evidence. Miracles are a violation of the laws of nature and because the laws of nature are necessarily true it is logically irrational to say miracles can be justified as existing.  [1:  Davies, Brian, An introduction to the philosophy of religion, Third edition, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2004, p.238] 

Although Hume suggests arguments to dismiss miracles of the grounds of the laws of nature this can be switched to justify a rational belief in miracles. If miracles are to exist their origin must come from a divine. This means that miracles predate the laws of nature furthermore the laws of nature can be said to be implemented by a divine being and only over time have been categorised under scientifically devised headings. If God is the creator the all in the world then he would have created the laws of nature, therefore stating that just because the laws of nature exist means we must dismiss the rational argument for the belief in miracles is false. God can implement both from his omnipotence abilities. There is nothing to stop God from bringing about events without causes seen in the natural world.[footnoteRef:2] The belief in miracles is taken to mean events which cannot be explained by naturalistic causes but only by God, the violations of the laws of nature means that a link can be drawn between omnipotence and miracles.[footnoteRef:3] The mere existence of miracles is enough rational justification to show a belief in God as miracles cannot be explained in the usual way. Hume said that the world is limited as we humans cannot argue on behalf of the infinite world.[footnoteRef:4] Dismissing Hume’s laws of nature argument as a valid explanation for not rationally believing in miracles.  [2:  Davies, Brian, Philosophy of religion, a guide and anthology, Oxford University press, Oxford, 2000, p.399]  [3:  Davies, Philosophy of religion, 2000, p.398]  [4:  Thompson, Mel, Philosophy of religion, Teach Yourself, Hodder Headline Publishers, London, 1997 p.105] 

Although there is justification for the belief in miracles from the perspective that they predate the laws of nature the overall reliability of the occurrence of miracles must be looked at. There are three possible conclusions to be drawn from this that either miracles are not rationally acceptable as they go against what is logically true, or that miracles do exist and are from the divine intervention of God who shows his powers by creating an event which does not fit in with the laws of nature to show his overwhelming power over the rest natural world. The second point here agrees with the ideas of Mackie who says that miracles are beyond the natural world thus they can rationally exist.  Hume holds the third point that miracles can just be natural occurrences but are considered to be miraculous due to either their timing or they are perceived to be slowed down or sped up.[footnoteRef:5] Every event in the world is from the build-up of a unique set of events which produce an outcome, just because something has occurred at a certain time does not make it a miraculous occurrence.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997 p.156]  [6:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997 p.156] 

 The existence of miracles goes against the laws of nature as the laws are enforced by our prior experiences. Prior experiences have been proved by fitting logically and empirically into a repeatable pattern. For a miracle to be rational in existence and belief the occurrence of miracle would have to show a flaw in the pattern. All our knowledge of the external world is based upon sense experiences which are supported by matters of fact,[footnoteRef:7] but they start as sense experiences which are tested in a later date these sense experiences are what initiate our prior experiences.  [7:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997 p.48] 

As previously stated, the reliability of the laws of nature comes down to their regular occurrence. The problem with miracles comes from an argument by Swinburne who identifies that there is not a problem with the pattern in the laws of nature, but miracles are merely occurrences of unrepeatable acts thus they do not cause a flaw in the laws of nature but do not fit the pattern.
 Another argument from Hume is grounded upon the proposition that no human testimony is strong enough to prove miracles rationally exist. This derives principally from the idea that for humans to make informed rational beliefs they must weigh up both sides of the argument which in this instance is the argument for miracles versus prior experiences. Prior experiences give regularity to our lives and show that humans can be tricked by their senses, but the pattern previous experiences fit into means that it is true to say that a miraculous event could be a trick of the mind rather than a real occurrence. It is irrational to believe that miracles can exist. Prior experiences teach us that there are often alternative explanations for the occurrence of such wonderous miraculous events which do not hold any divine intervention. There cannot be any better explanations for the occurrence of miracles from an outer cause, thus it is irrational to believe in miracles
Miracles pose a problem with their definition there has been the conclusion to identify them as a religious phenomena when they can be defined as things which are just unlikely to happen. If they are unlikely to happen they can fit in more realistically with the laws of nature as it shows that they are possible but not from divine intervention. This shows that miracles can be consistent with the laws of nature they are just unexpected to occur. 
Although the argument for prior events counters the argument in favour of miracles the case for a believing in miracles is only foretold if when considering the testimony of the miracle is more reliable than the testimony against the miracle, for the apparent falsehood would be more miraculous. The proof against the miracle in question would have to possess collect falsehood of the event to be considered miraculous.[footnoteRef:8] Hume’s prior experience argument works in conjunction with his violation of the laws of nature argument because our prior experiences are enforced by what we know which comes from the laws of nature of society. Both together show it is not rational to believe in miracles. It is always more likely than not that the report of a miracle has been misunderstood than a break in the patter of the laws of nature.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Rogo, Scott D, Miracles, A scientific exploration of wondrous phenomena, The Aquarian Press, Harper Collins Publishers, London, 1991, p.9]  [9:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997 p.162] 

The evolution of the laws of nature in conjunction with scientific evolution proves there are altera motives to miracles from a neurological perspective. Miracles provide a certain form of sensory awe among the receiver which can have causes based in the brain. It is irrational to believe miracles exists just on spoken word otherwise this would dismiss evidence we have of other events which was primarily based on spoken word prior to its testing. To form rational beliefs Hume advocates that both sides of the argument must be weighed up against each other, however although this supposes there is an opportunity for miracles to be perceived as being believable the general conclusion is that the arguments against outweigh the arguments in favour of miracles, therefore miracles are not rational. 
This argument to dismiss miracles on the basis that they go against prior experiences can be supported by James’ argument of universal scepticism so that if we dismiss the idea of divine experiences just because they are based upon spoken word what is to say we should believe everything in the material world. Therefore it is rational to dismiss the idea of miracles as they go against the already established which is based upon provable characteristics.
Proposed witnesses to the miracle must have their personal validity of the claim testified.  The inconsistency of the occurrence of miracles proves that they are irrational and unpredictable, and this works in conjunction with the idea that a substantial quantity of witnesses are needed to falsify the laws of nature which has not been recorded to be the case in any miraculous situation. The problem here is that what kind of substantial evidence would be needed to warrant a belief in miracles because the burden of proof is based on human testimony and witness.[footnoteRef:10]There has never been a substantial number of trustworthy reliable witnesses to testify for a miraculous event against the laws of nature which have been enhanced by our prior experiences so it is irrational to believe in miracles. This point agrees with Hume in that no human testimony can hold the force needed to prove a miracle has occurred. Although looking for a miraculous conclusion means the experiencer has already changed their mindset to believe that miracles are rationally possible, but this is a separate thing to the generally rational belief of miracles. [10:  Meister, Chad, The philosophy of religion reader, Routledge Publications, Taylor and Francis Group, London, 2008 , p.397] 

Religious traditions help enhance the idea of miracles as being rationally believed as many religious origins have denoted from the occurrence of alleged miraculous events. The proof of miracles cannot be a justifiable foundation of a system of belief for a religion because the evidence against the miracles go against the beliefs of the religion in question. There are too many contradictions to justify rational beliefs in favour of miracles. Religions can be used to justify anything.  Religions in one miracle contradict miracles in another religion therefore it is irrational to believe miracles as prior experiences tell us that there can only be one truth and that contradictions are often misinformed judgements. These judgements can be used by those in authority merely as a control mechanism and do not hold any true validity. Beliefs remain firmly entrenched in the cultural patterns of life to enhance thoughts, actions and feelings of those in society.[footnoteRef:11] Hume believes there is no way to establish stable religious beliefs with rationality but rather it is quite miraculous how people are willing to abandon their rational beliefs in favour of religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:12] Although there is potential here to justify miracles the laws of nature are proven whereas miracles are interpretations of events which sometimes can just me metaphorical miracles like in the origin stories to portray a message rather than physical miracles. A statement with miraculous claims can attempt to give knowledge but the depth of the statement depends on the interpretation of the facts.[footnoteRef:13] Miracles are not necessarily of divine intervention but an event which goes against the ordinary circumstances. [11:  Martin, Craig and McCutcheon, Russell T, Religious experience, a reader, Equinox, Bristol, 2012 p.121]  [12:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997, p.165]  [13:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997, p.42] 

Prior experiences help give us a rational foundation which allows the dismissal of a belief in miracles, but the rational foundation is built upon previous testimony of the occurrence of events. Our experiences of the world are based upon the testimony of others who we have subsequently believed in conjunction with the stories we are brought up with, some stories of a religious nature, therefore it is incorrect to dismiss miracles as irrational as this would cause us to dismiss other parts of history which lack substantial evidence to prove they are either true or false. Miracles throw up the debate of what someone believes against what we claim to have knowledge of with proof.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Thompson, Philosophy of religion, 1997, p.42] 

Hume advocates that the laws of nature are generalized based upon our prior experiences so they are not necessarily true, therefore there is rational belief to believe in miracles as all his arguments are based around each other. To find fault in one doubts the whole principle that miracles can be irrational. The laws of nature are the laws to judge objective features of the world which does not include miraculous events so miracles can still be believed rationally.
Hume’s counter to this is that the laws of nature, although based upon objective features of the world are also from logical analysis so they are not presenting any new knowledge merely presenting and testing what is necessarily true. Few religious men would be prepared to admit that their religion is a mere matter of feeling rather than based upon empirical evidence.[footnoteRef:15] To oppose this in favour of a rational argument in favour of miracles is that nothing is necessarily true just that it fits with the pattern of order and regularity which means it conforms with the laws of nature. Something may not conform with the laws meaning that the reasoning for its existence has not yet been explained by the laws of nature so miracles can be rationally believed. Repeated counter instances of miracles in opposition to the purported laws of nature only act as further evidence to show that the purported laws are not genuine laws and there can be a fault in the pattern.[footnoteRef:16]A particular way of life is understood based upon scientific hypothesis and terms which occur in virtue of the relationship of the whole system as a whole and reinforces the hypothesis with the empirically observable facts which are apparent.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  MacQuarrie, John, Contemporary Religious Thinkers, From idealist metaphysics to existential theologians, SCM Press Ltd, London, 1968, p.184]  [16:  Davies, Philosophy of religion, 2000, p.425]  [17:  MacQuarrie, John, Contemporary Religious Thinkers, From idealist metaphysics to existential theologians, SCM Press Ltd, London, 1968, p.185] 

To conclude there is evidence both in favour of a rational belief in miracles and to doubt there occurrence, but this has not been to prove whether miracles are true or false but whether there is ground to say they are able to be rationally believed. Miracles can be rationally believed on the grounds that they fall out of the pattern of order, however this proposes that there are alternative explanations to their occurrence which have either not been found or the miraculous event in themselves has been misjudged. Overall miracles cannot be rationally believed as the evidence against them outweighs evidence in favour of them more regularly than not and to believe one occurrence justifies a miracle would contradict all of history. 
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