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Can you ever have adequate grounds to believe a miracle has occurred on the basis of what others tell you?

Miracles are believed by many people to be supernatural events, and also an important criterion for proving the existence of God within theistic religions.  David Hume sparked controversy when he wrote ‘Of Miracles’.  His argument was criticised upon the premises that first, it is impossible in principle for testimony to justify a belief in a miracle, and second, that an indispensable element in his argument is the claim that a miracle is by definition a violation of the laws of nature.[endnoteRef:1]  In order to establish why a personal account of a miraculous event can be believed, we shall first explore how the concept of miracles is interpreted, and then examine the nature of testimony as a reliable form of evidence. [1:  Chris Slupick, ‘A New Interpretation of Hume’s ‘Of Miracles’’, Religious Studies, 31:4 (1995) 517-536 , p.517 https://www.jstor.org/stabel/200019778 ] 

 
First, we need to observe the elements which a miracle contains, so that we can establish whether a miracle exists.  We note that miracles typically possess specific characteristics; they are inherently positive in nature, and usually involve a positive transformation from a particularly negative, traumatic, or disturbing event. Events of change on a negative trajectory do not exist within the realm of miracles, so there is always a positive meaning involved.  In addition, miracles oppose the expected course of events within a situation. This gap between expectation and reality creates a space for the attribution of personal meaning as to why this unexpected event has occurred; usually this is through scientific or spiritual criteria.

Defining the term ‘miracle’ is important in establishing whether there is consistency regarding the concept. Two people may be applying different linguistic meaning to the term, and this would potentially lead to conflict over whether a miracle had occurred, with each having an opposing definition.  On a simple level, the word originates from the Latin ‘miraculum’, derived from ‘mirari’, which relates to a characteristic which provokes wonder.[endnoteRef:2]  This simple definition begs the question of whether a miracle requires more than one person as the recipient of wonder and awe, or if other people’s opinions are superfluous. On a deeper level, McGrew identifies three types of applied definition.[endnoteRef:3]  First, events which exceed the productive power of nature; they lie outside the normal course of nature. Second, violations of the laws of nature.  The third definition is miracle as used within a religious context, in the theological sense of the word. [2:  Internet Encylopedia of Philosophy, ‘Miracles’, Internet Encylopedia of Philosophy https://www.iep.utm.edu/miracles/ ]  [3:  Timothy McGrew, ‘Miracles’, Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy, (2016), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/miracles/  p.1-3] 


By examining definitions of the term miracle, we can identify causes which may result in a lack of belief that a miracle has occurred.  The first type of use is seen within statements referring to everyday occurrences which are unexpected. For example, Frederick is quite ill, and then makes a sudden and unexpected recovery. Members of his family may express their surprise with the phrase “It’s a miracle!” This is a non-specific use of the term, it does not usually contain any inherent concept of miracle and can also be used to refer to surprising events. Using this definition, it is quite possible to believe that an unexpected event has occurred. However, this use of the term is a linguistic phrase which does not hold the same gravity associated with the scholarly or religious understanding of a miracle.

A common understanding of miracles is as violations of the laws of nature.  David Hume used this as his original definition, extending this later to include “a transgression of law of nature, by a particular volition of a Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agent”.[endnoteRef:4]  One major problem with this definition is that historically, laws of nature did not exist.  They are a recent terminology which has evolved alongside the development of science. Describing miracles in these scientific terms is problematic for the presence of miracles which are described in ancient texts, and for religions which take miraculous events as the cornerstone for their faith, like Christianity which is based upon the miracle of the resurrection of Christ. The absence of natural laws around the time of the life Christ suggests two possibilities: First, the definition must be flawed, and miracles are not a violation of the laws of nature.  Alternatively, laws of nature were not yet recognised in linguistic or scientific terms, in which case we must seek to establish exactly which components of miracle were being referred to. [4:  David Hume, An Enquiry into Human Understanding, (London: Simon & Brown, 2011), p.98] 


‘Laws of nature’ is a problematic term which contains inherent false assumptions.   Most people understand a law to be an indisputable fact, something which is a certainty and to which there are no exceptions. This assumption is particularly applicable to scientific or natural laws. But we do not possess complete knowledge about the universe, and we do not know the impact that future understanding may have on our current understanding of laws of nature.  Laws are created upon observation of patterns and It is difficult to establish the exact boundary at which a natural law is violated.  T.J. Mawson notes that because such laws are purely statistical then violations may occur.[endnoteRef:5]  A single situation, one hundred, or one thousand incidences could be viewed as the point requiring revision of an existing natural law.  The point at which a law of nature becomes invalid is not universally agreed upon.  [5:  T.J.Mawson, ‘Miracles and the Laws of Nature’, Religious Studies, 37:1 (2001) https://jstor.org/stable/20008325 33-58, p.39] 


Theoretically, scientists could explain a historical miracle under a newly discovered law of nature.  This would eradicate the event as having the status of miracle, if using the definition of laws of nature. But is we apply this criterion to an event like the resurrection of Christ, we would find that many people would reject such an idea as preposterous.  The miraculous event still contains inherent religious meaning which would exist independently of any method of external categorisation.  In this instance, where there is existing belief within one person, the agreement of an independent person would be deemed irrelevant. The conflicting core beliefs between the two people would result in each having a lack of adequate grounds to believe the testimony of the other.

Religious belief creates complex problems in the acceptance of testimony of miraculous events.  For many people religion is an integral part of defining any miraculous event. Without a spiritual element a miracle is simply an analogous event. Miracles are used for the creation and maintenance of many global religious belief systems, including Hinduism, Judaism, Islam, Christianity and Buddhism.[endnoteRef:6] The entire Christian faith is founded upon the miracle of the resurrection of Christ following his death. Therefore, to disprove the existence of miracles would cast doubt upon the core of Christianity itself.   [6:  David L. Weddle, Miracles: Wonder and Meaning in World Religions (London: New York University Press, 2010)] 


 A belief in the existence of miracles is of fundamental importance for many people connected to religious faith, and this may lead to inadvertent or deliberate bias about their existence. Religions also hold a high level of social and political power, and so proving the existence of miracles has significant implications within wider society and culture.  Non-religious people may suggest that this potential bias provides enough reason not to believe testimony of a miracle in the theological context.

Attribution of religious meaning is one of the core points of conflict when deciding whether a miracle has occurred. Supporters of non-religious theories of miracles may view this as an area which contains confused thought. Their argument being that if an event falls outside the expected course of action, then it is wholly possible that a chain or coincidental sequence of events have led to the outcome. But to allocate the outcome to the intentional activity of a higher being, or God, is a progression which has no sound basis.  Attribution of miracles to God suggests the existence of God as organiser of the event, without further investigation. Since there is no proof of God’s existence, this demonstrates flawed reasoning.

Defenders of the religious aspect of miracles, such as Richard Swinburne, suggest that a miracle does not need to violate natural law.[endnoteRef:7]  First, as God is omnipotent, natural laws are encompassed within a greater whole, and they are subject to be used according to God’s actions. Also, it is the ‘knowing’ of the recipient that they are heard and protected by God which is the key issue. This requires no violation of natural law.   [7:  T.J. Mawson, ‘Miracles and Laws of Nature’, 33-58] 


In response to those who suggest miracles are coincidences, or mere good fortune, R.F. Holland states that ‘the significance of some coincidences as opposed to others arises from their relation to human needs, and hopes and fears, their effects for good or ill upon our lives.’ [endnoteRef:8] T.J. Mawson raises the issue that miracles are often related to specific prayers.[endnoteRef:9]  Consider the example of a child who has a terminal illness, their father prays for their recovery and the child makes a full recovery. There is a subjective meaning, experience and certainly involved here between praying and the child’s recovery which may be interpreted in a different way from an objective standpoint. [8:  T.J. Mawson, ‘Miracles and the Laws of Nature’, p.38]  [9:  T.J. Mawson, ‘Miracles and the Laws of Nature’, p.36] 


The causality of miracles is difficult, if not impossible, to assign and results in an endless argument about the burden of proof: Does it lie with providing proof, or falsity, of God’s existence?  There are two main elements within a miracle: the event itself, and the attribution of cause.  Moore notes that no matter how many scientific tests are carried out, they only confirm the first half of a miracle, they do not touch the second half.[endnoteRef:10] He proceeds to highlight the need to fill the gaps in attribution to stop the situation becoming impossible to understand.[endnoteRef:11] [10:  G. Moore, Believing in God: A Philosophical Essay, (London: T & T Clark Ltd, 1989) 218-239, p.222]  [11:  G. Moore, Believing in God: A Philosophical Essay, p.235-236] 


The attribution of meaning also applies equally to the non-religious community.  If a person has a naturalistic view of existence they will apply meaning to a situation within the framework of the laws of nature. If a person places high value on scientific and empirical data, they will likely fail to recognise the possibility of intervention by a Deity because it does not conform to their worldview.  Alternatively, an individual whose highest value is Christian doctrine, in the absence of data to the contrary, will fail to see a miracle as anything other than the influence of God. 

One criticism from non-religious supporters is that it is not possible for multiple religious communities to each propose that miracles provide credible evidence for their own beliefs.  Where each religious group has opposing and contradictory views, then the miracles cannot support each view equally.  Evidence which supports Christianity cannot support evidence for Hinduism. But in response to this line of thought, religions and miracles both contain numerous inter-connecting elements, in which meaning is subjectively applied.  The occurrence of a miracle does not contain inherent Christian, Hindu, or other religious elements. It is an event which is inserted into an existing belief system.   So, if a person witnesses an event which fits into their belief system, then it is credible that they have experienced such an event.  But if a person listening to their testimony does not share this belief system, it will not be credible because it does not fit their personal belief system.
 
Testimony contains a number of vulnerability problems, which makes it difficult to establish absolute truth. Any personal commentary contains a subjective element, but this can be taken as a second-rate source of information, especially within the scientific community, which favours objective data: The aim being to reduce problematic areas like intentional or sub-conscious bias, or a lack of personal knowledge and understanding, which would result in mis-interpretation of data.  But as we have seen, the nature of a miracle is that it contains an element of subjective meaning.  It is not possible to accurately decide whether a miracle has occurred purely on objective data because this fails to consider an important part of the concept.

Perhaps it is potentially erroneous to accept the testimony of another person about a miracle, especially if we do not know how credible their testimony is, but in everyday life we rely upon the testimony of others for much of our information. Our education, beliefs, and worldview are primarily founded upon the testimony of others. The vulnerability problem refers to the potential error contained within the source of our knowledge. If what we have learnt from others is incorrect, perhaps due to error or inaccurate perception, then the judgements on which we base our own interpretations of life and events may be inadvertently flawed. Our perception may be wrong because of inaccurate interpretation of our senses, flawed language, or our general view of a situation. This inadvertent misinterpretation can be present in any person providing, or receiving, testimony of a miracle.

Richard Swinburne’s Principles of Testimony and Credulity provide a classic argument for supporting an account of a miraculous event as truth. The principle of testimony suggests ‘In the absence of special circumstances, the experiences of others are probably as they report them’, the principle of credulity is similar, but refers to the truth of experience.[endnoteRef:12] If a miracle appears present, then it probably is. Opponents like Michael Martin apply the negative principle: whereas a believer in God may view an event as proof of God’s existence, an atheist views the same event as proof of the absence of God’s existence. In reply, this does not apply to experiences of absences; there is no reason that if God is present in a miraculous event, that the atheist would be able to experience this. [12:  Jonathan Adler, ‘Epistemological Problems of Testimony’, The Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy (2017), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) https://plato.edu/archives/win2017/entries/testimony-episprob/ ] 


Credibility is an important factor in accepting or dismissing a miraculous claim.  The special circumstances which Swinburne refers to in his principles of testimony and credulity include mental illness, bias, inadvertent misinterpretation, and lack of knowledge. Whilst these are important factors, it may be easier to establish mental illness or a lack of education, it is less simple to establish bias, inadvertent misinterpretation or knowledge, due to the vulnerability problem.
Our approach on how we view and interpret the world affects our fundamental view of how we interpret testimony. A reductionist believes that universal principles govern the world, and that everything can be attributed to the laws of physics.  Hume provides an example of this thinking when he also observes how our faith in the testimony of witnesses and historians ‘is not derived from any connexion, which we perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a conformity between them’.[endnoteRef:13]  From a reductionist viewpoint, it is difficult to have adequate grounds for believing testimony of a miracle. C. D. Broad notes that no amount of corroborating or indirect evidence, no matter how educated the person, would account for the lack of conformity to natural law.[endnoteRef:14]  Testimony falls outside the parameters of what is acceptable evidence according to natural laws.   [13:  David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, p. 97]  [14:  C.D.Broad, ‘Hume’s Theory of the Credibility of Miracles’, ‘Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 17 (1916-17) 77-94, p.80 https://www.jstor.org/stable/4543915 ] 


In contrast, anti-reductionism takes two main forms: First the epistemological approach is that given our mental capacities we would not be able to grasp the ultimate physical explanation, and so we explain things within simpler models. Alternatively, ontological approaches suggest that higher-order phenomena, such as the existence of God, or Divine intervention of some type, cannot ever be fully explained by physics.[endnoteRef:15] In both of these cases an account of a miracle could be accepted within the boundaries of our regular experience. [15:  Jonathan Adler, ‘Epistemological Problems of Testimony’, p.12-15
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In conclusion, the fundamental nature of miracle is that it contains two main components:  First, an event which is outside the usual course of expectation, and second, the attribution of a subjective meaning to explain this gap between expectation and reality.  Whilst the actual event can be accepted and verified as having occurred, the meaning attributed to the event is more problematic.  Humans [endnoteRef:16]tend to favour opinions and beliefs which are like their own. So, testimony about a miracle is more likely to be rejected if it opposes that of the recipient, whilst shared interpretations are more likely to result in belief of the statement because it is coherent with the view of the recipient. If beliefs are similar, it is possible to have adequate grounds to believe a miracle has occurred on the basis of what others tell you. [16: ] 
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