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Introduction
 
In this essay I examine the question “Can you ever have adequate grounds to believe a miracle has occurred on the basis of what others tell you?”. I present an argument intended to demonstrate that the epistemic consequences of entertaining a belief in miracles are overwhelmingly negative.  

I start with a brief look review of the criteria used to identify Miracles, the role Miracles play in Christian theology in particular, and some key concepts in the Philosophy of Science to help frame the following discussion.

I proceed to develop a supporting argument that starts with the idea that the only way any person could possibly have adequate grounds to believe a Miracle has occurred actively requires them to seek as much knowledge as possible in order to avoid the risk of mistaking something for a Miracle that could be better explained by other means.

I then show that Miracles, just like any other hypothesis that offers itself as a potential explanation for some event, should be capable of being discarded when new knowledge comes to light that provides a better explanation. The possibility of Miracles being difficult or impossible to discard is then considered. Furthermore, I examine the idea that Miracles, because of a reluctance or inability to discard them, could possibly become an active impediment to the creation of new knowledge.

The conclusion of this argument applies equally to believing a miracle has occurred on the basis of what others tell you, or to what an individual experiences in their own right.	Comment by Tristan Nash: A good introduction. 









Miracles - What are they and why are they important for theism?

Before we try and answer the question of whether you can you ever have adequate grounds to believe a miracle has occurred on the basis of what others tell you we first need to briefly investigate how the word Miracle is used in more detail. In this essay I follow Everitt[footnoteRef:1] in his categorisation of four distinct senses of the word Miracle, the violation sense, the directly willed sense, the inexplicable sense, and the coincidence sense. Coincidence miracles can be understood as a fortuitous event that can be explained within our current understanding of natural law. Due to space limitations here I will exclude further discussion of coincidence miracles on the basis that, while it is uncontroversial that they can and do occur, there is no philosophically interesting argument that these kinds of Miracles provide any evidence for the existence of God.  [1:  Everitt, Nicolas, The Non-existence of God, (London, Routledge, 2004), Ch.6] 


In what follows I will focus on the criteria that apply to what Everitt calls violation, direct and inexplicable miracles. Understood in this sense, violation, directly willed and inexplicable Miracles require that humans have some baseline understanding of the “natural order” that usually behaves in regular enough ways for us to agree that something special or unusual has happened[footnoteRef:2]. It is also important to note that in a theistic context part of the criteria for identifying Miracles is that the event must be meaningful for people i.e. people that witness or hear of a Miracle must be able to interpret the event in some way that aligns with, reinforces or incorporates some kind of teaching or message from God. The final, and key, part of the criteria for all of these kinds of Miracle is that the underlying explanation for the event in question is that God caused the event to happen[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Hume, David, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, ed. Tom l. Bueachamp (Oxford, 2000), P.87]  [3:  Mackie, J.L, The Miracle of Theism, (Oxford, 1982), P.12] 

 
Described in this way[footnoteRef:4], Theistic belief in Christianity incorporates a core expectation that Miracles can and do happen, and that the cause of Miracles is God. Christianity, Richard Swinburne tells us, is ‘that religion among the major religions in which miracles have had the most important role’[footnoteRef:5]. Swinburne suggests that ‘An entirely regular world in which everything (apart from human choices) occurred in accordance with natural laws would not be a world in which God had any living interaction with human beings....He would never respond to the sins of humans as they committed them, their requests and acts of worship as they made them. And that would give our dealings with him a very impersonal quality.’[footnoteRef:6] I take this to mean that a Miracle, in addition to providing a possible explanation for the event in question, also functions as a potentially crucial piece of evidence for the existence of God. [4:  Swinburne, R, The Existence of God, (Oxford, 2004), Ch.12]  [5:  Swinburne, R, The Existence of God, (Oxford, 2004. P.288]  [6:  Swinburne, R, The Existence of God, (Oxford, 2004. P.285] 

Philosophy of Science & the growth of knowledge

In his book “Arguing for Atheism”, Robin Le Poidevin[footnoteRef:7] uses an analogy between different concepts of Science and different kinds of theism, with the key point being that we should recognise the difference between an instrumentalist vs realist approach, based on the latter being at least potentially true. In this essay I take Science to mean the realist method for building knowledge that progresses through conjecture and refutation in an open-ended search for better explanations. Crucially this includes the willingness to discard or modify any hypothesis or assumption when confronted by evidence and discoveries that are unable to be explained by the existing theories (or better explained by new theories).[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Le Poidevin, Robin, Arguing for Atheism, (Routledge, 1996), P 107-110]  [8:  Popper, Karl, Conjectures and Refutations, (Routledge, 1994)] 


The arguments that I present in this essay are based on the idea that Miracles as defined by the criteria that we reviewed here positively require a body of “natural law” in order for a Miracle to “violate”, exceed or be inexplicable in the first instance. Brian Davies[footnoteRef:9]makes the point that, even though biblical authors had no concept of scientific theories as we understand them, they still implicitly assumed a “natural order” of things that was overridden in some way when God made Miracles occur. So, in the sense that Science is what has built and grows our knowledge of the “natural order” and enables people to differentiate the Miracle from the “natural order”, we can say that Miracles require Science. This can also be conceived of as humans requiring a sufficiently orderly universe that we can differentiate regular sequences from “Miracles” with Science being our best method for building knowledge of what the regular sequences are. The other observation that supports the following arguments is that the Miracle-criteria are specific about requiring a human being to be aware of the Miracle in the sense that humans need to be able to interpret the event as significant. Note that this implies that for an event to be a Miracle, it must be something that at least one human being is aware of, (i.e. Miracles happening in an unobservable part of space-time beyond human awareness would appear to be ineligible for being assigned Miracle status using our criteria).	Comment by Tristan Nash: In order for us to recognise something as a miracle then we must be able to recognise what the natural order is. However, there being a miracle (if we define a miracle as God’s direct engagement of the world) does not depend on us recognising the natural order. It depends on there being a distinction between the natural order and God’s direct intervention. So there can be miracles even if there is no science. 	Comment by Joel: My point here is that the criteria for identifying Miracles that we have been considering also includes people recognising them and finding them meaningful. If God is performing Miracles constantly without anybody noticing them then that is the same as us being unable to identify any Miracles from the Natural Order of things.  [9:  Davies, B, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, (Oxford, 2000) Ch.11] 

 
In this quote from Aquinas we can see the acknowledgement of how the interpretation of an event is potentially dependent on the knowledge of people: ‘These works that are done by God outside the usual order assigned to things are wont to be called miracles: because we are astonished (admiramur) at a thing when we see an effect without knowing the cause. And since at times one and the same cause is known to some and unknown to others, it happens that of several who see an effect, some are astonished and some not: thus an astronomer is not astonished when he sees an eclipse of the sun, for he knows the cause; whereas one who is ignorant of this science must needs wonder, since he knows not the cause. Wherefore it is wonderful to the latter but not to the former.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, Chapter 101 ON MIRACLES, [1], https://dhspriory.org/thomas/ContraGentiles3b.htm] 


To me an important implication for our understanding of Miracles that this quote suggests is that there is (or should be) scope for a change in the status of a miracle based on the state of human knowledge, that is, an event that was deemed to meet the criteria at time T1 may no longer meet the criteria at time T2, due specifically to our increased knowledge. For example, this could be due to an increase in scientific understanding at T2 that provides a better explanation for something that was previously assumed at T1 to require a miraculous explanation. For an event to meet the Miracle criteria at T1 humans must be unable to explain it using our best knowledge at the time (i.e. our knowledge of the natural order) and it be deemed significant (theistically) and therefore explained by God. So in that sense it is true that the Miracle theory is the “best explanation” at time T1 and false that it is still the best explanation at time T2. My subsequent argument is based on the idea that the growth of new knowledge creates (and in fact requires) the opportunity to revise our explanations of events in this way.	Comment by Tristan Nash: It is not that it met the criteria at T1 but that we mistakenly thought it met the criteria. 	Comment by Joel: It meeting the criteria at T1 = us being unable to explain it using our best knowledge at the time i.e. our knowledge of the natural order.

So in that sense it is “true” that the Miracle theory is the “best explanation”  at time T1 and false that it is still the best explanation at time T2.

I.e. the criteria for a Miracle is not “God made it happen”

There is one more concept that may be added to our criteria for Miracles. Aquinas goes on to describe a Miracle specifically as something that is wonderful regardless of who observes it: ‘Accordingly a thing is wonderful simply, when its cause is hidden simply: and this is what we mean by a miracle: something, to wit, that is wonderful in itself and not only in respect of this person or that.”[footnoteRef:11] To me this raises the question of how can we be sure that what is witnessed or said in testimony to have occurred was “simply” wonderful in itself, or merely wonderful due to ignorance of the true cause? Based on the criteria for Miracles and the ideas discussed here I propose the following supporting argument that connects Miracles and knowledge: [11:  Ibid] 


P1: Without human knowledge we would run the risk of mistaking something merely incidentally wonderful for something “simply”/“in itself” wonderful

P2: So we should endeavour to increase our knowledge indefinitely

P3: But if we increase our knowledge then things that we thought were “simply” wonderful may become only Wonderful incidentally (and should lose their Miracle status)

C1: It is possible that every event tentatively explained as a Miracle could be better explained at a later date without the Miracle explanation (i.e. with a hypothesis that doesn’t require criteria of being meaningful, “simple” and caused by God). 

In summary, our ability to correctly identify Miracles is dependent on knowledge, and in principle our knowledge can grow indefinitely (provided we avoid arbitrarily restricting it). There is a possibility that new knowledge will explain an event previously thought miraculous by natural means. It is a possibility that this cycle can continue indefinitely with all prior Miracles losing this status as knowledge advances. If Miracles, like any other putative explanation, are tentative and can be discarded then perhaps there would be no harm in believing in them (tentatively and temporarily). However, as I will argue in the next section, there is an argument that means we should in fact avoid the temptation to ever explain events with Miracles.	Comment by Tristan Nash: It is not that miracles are dependent on knowledge but whether we define something as a miracle may be dependent on our knowledge. 	Comment by Joel: I mean in the sense that the possibility of a human every correctly identifying a Miracle is dependent on knowledge

This is different to a concept of Miracles that simply assumes that there are things called Miracles that are caused by God and happen regardless of whether humans notice them or not (surely this is circular?)

Miracles - a risk to the progress of knowledge
 
What, then, is the proposed epistemological argument against belief in Miracles? 
 
P1: Humans can create new knowledge indefinitely towards infinity by continuously proposing, refuting and discarding hypothesis. 

The idea behind P1 is that creating and discovering new knowledge in our infinite Universe is hard, and never has an end in the sense that we will never know everything, however the good news is that this means we can continue to add to our knowledge indefinitely![footnoteRef:12] To continue to make progress in building infinite knowledge the key is to actively seek good explanations and actively avoid relying on bad explanations. [12:  Deustch, David, The Beginning of Infinity, (London, Penguin, 2012)] 


P2: It is always possible that humans are mistaken in believing that the event in question meets the additional criteria that are required for the event to be a Miracle (meaningful, “simple” and caused by God). 

As per the supporting argument above, any assignment of Miracle status should be tentative only, given lack of knowledge may be the real reason we are unable to explain the event in question. This is different to asserting, “there are no Miracles”, rather, I am saying “how can you be sure that the real explanation is not some yet-to-be-discovered natural feature of the Universe”.

P3: Miracles are a bad explanation ultimately because they are harder to dispose of or modify than a regular hypothesis in response to growth in human knowledge.

The additional criteria for a Miracle mean that any event explained as a Miracle, by definition, also becomes supporting evidence for God. This dual role (i.e. possible explanation for the event & evidence in support of existence of God) creates a risk that a Miracle as an explanation may be difficult to remove or change for reasons entirely unrelated to how well it performs as an explanation of the specific event in question.

C1: Belief in Miracles (i.e. settling for this variety of bad explanation) is a risk to the progress of human knowledge. 	Comment by Tristan Nash: You need a stronger argument for why you  think these are bad explanations. 	Comment by Joel: Explanations should be capable of being changed or disposed of when new knowledge arises. 

Miracles, with their criteria, are bad explanations because they create strong incentives for people to want to retain the Miracle even when presented with new knowledge capable of explaining the event without the Miracle explanation.

The possibility that a Miracle-believing society has powerful incentives to prevent the creation and/or dissemination of new knowledge to prevent or delay the need to revise the status of theistically important existing “Miracles” is the underlying reason why we need to reject belief in Miracles. This can also be thought of as a Moral Argument for resisting belief in Miracles, i.e. that we have a communal Moral responsibility to build knowledge, and that avoiding the risk to stalling the growth of knowledge requires us to avoid belief in Miracles[footnoteRef:13].	Comment by Tristan Nash: There is a circularity to your argument. Your argument for there being no miracles is grounded on miracles being a poor explanation because there are no miracles.  	Comment by Joel: The argument is grounded on Miracles being poor explanations because 

a) We can never be sure that an event is really a Miracle, 

b) We need knowledge to avoid error in assigning a Miracle and 

c) there is risk that when new knowledge threatens a Miracle the believers in Miracles will prefer to delay creation/sharing of new knowledge to justify retaining the Miracle as the “best explanation”.

 [13:  This way of thinking about the argument was very helpfully suggested by Dr.Nash. The idea here is around what on balance is best (not just for individuals, but for society). There is a similar idea in the book by J.J.C. Smart and J.J. Haldane, “Atheism and Theism”, (Blackwell, 2001), P.49 regarding beliefs that are useful vs true in the context of Pascals Wager.] 


Objections & replies
 
O1: How about if we describe Miracles as a “hypothesis”, in that case it is just veiled anti-theism to reject out of hand the idea that a Miracle can occur, i.e. if there is no way of refuting the possibility of a Miracle then it is just as plausible a candidate for explaining some phenomena as any other competing scientific “hypothesis”. 

R1a: The ad-hoc nature of the Miracle-“hypotheses” means that there is no additional explanatory value i.e. we learn nothing by asserting this hypothesis. Saying “God did it” in no ways adds to our explanatory understanding of the event (because we have no idea how God did it).	Comment by Tristan Nash: If God did intervene directly with the world then talk of miracles would have an explanatory value. You seem to be simply asserting that this does not happen, not even that there a are just more plausible alternative explanations. 	Comment by Joel: My point here was that if we claim to explain an event by calling it a Miracle then we learning nothing new about the event by doing this.

It’s a bit like the “smoke-causing event occurring” vs “there is a fire caused by burning furniture” analogy on the Great Debates book with Smart and Haldane.
R1b: Miracles, if genuinely offered as a hypothesis, must be tentative. In this sense it is the “stickiness” of Miracles that is objected to. Note that no regular scientific hypothesis and supporting assumptions need ever be thought as 100% true and subject to no change.
R1c: If it is true that traditional theism requires Miracles in the way discussed in the first section then any claim that Miracles are “just a hypothesis” looks false. People may believe strongly that an event is a Miracle for reasons unrelated to it being the best explanation for the event. The key point here is willingness (or lack thereof) to change their belief based on new knowledge.	Comment by Tristan Nash: I’m sure theists wouldn’t describe it as a hypothesis, but instead something they believe in. However, the fact it is not a hypothesis to them does not make it untrue. 	Comment by Joel: People believe in all sorts of things that are untrue. The argument here is around what on balance is best (not just for individuals, but for society). There is a similar conversation in the Smart and Haldane book P.49 regarding beliefs that are useful vs true in context of Pascals Wager.	

O2: Some events will always be better explained by a Miracle. That is, some Miracles will never be replaced by better explanations. That at least certain events (e.g. the resurrection of Christ) are best explained definitively by genuine Miracles is easy for people to agree.	Comment by Tristan Nash: This requires more explanation. 
 	
R2: Wanting or needing an event to be a Miracle is different to a Miracle being the best explanation in perpetuity. This objection is in fact an argument for exactly the risk that the epistemic argument is highlighting i.e. that to avoid the need to continually discard Miracles when better explanations become available, people will instead refuse to discard a “Miracle” that has passed its’ “explanatory use-by date”.

O3: A scientific hypothesis can have the same weakness (dual-role i.e. an expected result for a particular event that also provides support for an over-arching scientific theory) that makes it hard to get rid of for reasons other than it’s explanatory power for the event in question (i.e. scientists are sticky with their favourite theories too).

R3: The risk is there certainly, however, science is specifically designed to enable even the most cherished theories to be overthrown or modified. 

Conclusion

The supporting argument aims to show that correctly identifying Miracles has a dependency on new knowledge to avoid error in assigning Miracle status. The epistemic argument against belief in Miracles seeks to demonstrate that Miracles, by being potentially difficult to abandon for reasons unrelated to the explanatory event in question, are a risk to the progress of knowledge and should be denied on this account. 

This in no way precludes the possibility of needing to revise and discard many existing scientific theories. In fact, when genuinely unusual events are observed or predicted it often takes a significant new change in how we think of and structure our knowledge in order to make progress in how we explain them. Perhaps we can all take comfort in the idea that, provided human knowledge continues to progress, in the future there will be all kinds of events that we will be able to explain using our new knowledge that would require a “Miracle” to explain with today’s knowledge.
 
image1.jpg
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU
Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





