[bookmark: _GoBack]Can you ever have adequate grounds to believe a miracle has occurred on the basis of what other’s tell you?
A belief in miracles seems to be a slightly outdated idea, based on the miracles contained within religious texts written thousands of years ago.  But statistics show that modern people still believe that miracles have happened and continue to happen today.  In a questionnaire asking people about miracles, it is difficult to assess how each person would define a miracle.  This definition is often linked with religiosity and whether the term miracle is being used in an unexplainable sense or to describe an intentional act by a supernatural being.
This essay will explore the meanings of the word miracle and which meaning seems to fit best.  I will then look at miracle reports and how rational it is to believe these reports without witnessing a miracle oneself.  Finally, I will look at whether miracles seem to have any value today.
The word miracle comes from the Latin ‘miraculum’ which means an object of wonder and amazement.  This is the way the word is often used today in colloquial conversation.  When an event is amazing and unexpected or out of the ordinary, we sometimes describe it as a miracle.  Next to the miracles of the Bible though, for instance, the definition does seem to be in a different category.  The miracles of the Bible, for example, turning water into wine, are amazing and extraordinary, but they also have a supernatural element, outside of natural laws.  An extraordinary event can be witnessed and even prescribed religious meaning, but if it is not supernatural, it can be explained by a non-believer as a mere coincidence.  It is also harder to ascribe it to a supernatural being.  
Miracles in the biblical sense are cited as evidence of God’s existence and presence in our lives.  If a ‘miracle’ can be explained away as possible within our natural laws, it then becomes a question of faith and only capable of strengthening God’s existence to believers who already believe.
David Hume is seen to be the father of the modern miracle debate.  As an atheist, he sought to discredit miracles, believing that there would never be a situation in which the likelihood of a miracle taking place would outweigh the massive evidence of the constancy of natural laws.  Hume felt it was illogical to believe in miracles.  He defined miracles as ‘a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agent.’[footnoteRef:261]  His argument was that natural laws cannot be violated (transgressed), so there can be no miracles.  As there can be no miracles, there can be no supernatural cause, no Deity. [261:  Hume, D. ] 

CS Lewis would call Hume a Naturalist, seeming to believe that there is nothing existing outside Nature.  This does not mean that everything we know is all there is to know, it just means that everything is absolutely within Nature, whether we have discovered it yet or not.  
‘If Naturalism is true then miracles don’t exist as there is nothing outside.’[footnoteRef:28419] [28419:  Lewis, C.S. ‘Miracles’ Kindle Edition] 

Hume fleshed out his argument by offering the criteria an event would need to meet in order to be proved a miracle.  Against the weight of evidence for natural law, the event would need to have been witnessed by men of good sense, education, social standing and integrity.  Hume does not give guidelines as to how a man would meet these attributes.  In contrast to this, he says you find that believers of miracles are those from ‘ignorant and barbarous nations.’  In our age of Enlightenment, we in the West have explained the so-called supernatural happenings in the world.  Anything that might appear as a miracle today has not yet been worked out by science and may lead to an altering of the law, but would never meet the criteria Hume has set for a miracle.  He says finally that miracles, if they existed, would be contradictory.  For instance, Jesus’ miracles would surely cancel out the existence of all other religious beliefs.  All religions can’t be right.
For many years, Hume was seen to have solved the issue of whether miracles exist and to clearly show that they do not.  However, later criticism has looked again at his arguments and found some weaknesses.  William Charlton, a Christian Philosopher, says that all we know comes through our senses so why should the witnessing of a miracle be seen differently?  We also rely on others’ accounts of reality.  If there is reason to believe the witness is trustworthy and learned in that particular field, we act upon their findings.  For instance, we believe a GP diagnosis as she is trained in areas we are not.  Charlton says that the continuing existence of Christianity itself is a miracle, it’s longevity could be put down to supernatural interference.  
Within our legal system, witnesses are used to provide evidence of an event.  We would be interested in their reliability and possible biases.  We would look at whether there would be any reason for them to lie or have been mistaken.  Depending on these conditions, we would then make a decision on how pivotal a part these witnesses may take in the overall evidence in the case.  If this works satisfactorily in a court of law, surely we can apply these same principles to miracles.  As William Charlton say, Christians are not asking agnostics to believe in a report.  Only to allow witness testimony to be used as part of the cumulative case for miracles.
The impossibility of miracles is often cited as a mark against their existence, but by their very nature, they are impossible events, which is why they require a supernatural intention.  Their impossibility is not necessarily a negative blow.  If we focus on the intention behind them, we are beginning to discuss whether miracles are evidence of the existence of God or a supernatural Deity of some sort.  Would this be a reason for a Deity to perform miracles?  As well as giving proof of their existence, other benefits to performing miracles, according to Yiyin Nagasawa in ‘Miracles’ could be as memory aids.  A teaching is much more memorable with a miracle to illustrate it and much more likely to be passed on.  In ancient times, word of mouth was the only form of widespread communication, exactly what would have been needed to spread the word of Christ, Muhammed, Moses, Buddha etc.  An impossible miracle would also serve to show the power of the Deity over man and Nature, as well as proving the special relationship between the Ultimate Deity and His human messenger.  In this sense, it worked.  But many of these religious leaders actually warn of putting too much stock in miracles.  Faith should not require ‘evidence.’  
 Hume says that there are more reports of miracles, and belief in them, in underdeveloped (barbarous and ignorant) communities.  Lack of education and scientific knowledge, he says, is why.  Put another way, though, our society is one that exults science and its discoveries.  But an alternative society that sees supernatural occurrences as part of everyday life is not necessarily incorrect.  Where we fight against the possibility of unnatural events and try to find ways of explaining it within our belief system, so too do other societies fit events within what they believe.  It could be argued that our Western society is actually behind in its knowledge of the world in being closed off to the supernatural.  The term ‘rational’ is subjective.
Sociologist and anthropologists have conducted research looking at whether religious beliefs are based on the society believers live within.  In ‘Miracles’ Edmund Leach the anthropologist says that, for instance, belief in the Virgin Birth is more prevalent in a patriarchal society.  It could be argued that societies are based on religious beliefs, rather than the other way around.
Another way we may meaningfully discuss the existence of miracle is in terms of probability.  Hume says it is never more probable that a miracle has occurred and natural laws have been broken.  The probability of an explanation within natural laws can sometimes appear extremely improbable and more improbable than the event being a miracle.  If 10 people of good character and education witness a supernatural event that cannot be explained by science, in order to bring it within natural laws, we may need to suggest that they were all hallucinating.  This is extremely improbable.  Hume would say that a scientific explanation may not be possible at this moment, but will in time be available, is an expression of faith, with no concrete grounds at all.  Swinburne notes that faith in science to solve all life’s mysteries is the same as faith in God to be the reason for all life’s mysteries.  Swinburne says that it is quite drastic to change perfectly usable and functioning laws in favour of a single supernatural event in order to encompass it within natural laws.  It may be better to label it as a one off miracle and continue on as previously.  Brian Davies says when using the term physically impossible, this can only mean not possible within our experiences so far.  There are many things we do today that Hume would not have believed scientifically possible, for example, Skype.
Ultimately, believers will be more likely to believe that a miracle has occurred as they are already pre-disposed to this belief.  But there are instances of non-believers who have been witness to unexplained events.  They may not be violations of natural law, but they are so improbable and timely as to lean towards a supernatural intentional source.  Lee Strobel, a sceptic for much of his life, an educated newspaper reporter and investigator, set out to challenge, using an investigative approach involving science, atheism and believers’ testimony, ‘the case for miracles.’  Expecting to strengthen his atheist position, he was surprised to find the evidence pointing towards a supernatural Deity and miracles as a result.  Strobel would appear to fit Hume’s criteria of an educated, modern, Western man, with a background in law and a member of a scientific society.  It is difficult to look at this subject and not have a bias one way or the other.  Strobel had a negative bias towards miracles and ended his journey believing.  This has to be the best possible situation for Hume.  Stroble cites several examples of apparent miraculous events.  Many of these could be placed within natural law, but the almost improbable coincidence and the positive consequences of the events would, on balance, fit much more neatly with an intentional act on behalf of a supernatural being.
C.S. Lewis believes there is no point an atheist looking for evidence, as no evidence would be enough to prove miracles and/or existence of God.   Tilghman takes this one step further, ‘the concept of God and the concept of evidence don’t go together.’[footnoteRef:12747]  It is not meaningful to discuss supernatural events within our physical world.  We are bound by natural law, supernature, by its very definition, is outside nature.  It is not scientific. [12747:  Tilghman (1993) p.225 - Taliaferro, C. ‘Contemporary Philosophy of Religion’ (2001) p.44] 

Non-believers may say, why would God do something so obviously a miracle that no human could deny his existence.  If this occurred, there would be no need for faith.  The strength of faith is uncertainty.
It seems unfair that believers face the burden to prove the existence of miracles and God.  It is only due to our society that scientific evidence is the ultimate standard.  Turned another way, science could be seen merely as a human construct.  No more certain than any other belief.  We believe in science because it works for us in our world.  But, ‘our expectations of the rules of nature does not mean they are irrefutable laws and that something could not happen differently.’[footnoteRef:8138]  We base its correctness on consequences.  Consequences of apparent miracles usually have very positive consequences, both to the individual witness and to the wider community.  Surely this is as worthy as our natural laws. [8138:  Davies, B. ‘An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion’ (1982).] 


Miracles may have a different role to play in today’s society and may no longer fit Hume’s definition at all.  With scientific advancement, what may once have appeared a miracle in terms of being supernatural, may now be termed amazing coincidence.  Moments in nature still inspiring awe, despite us knowing exactly how these sights are produced, could be seen as miracles in their perfection.  On the whole, the world still seems to need religion and many are still prepared to believe that God or another supernatural Deity, works within our world, supporting and teaching.  If the supportive nature of miracles within or without Nature is helpful to humans and allows them to become better members of society, going on to support others, or the teaching taken from it is positively taught to others, there surely is a place for religion and/or miracles in helping communities be closer and responsible for each other.  If these are the results, they would definitely be desirous to God.
There appears to be very little that would persuade an atheist to believe in miracles, or a believer to question their beliefs.  All we can know is what we do not know.  If we focus on consequences rather than proof, positive results can come from so-called miracles or extraordinary events.  A world of goodness and love would be preferable to any other.
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