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


[bookmark: _Hlk20355730][bookmark: _GoBack]Upon embarking on the essay question, my initial idea was to answer it with a strict no, for ‘When anything is seen (really seen), it is always I who see it’[endnoteRef:1]. Moreover, to count on other people’s testimonies appeared to me unreasonable from Descartes’s principle De omnibus dubitandum, ‘What is doubtful should ever be considered as false’[endnoteRef:2]. Further, the solipsist position repudiates the existence of other altogether. However, after in-depth deliberation, the question started to reveal itself as anything but straightforward and a number of theseses suggested themselves as plausible justifications.  Accordingly, I shall discuss religion, faith, miracles and cases when faith can be rationally justified.  [1:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984).]  [2:  Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy, 4th Ed. (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1999).] 


Retrospectively, philosophers of all epochs displayed great interest in Religion, for it provided with the most ancient and profound answers on the question of the meaning of life. Today, within the science-dominated world, claims are to be empirically verified or rejected. Consequently, religious answers lost their credibility.  From a contemporary logical-positivist and nominalist standpoint, religion is professed as a nonsensical social and cultural construct that lacks criteria of practical or principal verifiability[endnoteRef:3]. It was expected that religion would become extinct like alchemy and analogous pseudo sciences. Contrarily, religion survives and expands, its influence becomes yet more ostensible. Today we count more than ten thousand religions, and according to the 2008 statistics 92% of surveyed Americans believed in God. [endnoteRef:4] There is a prima facie oddity about the fact that, despite the rapidly advancing sciences and numerous scientific theories allegedly explaining the nature of our physical universe, science proves inept to eliminate the enquiry about the meaning of life. I agree with Critchley that such enquiry cannot be reducible to empirical investigation[endnoteRef:5] and the gap between knowledge and understanding only increases demand on the teleological view of the universe, where ‘each natural thing can be explained in terms of what Aristotle called its final cause…’.[endnoteRef:6] Religion, as opposed to science, offers a teleological viewpoint. It comprises of the elements of faith, tradition, ritual and miracles.  [3:  A.J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, new ed., (London: Penguin, 1971).]  [4:  Jean Grondin, Philosophy of Religion, (Tbilisi: Caucasian scientific-research archive of Philosophy and Theology, 2018).]  [5:  Simon Critchley, Continental Philosophy, A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).]  [6:  Ibid p.7] 

‘The one doctrine is accused of making men beasts, the other lunatics’[endnoteRef:7] as John Stuart Mill put it and mainly, on one hand, it is science declaring to man he is the descendant of a monkey, and his existence is meaningless and finite, thus prompting him to turn  to a widespread materialist position and, on the other hand, man is offered a readymade meaning and purpose by religious doctrines, and in addition, some religions promise the prospects of afterlife. In a scientific model, we have clarity but ‘It is not doubt but certainty that drives you mad'…[endnoteRef:8] The religious model incorporates its main object, the god with the hierarchy of angels, archangels, cherubs… and miracles; from a coherent viewpoint, the same belief similarly places man in juxtaposition with lunacy According to Foucault, ‘Cartesian formula of doubt is certainly the great exorcism of Madness’. [endnoteRef:9]Though for Jacobi, doubt and reason abolish religious faith, moral values and man is to choose rational atheism of enlightenment or reject it through an irrational leap of faith.  [endnoteRef:10] Jacobi echoes Pascal’s idea that the best reason is the denial of reason and considering the ephemeral existence, it is worth to take risk of faith, once it provides relief.[endnoteRef:11] Jacobi is wrong, ascribing the necessity of faith only to religion, for whatever worldview man takes, his choice requires certain salto mortale or leap of faith. As Kant put it, ‘[I]t still remains a scandal to philosophy and to human reason in general that the existence of things outside us...must be accepted merely on faith,’ and ‘ if anyone thinks good to doubt their existence, we are unable to counter his doubts by any satisfactory proof’[endnoteRef:12] . Kierkegaard formulated that ‘the fact of the matter is that we must acknowledge that in the last resort there is no theory’.[endnoteRef:13] In Fichte’s view, ‘What philosophy one chooses depends on what kind of man one is’.[endnoteRef:14] To summarise, man’s choice of worldview depends on his disposition, any position he takes requires faith and is grounded on what others say about reality.  [7:  Ibid p.8 ]  [8:  Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).]  [9:  Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization, (London: Routledge, 2001).]  [10:  Simon Critchley, Continental Philosophy, A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
]  [11:  Jean Grondin, Philosophy of Religion, (Tbilisi: Caucasian scientific-research archive of Philosophy and Theology, 2018).]  [12:  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, revised 2nd edn, (Basingstoke: Palgrave, Macmillan, 2007).]  [13:  Slavoj Zizek, The Parallax View, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2006).]  [14:  Ibid. p 75] 

Miracle exists in human consciousness as an idea, but, like god, ‘is not an existent thing, but is being in the form of the universal, or in the form of a Notion’. [endnoteRef:15] Philosophers’ views on miracles are diverse; traditional debates emphasise the legitimacy and reliability of the miracle statements, either evidentially or principally, and whether it can prove the existence of God.   Empiricist approach exemplifies the impossibility of reasonable justification of God’s existence or any miraculous phenomenon. Hume defined a miracle as a violation of the laws of nature brought about by a supernatural agent. For him faith was not reasonably justifiable, rather absurd: ‘Whatever is absurd is unintelligible'[endnoteRef:16]. David Hume maintained that ‘no human testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle’.[endnoteRef:17]  [15:  G.W.F. Hegel, ‘Phenomenology of Spirit, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).]  [16:  David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, (London, J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1974).]  [17:  David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Oxford Philosophical texts, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). ] 


As Swinburne put it, natural laws are only generalizations with a probability of being violated[endnoteRef:18], however, for Hume, such probability was insignificant, if one compared number of the miracles that happened and the reliability of their source, to the factual statistic of the consistency of natural law. Hume’s argument is flawed; first, his rhetoric primarily violates logic.  The notion of god presupposes an incorporeal being, the word miracle signifies the idea of the occurrence outside the natural law of the physical universe. Davies’s argument seems clear:  ‘...it is hard to see that miracles are impossible when considered as violations of the laws of nature...it is hard to see that there is any contradiction involved in saying that they [miracles] have happened. Where would the contradiction lie?’[endnoteRef:19] Second, he does not specify the audience, when claims that miracle testimonials can never serve as evidence, for the religious such testimonies are reliable. Third, for Wittgenstein, empiricist effort to subject the transcendental to the language game applicable only to the empirical facts, entirely falls out of reason.  [18:  Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, rev edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).]  [19:  Brian Davies, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).] 


Feuerbach proposes a mathematical symbol for the miracle – a circle in a straight like. He argues that empiricist effort to subject faith to reason resembles drawing a circle with a line, that is, an absurd activity.  For him faith and miracle are inseparable and ‘Faith is nothing else than confidence in the reality of the subjective in opposition to the limitations and laws of nature and reason, - that is, of natural reason’.[endnoteRef:20] For Feuerbach faith represents limitless subjectivity and it cannot be framed by the idea of a world, necessity, universe, it is rather, the annihilation of the world. The narrative of miracle testimonies supports Feuerbach’s viewpoint that miracles are of subjective nature, as they are normally culturally and religiously relative.  ‘But what is a miracle? A supernaturalistic wish realised – nothing more’. [endnoteRef:21] I shall object Feuerbach with a miracle testimony I was personally told by a person that believed its reality, that in her village a chicken committed suicide on a fence, to colour the eggs red with blood for the upcoming Easter. This testimony cannot be categorised as a ‘supernaturalistic wish released’. It seems highly improbable the owner desired or imagined chicken’s suicide; however, this testimony does confirm Feuerbach’s claim about subjectivity; as different religions have different symbolisms and traditions,  the variables in the testimony constitute to the Christian country-life. For Wittgenstein, not only faith but the foundations and causes of faith are subjective. Indisputably, absolute objectivity would necessitate ‘departure from a specifically human or even mammalian viewpoint’.[endnoteRef:22] [20:  Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, (Dover: Dover Philosophical Classics, 2009).]  [21:  Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, (Dover: Dover Philosophical Classics, 2009).]  [22:  Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein, 2nd ed., (London: The Society of Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1997).] 


Dilman suggests we can perceive things ‘by means of their mental representations: sense data and sense impressions.’[endnoteRef:23]  and sense-datum (Macbeth’s dagger of the mind) can produce both illusionary and real objects. If we switch the order, as Copernicus did, or Kant, who ‘turned the mind/world relation on its head., [endnoteRef:24] and combine Feuerbach's idea that miracle is a subjective product of imagination, with Dilman's sense-datum hypotheses, we can propose that miracle testimony are representations of the subjective will transcended to realisation or hallucinations. The proposition shall appear probable, however, not reducible to the empirical evidence. Linguistically, miracle originates from Latin Mirus (wonderful), mirari (to wonder at) and miraculum (object of wonder). Since the 12th century, the word is established as a wondrous work of God.[endnoteRef:25] Interestingly, the word mirror is similarly connected to Latin mirare (to look at),  variant of Latin mirari (wonder at). ‘The deepest philosophical knowledge lies ready-made in language’.[endnoteRef:26] The mirror reflects Self, an object of wonder; according to Lacan’s mirror stage theory, the subject is born when it first identifies itself in the mirror.  Suggestively, the miracle is a self-reflection,  and if mind fabricates reality, it also constructs a miracle from the existent sense-datum and realises is not directly but through the other; purportedly, to preserve space for ungrounded faith.  [23:  Ilham Dilman, Love and Human Separateness, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987). ]  [24:  Mary M. Litch, Philosophy Through Film, (New-York: Routledge, 2002).]  [25:  Online etymology dictionary, www.etymonline.com ]  [26:  Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).] 


Within the Christian tradition, free will is an essential element of faith. The miracle was one of three temptations that the devil offered Christ in the desert, the other two were mystery and authority.[endnoteRef:27] When faith obtains cast-iron certainty, and presumably, it does after direct exposure to a miracle, faith transforms into knowledge, thus no longer can be qualified as faith. In other words, certainty kills faith. For Wittgenstein, faith itself is a certainty but it’s not grounded on evidence. Hume articulates analogous claim: ‘…disguised enemies to the Christian Religion, who have undertaken to defend it by the principles of human reason. Our most holy religion is founded on Faith, not on reason’.[endnoteRef:28] [27:  Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Notes from Underground, The Grand Inquisitor, (New-York: Penguin Publishing Group, 2003).]  [28:  David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Oxford Philosophical texts, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).] 

Granted, all theories require faith and disposition and faith and miracles are subjective; further, according  to an established maxim in Metaphysics, ‘whatever the mind clearly conceives includes the idea of possible existence, or, in other words, nothing we imagine is absolutely impossible’[endnoteRef:29], and, with a probability that the mind fabricates reality, to believe in miracles can be rationally justified. According to Protagoras, man is a measure of all things. Dostoyevsky, after visiting a famous magician’s performance, remarked in his diary – I don't believe because I do not want to believe, not because it is impossible to be true. Man is free to make an analogous claim, that I believe because I want to believe, it is precisely where my free will manifests. Moreover, in certain circumstances, faith is an inevitability and submission to the universal duty of self-preservation. I shall propose one fictional case, that I think, is thought-provoking. [29:  David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, (London, J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1974).] 

In Alice Munro’s short story, Dimensions (2009), Doree returns home and discovers her three children murdered. Her manic husband, Lloyd, has killed them to punish her for defiance. Lloyd is institutionalised under the verdict of criminally insane. Doree is taken care of by social services and further, given a job. She cannot recuperate, images of dead children torment her unbearably. She starts visiting her husband that soon confesses, that he has visions of children, that he converses with them; they are happy in another dimension and have no memory of anything bad. First, she does not believe but the image of murdered children is gradually replaced by a new, soothing one in her consciousness. She starts thinking and imagining them as Lloyd describes, smart and joyful. ‘Even the possibility of something quite improbable can be comforting in certain situations’.[endnoteRef:30] The new image serves as a light to hold on, to survive. ‘Insane if you want to call it. But wasn't it possible that what he said was true…And who was to say that the visions of the person who had done such a thing and made such a journey might not mean something?'[endnoteRef:31] – asks Doree. I shall apply my supposition of mind-factory fabricating reality and miracles to Doree’s case. With this perspective, Doree murders her children through her husband and unable to reconcile with her deed, resuscitates them by the faith and miracle, and does it again, through her husband. This account, in essence, resembles The Binding of Isaac. [30:  John Perry, A dialogue on personal identity and Immortality, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1078).]  [31:  Alice Munro, Too Much Happiness, (New-York: Vintage publisher, 2010). ] 

One might argue that Doree's faith is not a faith but self-deceit. In the 18th century, Bishop Butler discussed ‘self-deceit’ and that ‘these persons… shall overlook entirely the plainest and most obvious things on the other side’. [endnoteRef:32] Gardiner argues that men are tend to self-deceit and hold beliefs that are not only erroneous and poorly supported, but which also ‘appear to be tailor-made to suit their wishes or convenience’.[endnoteRef:33] I think Doree already responded to the argument with her reasoning. Further, it is not my intention to argue that faith is always lifesaving. Many irrational beliefs are destructive, to mention one, Gödel’s starved himself to death because of unreasonable belief.  [32:  The Philosophy of Mind, ed. by Jonathan Glover, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976).]  [33:  Ibid. p 39
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Faith and miracles are complex phenomenon; regrettably, I only had space to make brief annotations. I shall conclude that in certain cases, faith in a miracle on behalf of other’s testimony, can be rationally, though, not empirically, justified.














