CHAPTER 1

MIRACLES – A ROBUST, MINIMALIST DEFINITION

The definition of the word “miracle” is actually quite flexible and ambiguous – and, thus, quite tendentious.  A survey of proposed definitions of this term will disclose that there is an unwieldy plasticity to the notion of a miracle.  Of course, this sort of plasticity of meaning is not limited to the word “miracle.”  One can find it attending to other terms such as “art,” “justice,” and “sport.”  



For example, one might, in one context, apply the term “justice” to a case in which some vigilantes administer punishment to some wretch who has seriously harmed his neighbors in some way.  Additionally, suppose this person has wronged those who surround him in such a way as to be beyond the reach of law.  Under these circumstances some might say that he was receiving some “street justice” from these vigilantes.  However, in other contexts, we might want to say the very absence of some sort of legal process in administering punishment to the scoundrel is reason enough to call this a case of injustice – to deny the very attribution that is affirmed in the previous context.  In either context there are appropriate – yet opposed – conditions for the application for the term “justice.”  In the former context, the notion of justice seems to be intimately tied to the notion of proportional treatment, karmic returns, or balanced reprisal.  Here, one is subjected to action commensurate to one’s prior action.  Moreover, if the person in our example had not, in fact, wronged those around him, it would be inappropriate to use the term “justice” (or even the phrase “street justice”) to describe the punishment dealt to him by the vigilantes.  This would, in some way, violate the correct canons of linguistic use for this term.  In the latter context, there are other standards or conditions of correct linguistic use.  Here, the notion of justice is closely connected to the rule of law, to due process, or to the legally sanctioned use of force (all of which can help to safeguard the rights of the accused).  In this latter context, if the person’s legal rights were disregarded merely to expedite some form of punishment, we would be inclined to say that justice had not been rightly served or that the punishment was unjust.  The word “justice” cannot be affirmed here until certain legal or procedural conditions are satisfied.  



These sorts of examples help to illustrate that while a term’s meaning might be malleable or flexible (or even straightforwardly ambiguous), it does not follow that the term is without meaning or without any appropriate conditions of application.  Moreover, these examples demonstrate that fixing necessary and sufficient conditions for the appropriate use of a term can prove to be difficult – perhaps even impossible.  Further, even where such conditions can be provided, these illustrations help to show that a term’s conditions of application might change from context to context – or even from one member to another within a single linguistic community.  For example, one member of a linguistic community might stipulate that a sport is an activity that, among other things, helps to develop the virtues in those who participate in the activity.  Given this stipulation, this member of the linguistic community would be inclined to deny that hunting and killing persons for pleasure (as one might hunt and kill animals in the wild) is a sport.  Another member of that same community might stipulate that such behavior is a sport.  We can call words such as these “systematically ambiguous terms.”  Much of what is said here concerning the flexibility and ambiguity attending to certain terms applies to our inquiry concerning miracles.  In short, the word “miracle” is a systematically ambiguous term.



The systematic ambiguity of the term “miracle” allows a wide range of meanings – many of them incompatible with one another.  At one end of the spectrum, one could stipulate the meaning of the term miracle in such a way that it could easily be used to describe the birth of a child, passing a college exam, or finding one’s misplaced key.  On the other end of the spectrum, one could stipulate that the full meaning of the term “miracle” is given, without remainder, in the following definition: “an event that never occurs because it is absolutely impossible.”  Of course, the stipulated meanings of “miracle” falling at the far ends of the spectrum are unlikely to be philosophically interesting.  Thus, one who is interested in a philosophical investigation of this issue, or who is interested in whether or not such events occur, is unlikely to impressed with an immoderate definition that has the result that a miracle occurs every few seconds.  Moreover, even someone who thinks that no miracle has ever occurred is unlikely to take much satisfaction in adopting a definition which says that miracles are just the sorts of events that could never occur.  Even if it is true that miracles never take place, such a definition does nothing to help illuminate the reason why such events never occur.  One is likely to respond, in either case, by saying something like, “If that is what you mean by a miracle, then well and good – but that is not what I mean by the word.  That has nothing to do with what I am interested in.”  Thus, in examining the notion of a miracle, it should prove more useful, or at least more philosophically interesting, to survey substantial definitions which steer clear from the extreme edges of the stipulative spectrum.  In order to get a better idea of how some philosophically substantial definitions of “miracle” have been framed, we will survey several proposed definitions of the word.  While this survey will reveal that there is nothing close to a universal consensus as to the meaning of the word “miracle,” it will serve to illustrate the wide variety of opinions as to what does, or does not, count as a miracle.  



David Hume suggests, in his now classic essay, “Of Miracles,” a rather minimalist definition of miracles.  Specifically, he claims that a “miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.”�  This definition is minimalist in the sense that the definition incorporates only two conditions which must be met for something to be considered miraculous.  The first condition is implicit and, thus, might escape notice on a first glance.  The idea here is that a miracle must be an entity of some kind – such as a proposition, event, fact, relation, set, property, or state of affairs.  Moreover, whatever sort of entity a miracle is, it must be able to possess identity conditions.�  In other words, in order for something to be a miracle, it must be the sort of thing which is discernible with respect to other entities of the same kind.  These considerations yield the following condition:

The Entity Condition:  A miracle (whatever else it may be) must be an entity that can possess identity conditions of some sort – such as an event, a property, or a state of affairs (or some other entity that can bear identity conditions).

Following Lawrence Brian Lombard’s discussion of identity conditions in Events: A Metaphysical Study, we are told that a criterion of identity that is metaphysically interesting has the following form.� 

[C]  For any x and any y, if x has F and y has F, then x is identical to y if and only if some condition R is satisfied by x and y.�

To see how this might be applied, consider the following example.  Someone might suggest the following identity conditions for physical objects:  If two things (say, x and y) are both physical objects, they are identical to each other when and only when they share the same spatial-temporal location [that is, x has the same spatial-temporal location as y – or R(x,y)].  According to Lombard, a criterion of identity is, among other things, “a vehicle for the articulation of a view concerning what it is for an entity to belong to the kind for which it is given; and it does this by specifying a condition on entities belonging to that kind, a condition the satisfaction of which is both necessary and sufficient for the numerical identity of those entities.”�  



	It will be assumed, in the context of this study, that if there are any miracles, then they are events.  Moreover, while one might specify whatever identity conditions for events that one might prefer, we can (in this study) follow Lombard’s lead on this matter.�  Roughly, simple events can be identified with non-instantaneous changes within a single property-space (where a property-space is a spatial-temporal location in which two or more properties of the same kind cannot be co-located).  For example, red and green cannot be co-located at exactly the same times and places.  When a leaf changes from red to green, the color red “leaves” the leaf and the color green “occupies” the leaf.  Thus, since red and green belong to the same property-kind, namely color, they cannot be co-located.  Given this, simple events are identical when they possess simultaneous changes within a single property space involving the gain or loss of properties from a property-kind (for example, simultaneous changes in color or spatial location).  Additionally, complex events are identical if and only if they are constituted by (or composed of) identical simple simultaneous changes.  This criterion of identity for events will suit our purposes adequately.  However, if one does not countenance events in one’s ontology, then one may substitute any other preferred entity (say, for example, states of affairs) along with the corresponding conditions of identity for those entities.  	



	Obviously, it is not possible to have identity conditions for a kind unless there is a kind which can possess those conditions.  Thus, whatever (in addition to the identity conditions) is added as a defining condition for a miracle, it will serve to delineate the kind in question.  As we have seen, Hume’s definition of a miracle offers, as the defining condition of a miracle, that it be a violation of the laws of nature.  This seems to express the idea that there is some break or disruption in the natural order of things – or a suspension of the regular working of the world.  It should be noticed that this condition should be construed as an ontological, rather than an epistemic, claim.  Since this disruption or incongruity is located within the workings of the world itself and not merely one’s understanding of the world’s regularities, a genuine miracle cannot be explained by appealing to unknown laws or unknown natural entities.  This suggests the second necessary condition that completes Hume’s minimalist definition of the miraculous.

The Incongruity Condition:  A miracle must constitute some sort of discrepancy or disruption within nature – in which that discrepancy involves some sort of suspension of the capacities of nature or of the laws of nature (or suspension of the regular workings of the world) or in which that discrepancy involves a superseding of the capacities of nature. 

While more will need to be said concerning what constitutes regular workings of the world, this condition states that any entity that is a miracle must involve a real incongruity (or irregularity, or superseding of, or disruption) in the world.  When this entity is construed as an event, the definition states that a miracle is an event that constitutes a real incongruity (or irregularity, or superseding of, or disruption) in the world.  



Another definition of “miracle” that falls just outside of the incongruity condition is Augustine’s definition of a miracle as “whatever happens that is difficult or unusual above the hope and power of those who wonder.”�  The reason that this definition fails to satisfy the incongruity condition is that it is unduly psychological in nature.  In other words, it seems to require only that our understanding of the event be beyond the power of comprehension of those who witness the event.  On this definition, those who are easily amazed and slow to understand will witness many miracles.  However, such an event might turn out to be an event brought about by purely natural causes – namely, natural causes that are beyond the comprehension of those who witness the event.  



Alastair McKinnon offers a definition of what constitutes a miracle which resembles that given by Augustine.  Specifically, he says that a miracle is “an event conflicting with our understanding of nature.”�  Here, McKinnon provides us with a definition of  “miracle” that again fails to satisfy the incongruity condition.  The definition highlights our epistemic grasp of the natural order and its workings.  However, this provides us with an extremely problematic definition of miracles, if it is taken as providing us with the conditions of the actual occurrence of a miracle.  On this definition, as well as Augustine’s definition, an event could be a miracle at one time and then, at a later time, cease to be a miracle.  Any anomaly whatsoever that conflicts with our best scientific theories would count as a miracle.  For example, the anomalous movements of Uranus, given Newton’s laws of planetary motion, would be miraculous prior to the discovery of Neptune – and after the discovery of Neptune (which resolves the apparent conflict between the motion of Uranus and Newton’s law of planetary motion) the motion of Uranus would cease to be miraculous.  A more charitable interpretation of these definitions might be that they provide us with the conditions under which one might legitimately infer that a miracle has occurred.  Unfortunately, on this reading, the definitions no longer provide us with the conditions for something’s actually being a miracle.  Rather, they provide us with the conditions under which one can legitimately make a certain sort of inference.  In other words, they would apparently provide the conditions that must be satisfied by one who infers that a miracle has occurred.  So, given the difficulties that accrue to the definitions of “miracle” offered by Augustine and McKinnon, one can see the importance of keeping ontological issues separated from epistemological issues in crafting a definition of “miracle.” 



	Another condition for something’s being a miracle is expressed in the following definitions of “miracle” offered by J.L. Mackie, C.S. Lewis, and Michael Martin.  Mackie claims that a “miracle occurs when the world is not left to itself, when something distinct from the natural order as a whole intrudes into it.”�  Again, Lewis states that a “miracle is an interference with nature by a supernatural power.”�  Finally, Martin says that a “miracle is an event brought about by the exercise of a supernatural power.”�  In addition to the incongruity and entity conditions, each of these definitions states the common requirement that there must be some causal force or power outside of (or distinct from) the natural world.  The notion of a supernatural power is just that there exists some power in addition to the powers that one can find in nature – and that this power can be evidenced by its ability to suspend or supersede the powers or capacities of nature.  In short, we have the following condition.

The Preternatural Condition:  A miracle must suggest or entail the existence of something distinct from the natural order – viz., that there is some causal power or faculty not located among the causal powers or faculties that are found in the world.

Some may think that there is no real distinction between this condition and the incongruity condition mentioned earlier – or that these conditions are conceptually indistinct.  However, this would be mistaken because there is a distinction between the two.  While it is true that the definitions offered by Mackie, Lewis and Martin all utilize both the preternatural and incongruity conditions, the same cannot be said of Hume’s earlier definition which utilizes only the latter of these two conditions.  In other words, Hume’s definition of a miracle, as a “violation of the laws of nature,” states nothing about the cause of such an event.  The definitions of Mackie, Lewis and Martin all make reference to a supernatural capacity that brings about the discontinuity in the regular workings of the world.  Given this, it is clear that these latter definitions differ in their semantic content from the definition offered by Hume.



Richard Purtill’s definition of “miracle” includes all the conditions already discussed plus two more conditions.  According to Purtill, a miracle is “an event in which God temporarily makes an exception to the natural order of things, to show that God is acting.”�  The following requirement suggested by this definition can be stated as follows:

	The Divinity Condition:  A miracle must be caused by God.

Additionally, this definition of the miraculous suggests that God’s action be revelatory in some respect – that is, it is intended to make manifest God’s existence or perhaps merely the fact that God can perform such an action.  Some classical western theists hold that none of God’s actions are unsuccessful in bringing about God’s desired ends.  So, inasmuch as a miracle should be successfully communicate a revelation, they might endorse a further condition:

The Perception Condition:  This condition specifies that a miracle must be perceived, observed, or otherwise known to occur by humans in order to qualify as a miracle.� 

The first condition seems to express the idea that not just any sort of supernatural power acting on nature is sufficient for something to be a miracle.  Rather, this condition entails that divine agency is the only sort of supernatural power that can bring about miraculous events.  On the second condition, a miracle that remains unperceived is no miracle at all.  While there may not be a problem in choosing to use the word “miracle” in this way, it does leave some questions unanswered.  Would not the supernatural intervention of immaterial intelligence into the regular course of nature be considered miraculous – say, intelligence of an angelic or demonic sort, or some other sort of intelligence?  Moreover, there are questions pertaining to the second requirement as well.  Suppose that there exists a burning bush which, contrary to the usual course of nature, is in no way consumed by fire.  Suppose further that no one ever observes this burning bush (not even Moses).  Why should this burning bush be considered any less miraculous than the burning bush allegedly observed by Moses?  These questions are intended to suggest that while there may be contexts in which these two conditions might turn out to be legitimate (and even useful), these conditions are best left to the side. 



	A final requirement that is often entertained by those proposing definitions of “miracle” is that a miracle must demonstrate or confirm some doctrine of a religious tradition, or the authority of some religious figure, or the truth of some religion itself.  For example, on this condition, a miracle might be understood as establishing that the content of a particular book is doctrinally authoritative.  In general terms, this condition can be stated as follows:

The Religious Significance Condition:  A miracle must corroborate or verify some religious doctrine, authority, belief, or behavior.  

The disciple of Isaac Newton, Samuel Clarke, proposes a rather elaborate definition of “miracle” which illustrates this final condition nicely: “A miracle is work effected in a manner unusual, or different from the common and regular method of Providence, by the interposition either of God himself, or of some intelligent agent superior to man, for the proof or evidence of some particular doctrine, or in attestation of the authority of some particular person.”�  Again, elaborate definitions of “miracle,” like this one, while being perhaps appropriate and useful, tend to raise certain questions when lifted from their original contexts.  For example, what if the miracle in question is not amenable to observation?  If it lacks this amenability, then it can scarcely serve to confirm a religious authority or to have religious significance for, say, a community of religious believers.  Hume touches on these same issues in his essay, “Of Miracles.”  He writes, “A miracle may either be discoverable by men or not.  This alters not its nature and essence.  The raising of a house or ship in to the air is a visible miracle.  The raising of a feather, when the wind wants ever so little of a force requisite for that purpose, is as real a miracle, though not so sensible with regard to us.”�  It seems unlikely that Hume’s feather could be the event that founds a religious tradition.  Nevertheless, there seems to be some good sense in which Hume’s feather is a genuine miracle.   



	Our survey of these definitions reveals that there are several conditions which can be combined in various ways to formulate a definition of “miracle.”  However, it is not being claimed here that these are the only possible conditions that could be entertained.  For example, one could arbitrarily stipulate that miracles must occur only on Earth, that miracles must involve holy individuals, or that miracles must occur only at midnight.  Rather, the only claim that is being made here is that these definitions are offered by intelligent persons who have specified conditions on the miraculous that are philosophically interesting and (in some sense) substantial.  We can summarize the conditions specified above as follows:

The Entity Condition:  A miracle must have identity conditions of some sort – as an event, property, or state of affairs (or some other kind of entity that can bear identity conditions).

The Incongruity Condition:  A miracle must constitute some discrepancy within the natural or regular order of the world. 

The Preternatural Condition:  A miracle must entail, confirm, or evidentially suggest that there exist something distinct from the natural order.

The Divinity Condition:  A miracle must be caused by God.

The Perception Condition:  A miracle must be perceived, observed, or otherwise known to occur by humans. 

The Religious Significance Condition:  A miracle must be evidentially supportive of some religious doctrine, authority, belief, tradition or behavior.  

Given this array of conditions, one is faced with the difficulty of trying to determine which of the above (if any) one should adopt in formulating a definition of “miracle.”  It is to this task that we now turn.



	Some of these definitions are quite good, and much could be said for and against each.  However, we will simply adopt a definition which assumes as little as possible while, at the same time, stipulates enough content to remain philosophically interesting and robust.  Thus, we will adopt the following definition of a miracle.  An event is a miracle if, and only if, it supersedes or suspends the regular working of the world.�  While this definition is framed in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions, it must be remembered that no pretense is made here concerning the universality of these conditions.  In other contexts, say, in a seminary theology class, a more elaborate definition of the miraculous might be more appropriate.  Nevertheless, for the purposes of this study, adopting this robust, yet restrained, definition will facilitate the investigation.  Specifically, this definition allows one to circumvent the complications that were mentioned in connection with some of the other conditions – like the religious significance and divinity conditions.  Thus, this definition does not make it an essential part of the meaning of the word “miracle” that it be brought about by God or that it confirm some religious doctrine.  Yet, at the same time, it does not prevent miracles from possessing evidential force in relation to these.  This has certain advantages.  Where an alleged miracle is claimed to be evidence for the existence of God, this definition prevents that claim from degenerating into an instance of question-begging.  If a prosecutor were simply stipulated that “being committed by Bob” is an essential part of the definition of “crime,” then it seems that Bob could rightly complain that the prosecution has rigged the case against him – that the prosecutor is begging the question rather than demonstrating the merits of the accusation.  



	Of course, where a miracle is a superseding or suspension of the regular workings of the world, the term “regular” stands in some danger of being misunderstood.  The term “regular” here does not mean common or frequent nor does it mean predictably periodic.  The problem with the first interpretation is that every suspension of a frequent event would then be considered miraculous (e.g., rain in an arid part of the world) – but this is not what is intended here.  Under the second interpretation of “regular” every suspension of a predictably periodic natural occurrence would be considered miraculous (e.g., Haley's Comet failing to appear on its 75 year mark due to its being destroyed by, say, collision with some ordinary space rubbish) – but this is not the intended meaning of “regular” either.  An event can be a regular working of the world even if it occurs only once or on a non-periodic basis.  Rather, the notion of regularity here should be cashed out in terms of what will or will not happen at a certain time given the states of affairs obtaining in the natural world prior to that time.  In order to eliminate the ambiguity in “regular,” the definition of a miracle can be amended as follows:

[M]  An event E is a miracle if and only if E is a suspension or superseding of the regular working of the world – where an event E is irregular if and only if:  

(1)  the natural conditions sufficient for E’s occurrence obtain and E does not obtain, or 

(2)  the natural conditions necessary for E’s occurrence do not obtain and E does obtain.

Otherwise, an E is a regular working of the world.  

More briefly, a miracle occurs when the natural conditions sufficient for the occurrence of a certain event obtain but that event does not obtain (in which case the miracle is a miracle of suspension) or when the natural conditions necessary for an event’s occurrence do not obtain but the event does obtain (in which case the miracle is a miracle of superseding). 



Since this definition of “miracle” employs the concept of a natural condition, something should be said about the concept of nature.  Ivor Leclerc, author of The Philosophy of Nature, argues that, with the exception of A.N. Whitehead, “for the past two centuries philosophy has not had nature as its object at all.”�  However, even if Leclerc is right, one does not need a full-blown metaphysics of nature in order proceed with an investigation of this sort.  One definition of “nature” is provided by Stephen T. Davis.  He says, “The word nature is difficult to define precisely, but let us say that it is the sum total of what could in principle be…studied by methods analogous to those used in the natural sciences.”�  Davis goes on to suggest, as an alternate definition, that nature is the “sum total of that which consists of matter/energy.”�  Leclerc, in his discussion of Aristotle, suggests a similar definition, according to which nature is the totality of physical existents.�  Other definitions might be suggested, but most of them would bring about no change in our investigation – and the few that might entail some change in this investigation are likely to be implausible or question-begging.  So, Davis’s initial definition will suit our purposes well enough.



At this point we can compare the above definition of “miracle” to another, recently articulated, account of miracles.  Robert Larmer claims to have developed an account of miracles in which miracles do not violate (in any logically scandalous sense) any laws of nature.�  Larmer first makes a distinction between laws of nature and the “stuff” of nature – i.e., units of mass/energy – upon which those law operate.  He then suggests that a miracle may involve the creation or destruction of units of mass/energy without altering or violating the laws that operate on those units.  Larmer uses an example of a billiard-ball table to illustrate his point and to explain why the appeal to a complete description of the course of nature does not constitute an objection to his position:

Put somewhat differently, it will not do to argue that if a miracle is an exception to the regular course of nature, then it is ispo facto an exception to some law, since the complete set of laws entails a complete description of the course of nature.  What such an argument fails to take into account is the fact that the complete set of laws entails the complete description of the course of nature only if the material conditions to which the laws apply are not changed.  Thus, to revert to our billiard table example, the laws of motion entail the description of the actions of the billiard balls only so long as no extra balls are introduced into the system.  Similarly, the complete set of the laws of nature entails a complete description of the course of nature so long as God does not create or annihilate mass/energy, thus changing the material conditions to which the laws apply.�



To the objection that such an occurrence would violate the principle of the conservation of mass/energy, Larmer replies by distinguishing between two distinct statements of that principle:

Statement (A):  Mass/energy can neither be created nor destroyed although its form may change,

and

Statement (B):  In an isolated system the total amount of mass/energy remains constant although its form may change.

He then notes that the two statements are not logically equivalent.�  While statement (A) entails (B), statement (B) does not entail statement (A).  Larmer argues that the defender of miracles can affirm the second statement (which, he argues, is not a law of nature) without being required to affirm the former statement – which is a “defining postulate of physicalism.”�  It is interesting to note that Larmer’s account is equivalent to our account of miracles – or at least to one portion of our account of miracles.  Lamar seems to be thinking that, in an isolated portion of the universe, the natural world does not have the capacity (or ability, or power) to change the total amount of mass/energy within that system.  Thus, any change in the total amount of mass/energy within that isolated system would supersede the capacities and powers of nature – that is, it would surpass what the regular workings of the world are capable of bringing about.  Thus, Larmer has offered an account of the miraculous which corresponds with our second construal of “irregular” in (2) above – namely, that an event is irregular when the natural conditions necessary for an event’s natural occurrence do not obtain but the event does obtain.  In other words, the natural conditions necessary for a change in the total amount of mass/energy does not obtain – because that portion of the world constitutes an isolated system.  Nevertheless, in the case of a miracle, a change in the total amount of mass/energy does obtain in that system.  



Now that we have laid out in some detail a working definition of “miracle” and compared that definition to other recent definitions, we can turn our attention to some of the argumentative strategies used to make a case against the miraculous.  There are two ways that identifying cuts can be made when considering arguments against the miraculous.  First, there are those arguments that are ontological in nature.  Second, there are arguments against the miraculous that are epistemological in nature.  The arguments that are ontological in nature claim that some contradiction or difficulty can be connected to the notion of a miracle.  Arguments falling into this category can be subdivided further into two different groups.  In the first group of ontological arguments against the miraculous, it is claimed that the contradiction or difficulty associated with the notion of a miracle stems from the notion itself.  If this is right, then miracles can be compared to squircles (i.e., two-dimensional Euclidean figures that have all the properties of being square and all the properties of being circular).  It is impossible that any squircles exist.  If the analogy holds, then it is also impossible that there be instances of the miraculous.  In other words, there is some internal contradiction or difficulty that stems from the notion of a miracle and its immediately related concepts (e.g., violations, suspensions, laws of nature, etc.).  In the second group of ontological arguments against the miraculous, the notion of a miracle is taken to be inconsistent or incompatible with some accepted truth (or some state of affairs) that does not itself stem from the notion of a miracle or its immediately related concepts.  The considerations appealed to here are independent of the notion of a miracle.  These sorts of arguments state conditional incompatibilities of the following form: “Given that such-and-such is true, miracles are impossible.”  Theological arguments against the miraculous are an example of this variety of argument.  They maintain that the miraculous is impossible, given the truth of certain theological propositions (e.g., propositions about divine providence or divine attributes).  Again, it is important to notice that these latter arguments appeal to considerations that go beyond the concept of a miracle and its immediately related notions.



Now let’s consider arguments against the miraculous that are epistemological in nature.  While these arguments grant the possibility of the miraculous (otherwise there would be no need for them), they attempt to demonstrate some difficulty associated with the evidence (or some specific sort of evidence) for the miraculous.  As with ontological arguments against miracles, arguments falling into the epistemological category can be further subdivided into two groups: categorical arguments and conditional arguments.  The first group of epistemological arguments against miracles maintain that the notion of a miracle is itself such that one cannot procure the right kind of evidence (or a sufficient amount of evidence, or a specific sort of evidence) that would justify one’s belief in the occurrence of a miracle.  Again, arguments of this variety do not appeal to concepts outside the family of concepts that are immediately related to the miraculous (e.g. violations, laws of nature, etc.).  The second group of epistemological arguments against miracles are conditional in form: “Given that such-and-such is true, evidence (of a certain sort, of the right kind, or of right amount) for miracles cannot be procured.”  In other words, given some truth (or state of affairs found in the world), it is not possible to procure the right kind evidence (or a sufficient amount of evidence, or a certain sort of evidence) that could serve to support one’s belief that a miracle has occurred.  As a result, certain facts or states of affairs are taken to be inconsistent with rational, or justified, or warranted belief in the occurrence of a miracle because these facts (or states of affairs) defeat the evidence that would render such a belief rational, or justified, or warranted.  



Using the divisions mentioned here, we can create the following table to illustrate this taxonomy of arguments against the miraculous.  Each segment of the taxonomy contains names of some of those who have defended arguments of that variety.
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By analyzing better examples from each category of this taxonomy (which exhausts the general kinds of argument that can be made against the miraculous), one will be in a better position to determine whether belief in the miraculous deserves the ridicule that has been so generously heaped upon it.  



Some might wonder why an inquiry concerning the various types of arguments that can be formulated against the miraculous would ever be undertaken.  It is a common contemporary philosophical assumption that miracles have been thoroughly discredited by some argument or other.  Usually, the argument appealed to is supposed to appear in Hume’s “Of Miracles” essay in his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding – or, alternatively, that some devastating argument against miracles can be constructed from the resources furnished to us in Hume’s renowned essay – provided that those resources are properly supplemented.  Hume himself uses terms like “fools,” “stupid,” and “ignorant,” to describe those who give assent to testimony for the miraculous – contrasting them with “the wise and learned” who justly “deride” the “absurdity” of such testimony.�  Hume insists that testimony for miracles is more properly subject to derision than argument – and goes on to suggest that such testimony cannot be believed without subverting “all the principles” of one’s “understanding.”�  Others who are not so impressed by Hume, seem to be of the opinion that belief in the miraculous has been laid low by the recent advances of reason or perhaps science.  Thus, one finds Rudolf Carnap claiming that belief in beings of a supernatural order (and, presumably, their abilities to bring about miraculous changes in the world), “is a remnant of earlier times, entirely out of line with the scientific way of thinking in this present century.”�  Richard Dawkins certainly seems to share a similar opinion.  He describes belief in the miraculous as a “virus of the mind” and suggests that such viruses are incompatible with the ability to think critically.�  However, our investigation cannot be so hurried.  It is essential to the nature of the philosophical enterprise itself that one not merely assume (with either the skeptic of miracles or with the miracle enthusiast) that very thing which stands in need of demonstration.  Sir Geoffrey Warnock once wrote about the nature of philosophical inquiry.  He said that philosophy is the attempt “to be clear-headed rather than confused; lucid rather than obscure; rational rather than otherwise; and to be neither more, nor less, sure of things than is justifiable by argument or evidence.  That is worth trying for.”�  In this spirit, we will attempt to articulate and carefully examine the best arguments from each of the categories in the taxonomy above.  Yet, even if all these arguments are found wanting, those skeptical of the miraculous are not entirely without resources for their skepticism.  They can discredit, by empirical investigation, each alleged case of a miracle one at a time – on a case by case basis.  In fact, the thesis that will ultimately be defended here is just this:  There are no decisive, or even remotely persuasive, a priori arguments against miracles.  Rather, the only arguments that can be successfully employed against the miraculous are those founded upon a posteriori, empirical investigation. 





�CHAPTER 2

McKINNON’S MISTAKE – ARE MIRACLES IMPOSSIBLE ?

	Alastair McKinnon’s essay, “‘Miracle’ and ‘Paradox,’” is by some accounts a contemporary classic on the issue of miracles.�  In this essay, McKinnon claims that “the idea of a suspension of natural law is self-contradictory.”�  In order to establish this conclusion, McKinnon begins by suggesting that natural laws are “highly generalized shorthand descriptions of how things do in fact happen.”�  After making this claim, McKinnon expands his argument by saying, “Once we understand natural law in this proper sense we see that such law, as distinct from our conception of it, is inherently inviolable.  Hence anything which happens, even an apparent miracle, happens according to law.  Or negatively, no actual event could possibly violate a law of nature.”�  In the next paragraph, he drives home this point:

This contradiction may stand out more clearly if for natural law we substitute the expression the actual course of events.  Miracle would then be defined as “an event involving the suspension of the actual course of events.”  And someone who insisted upon describing an event as a miracle would be in the rather odd position of claiming that its occurrence was contrary to the actual course of events.�



On McKinnon’s account, an advocate of miracles faces two options.  On the one hand, he can affirm the reality of the alleged miraculous event and deny the law of nature that the event is supposed to violate.  On the other hand, he can deny the miraculous event and affirm the law of nature that it is supposed to violate.  However, McKinnon denies that anyone can affirm both the event and the law of nature that conflicts with it -- without affirming a contradiction.�  McKinnon then describes the person who tries to affirm the occurrence of a miraculous event.  “But he cannot believe both that the event happened and that the conception of nature with which it conflicts is adequate.  In attempting to do so he necessarily contradicts himself.  He is like the man who says, ‘Yes, this cat is white’ then blandly adds, ‘. . . but I still hold that all cats are black.’”�



	Others have advanced this same argument.  Some have tried to suggest that the argument is found in David Hume.�  However, given the scholarly disagreement as to how Hume’s work on miracles is to be construed, it isn’t entirely clear that this argument is contained in Hume’s essay, “Of Miracles.”�  The earliest unambiguous statement of this argument is found in the writings of Cicero (106-143 B.C.):

For nothing can happen without cause; nothing happens that cannot happen, and when what was capable of happening has happened, it may not be interpreted as a miracle.  Consequently, there are no miracles… We therefore draw this conclusion: what was incapable of happening never happened, and what was capable of happening is not a miracle.�



The argument resurfaces in Peter Annet’s work of 1744, The Resurrection of Jesus Considered: In Answer to the Tryal of the Witnesses.�  Annet concludes that there can be no miracles, because the occurrence of a miracle would contradict the maxim that “nature is steady in her operations.”�  He adds, “For one miracle or action, done contrary to her [i.e., nature’s] laws contradicts all her steady uniform springs and movements.”�  In 1843 John Stuart Mill repeats this argument a little more clearly.�  Mill says that “nothing is credible which is contradictory to experience or at variance with the laws of nature.”�  Mill continues, “We cannot admit a proposition as a law of nature, and yet believe a fact in real contradiction of it.  We must disbelieve the alleged fact, or believe that we were mistaken in admitting the supposed law.”�  More recently, R.F. Holland advanced this same line of thought claiming that the laws of nature “can be formulated to cope with any eventuality.”�  He adds that nothing “can be conceived to be a violation of natural law, and if that is how the miraculous is conceived, there can be no such thing as the miraculous.”�  The torch is passed to Antony Flew who argues, with particular force, that the very idea of violating the laws of nature is “something logically scandalous.”�  He claims that the laws of nature are explanations that “need to be in terms of universal laws” and concludes that the notion of violating or overriding a law of nature “is strictly self-contradictory.”�  Next in line is McKinnon, whose statement of the argument we have already reviewed.  Since McKinnon, many other philosophers have taken turns at promulgating the argument.  L.L. Blackman takes up this line of argument in the following passage:

If the laws of nature are essentially general and a miracle is by definition a violation of a law of nature, miracles obviously cannot occur.  If one were to occur, violence would be done to the generality of the law of nature in question.  A law of nature, if violated, is not a law of nature, but a miracle must be a violation of a law of nature.  The occurrence of a miracle is therefore logically impossible, so we ought always to disbelieve the claim that a miracle has occurred.�  



This argument is not restricted to academic philosophers.  For example, the editors of the science periodical, Nature, advance this same position when they write, “Miracles, which are inexplicable and irreproducible phenomena, do not occur – a definition by exclusion of the concept.”�  Norman Swartz and Nicholas Everitt give essentially the same argument.  Swartz says, “If physical laws are ‘constant conjunctions’...then it is logically impossible that a physical law should be ‘violated.’  Nothing can be both ‘constant’ and ‘violated’, that is, without exception and with exception.”�  Everitt says, “...there are good grounds for thinking that the traditional concept of a miracle...is indeed incoherent.  For what is incompatible with a truth is itself false.”�  Everitt adds the following explanation to this claim, “If therefore, it is a true statement of a law of nature that all A’s are B’s, it follows that any miracle report which says that there is an A which is not a B is false.  It is thus logically impossible for any assertion that a miracle has occurred to be true.”�  It is rather clear that Swartz and Everitt (and the rest) are simply reasserting, in their own particular voices, McKinnon’s argument.  In fact, the argument is repeated so often and with such certitude, that John Earman says that admirers “of Hume never tire of trying to saddle miracle enthusiasts with a dilemma stemming from the definition of ‘miracle.’”�  In any case, we can take McKinnon’s version as the standard statement of this argument.



	William Lane Craig discusses this argument against the possibility of miracles.�  For those who hold McKinnon’s account of the laws of nature, Craig explains that “the ‘laws’ of nature are not really laws at all, but just generalized descriptions of the way things happen in the world.  They describe the regularities which we observe in nature.”�  Craig then explains that “since on such a theory a natural law is just a generalized description of whatever occurs in nature, it follows that no event which occurs can violate such a law.  Instead, it just becomes part of the description.  The law cannot be violated, because it describes in a certain generalized form everything that does happen in nature.”�  Clearly, up to this point, we have been working with a specific notion a natural law.  More specifically, we have been dealing with some version of the regularity theory, according to which laws of nature are statements of universal form “to the effect that whenever and wherever conditions of specified kind F occur, then so will, always and without exception, certain conditions of another kind, G.”�  Of course, this is only one account of what it is to be a scientific law.  There are other accounts of natural laws – including the nomic necessity theory and the causal disposition theory.  On the former theory, “natural laws are not merely descriptive, but tell us what can and cannot happen in the natural world.  They allow us to make certain counterfactual judgments, such as ‘If the density of the universe were sufficiently high, it would have re-contracted long ago’, which a purely descriptivist theory would not permit.”�  According to the latter theory, i.e., the causal disposition theory, “things in the world have different natures or essences, which include their causal dispositions to affect other things in certain ways, and natural laws are metaphysically necessary truths about what causal dispositions are possessed by various natural kinds of things.”�  On any of these three accounts of the laws of nature, any statement of a particular law involves, at least, a universal generalization of the form “All A’s are B’s.”�  Thus, following McKinnon here, to affirm this latter statement and to affirm “There is at least one A that is not a B,” at the same time, is to affirm a contradiction.



	Yet, even granting all of this, McKinnon is wrong to insist, at least for the sorts of reasons that he offers, that the concept of a miracle is something contradictory.  If one affirms a universal statement, without any restriction or qualification of any sort, and then affirms an exception to that statement, then one is contradicting oneself.  However, denying the truth of these sorts of unrestricted universal statements is unnecessary when one affirms the occurrence of a miracle.  All the advocate for a coherent account of miracles needs to do is affirm that an implicit ceteris paribus clause (or proviso) is attached to the universal statement -- and that it is this clause which is violated in the case of a miracle.  The ceteris paribus clause, when appended to a universal proposition, can be expressed using the following general form: 

	(A)  Given that all and only relevant conditions f obtain, all F’s are G’s.

Or again, in terms of a conditional statement:

(B)  Given that all and only relevant conditions f obtain, whenever conditions of specified kind F occur, then so will, always and without exception, certain conditions of another kind, G.  

Ceteris paribus clauses are often implicitly employed in the sciences for reasons quite independent of those considered here.  For example, consider the universal law of gravitation.�  This law tells us that “two bodies exert a force between each other which varies inversely as the square of the distance between them, and varies directly as the product of their masses.”�  However, as an unrestricted universal claim, Nancy Cartwright points out that this claim does not hold.  As it turns out, electrical charge can alter the behavior of objects with mass so that they no longer obey the description given in the law of gravity.  Thus, “It is no longer true that for any two bodies the force between them is given by the law of gravitation.”�  In short, there are electrically charged objects which do not conform to the description given by the law of gravitation.  Thus, it is suggested that the original statement of the law employs an implicit or tacit ceteris paribus clause.�  With the clause stated explicitly, the full law reads:

(C)  Given that all and only gravitational forces obtain, all cases in which two bodies exert a force between each other, are cases in which the force varies inversely as the square of the distance between them, and varies directly as the product of their masses.

Can the miracle enthusiast employ similar considerations in making her case?  It seems so.  Since it is possible to formulate a ceteris paribus clause pertaining to the sum total of natural conditions, it is possible to formulate a reply to McKinnon along these lines.  In other words, someone arguing for the occurrence of a miracle need not contradict herself, because she can say that a miracle involves the suspension of the ceteris paribus clause and not the universal generalization (or conditional statement) used to express a law of nature.  The ceteris paribus clause fitting our discussion can be stated as follows:

	(D)  Given that all and only natural conditions obtain, all F’s are G’s.

This sort of approach seems to be hinted at by C. S. Lewis.  He says of the laws of nature that “no miracle needs to break them.”�  He continues:

It is with them [i.e., the laws of nature] as with the laws of arithmetic.  If I put six pennies into a drawer on Monday and six more on Tuesday, the law decrees that – other things being equal – I shall find twelve pennies there on Wednesday.  But if the drawer has been robbed I may in fact find only two  ...  [A miracle] introduces a new factor into the situation ... which the scientist had not reckoned on.�



In other words, Lewis seems to be suggesting that there are certain ceteris paribus considerations that must be recognized when one wishes to discuss the notion of a miracle.  



Again, this same approach is suggested by William Lane Craig.  In the following passage he draws a comparison between natural ceteris paribus conditions and non-natural ceteris paribus conditions.  

... natural laws are assumed to have implicit in them certain ceteris paribus assumptions such that a law states what is the case under the assumption that no other natural factors are interfering.  When a scientific anomaly occurs, it is usually assumed that some unknown natural law factors are interfering, so that the law is neither violated nor revised.  But suppose the law fails to describe or predict accurately because some supernatural factors are interfering?  Clearly, the implicit assumption of such laws is that no supernatural factors as well as no natural factors are interfering.�



In short, if ceteris paribus assumptions concerning the absence of natural interfering factors are well-founded, then there seem to be no principled objection to there being a ceteris paribus assumptions concerning the absence of non-natural interfering factors.  A few clarifying details need to be stated at this point.  First, the appeal to Cartwright’s use of ceteris paribus clauses is merely illustrative.  Even if what she says is mistaken, the philosophical employment of ceteris paribus clauses is not equivalent to the scientific employment of such clauses.  Second, even if ceteris paribus clauses concerning natural conditions are (implicitly) amended to every law of nature as a proper part of those laws, this does not (in any further way) dictate what the laws of nature are.  That is an empirical issue rather than a conceptual issue.  In other words, that is the job of the scientist – not the philosopher.� 



Without too much difficulty we can see why the above considerations are damning to McKinnon’s argument.  Consider this straightforward statement of McKinnon’s argument:

(1)  If miracles occur, then there are violations of true laws of nature.

(2)  If there are violations of true laws of nature, then there are true contradictions (viz., there are universal categorical propositions that are both true and false – in the same respect).

(3)  There are no true contradictions (viz., there are no universal categorical propositions that are both true and false – in the same respect).

Therefore:

(4)  Miracles do not occur.  [from 1, 2, and 3 by modus tollens twice]

Now, it seems clear that an objection to this argument, based on an appeal to ceteris paribus clauses, will show that this argument is question-begging or unsound.  The dilemma facing this argument is created by an ambiguity on the term “violations.”  This term can be taken in the sense of falsifying the laws of nature – or it can be taken in sense of a suspension (or superseding) of the laws of nature.  So, while there are two ways of reading this argument, each way of reading it yields a defective argument.



Under the first reading of the argument, “violations of true laws of nature” means exactly what McKinnon takes it to mean – namely, a falsification of true laws of nature.  This obviously yields the contradiction that McKinnon desires, thereby securing the conditional statement in premise (2).  However, difficulties emerge with respect to premise (1) which identifies a miracle with a violation of the laws of nature.  Given McKinnon’s notion of “violation” here, why should anyone be compelled to accept that (1) is true?  While miracle enthusiasts may grant premise (2) under this reading of the argument, they will deny (1) and affirm instead that a miracle is a suspension (or superseding) of the laws of nature.  Many theists (and other defenders of the miraculous) might respond in the following manner:  “If that is what McKinnon means by ‘miracle,’ then fine – but that isn’t what we mean by ‘miracle.’  So, everyone is willing to grant that there are no McKinnon-miracles, but that has little to do with what we are talking about.”  Since there are other ways of understanding miracles which are more feasible and charitable – viz., as suspending or superseding of the laws of nature – McKinnon’s argument will cause no anxiety for the miracle enthusiast.  



Concerning arguments that define “miracle” in such a way that miracles could not occur, David Johnson writes the following:

[Such arguments] would then depend on a tendentious and, one would rightly say, question-begging assumption about what a miracle would be. …  Just as there is no good reason to define the ordinary word ‘miracle’ as an exception to an exceptionless regularity, so too there is no good reason to define it in effect as a past event of a kind which has never been observed.  If that is what a miracle is, then of course we should believe no one who claims to have observed a miracle, but what of it?  That is not what any enthusiast ever meant by ‘miracle.’  …  For there are far more plausible proposed definitions of the ordinary word ‘miracle’, which in no way imply that there is any contradiction in the notion of someone’s having observed a miracle.�



In other words, McKinnon’s insistence on defining miracles using the sense of “violation” that he provides amounts to little more than special pleading or question-begging.  On this score, McKinnon’s argument is simply defective.  However, in response, McKinnon might grant the point about miracles suspending or superseding the laws of nature and try to run the argument through on those grounds.  This brings us to the second reading of McKinnon’s argument.



	Under the second reading of the argument, “violations of true laws of nature” simply means that the laws of nature are suspended or superseded because the ceteris paribus clauses of the laws of nature (which specify that only natural conditions apply) are not satisfied.  However, this doesn’t imply that the laws of nature in question are false.  In this case, the miracle enthusiast can grant premise (1), but there is now no reason to accept the truth of premise (2).  If there are, in fact, events where it is not the case that only natural conditions apply (i.e., cases in which the laws of nature are suspended or superseded), why should such events entail that there be universal generalizations which are both true and false?  The answer is that there is no reason why one should think that such events entail true contradictions – at least no reason given to us by McKinnon or those of his ilk.  To see why this is so, consider the following.  Given that statement (D) above is equivalent to an explicit conditional statement, it can be restated as follows:

	(E)  If all and only natural conditions obtain, then all F’s are G’s.

On this formulation, the ceteris paribus clause is the antecedent, while the universal categorical proposition is the consequent.  Thus, a suspension or superseding of this law of nature does not entail that the law of nature is false.  Rather, the antecedent of the conditional statement is false (i.e., the law’s conditions of application are not satisfied), and the law of nature remains true.  So, under this second reading of the argument, premise (2) is false – and the argument is simply unsound. �   



The argument presented by McKinnon – and by many others – is so poor an argument one can agree with Gary Colwell’s statement that the very nature of such an argument signals that something is wrong.�  Colwell continues, “Proposing that merely an analysis of the concept of miracle is sufficient to prove that miracles do not exists should itself be viewed as self-discrediting.”�  In short, McKinnon is simply mistaken and, as we have seen, the mistake has been repeated so often that it probably warrants being called “Flew’s Fallacy” or “McKinnon’s Mistake.” In conclusion, even if miracles do turn out to be incoherent in some subtle way, they are not grossly incoherent in the way suggested by McKinnon and his cohorts.�

�

CHAPTER 3

  SPINOZA’S SPECULATION – A THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT AGAINST MIRACLES

When one surveys the history of philosophy one finds that there are two kinds of argument against the miraculous that are used to unseat justified belief in the occurrence of a miracle.  One way in which the case against the miraculous is formulated is on epistemological grounds.  In this sort of argument the possibility of having adequate evidence which could justify belief in the occurrence of any miracle is called into question.  The classic exemplar of this strategy is David Hume’s essay “Of Miracles.”  Another way in which the case against the miraculous has been laid out is to argue that miracles are ruled out on ontological grounds.  If miracles are conceptually impossible or incoherent, then justified belief in the miraculous is out of bounds.  Ontological arguments against the miraculous can be divided into two different categories –  those that do not appeal to anything beyond the concepts used in the definition of a miracle (as violations or suspensions of the laws of nature) and those that do appeal to concepts that are independent of the definition of a miracle.  Theological arguments are of this latter variety.  They make use of considerations falling beyond the definition of a miracle.  So, while arguments of the former type might consist of some difficulty between miracles and the laws of nature (of which miracles are supposed to be violations or suspensions), the arguments of the theological variety attempt to make out some sort of difficulty between the notion of a miracle and some characteristic of the divine.  In other words, given the truth of certain theological propositions, miracles are considered impossible.  The idea here is that there are theological truths that exclude the possibility of the occurrence of a miracle.  The argument of Benedict De Spinoza is representative of this category.  We will examine Spinoza’s argument as a leading example of a theological argument against the miraculous in the attempt to determine its merits and demerits.



Spinoza offers his argument in chapter six of his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus of 1670.  In the following passage,  Spinoza sets out his central case against the miraculous:

Our first point is easily proved from what we showed in Chap. IV. about Divine law – namely, that all that God wishes or determines involves eternal necessity and truth, for we demonstrated that God’s understanding is identical with His will, and that it is the same thing to say that God wills a thing, as to say that He understands it; hence, as it follows necessarily from the Divine nature and perfection that God understands a thing as it is, it follows no less necessarily that He wills it as it is.  Now, as nothing is necessarily true save only by Divine decree, it is plain that the universal laws of nature are decrees of God following from the necessity and perfection of the Divine nature.  Hence, any event happening in nature which contravened nature’s universal laws, would necessarily also contravene the Divine decree, nature, and understanding; or if anyone asserted that God acts in contravention to the laws of nature, he ipso facto, would be compelled to assert that God acted against His own nature – an evident absurdity.�



In this passage, one can see Spinoza setting elements of philosophical theology against a certain understanding of the miraculous.  It is from this passage that any precise reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument must be drawn.

  

William Dembski thinks that Spinoza’s argument is essentially the same as Friedrich Schleiermacher’s argument against the miraculous.�  Dembski claims that in Schleiermacher’s “own naturalistic critique of miracles Schleiermacher faithfully follows Spinoza’s sixth chapter of the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus.”�  Given this, Dembski suggests a reconstruction of the Spinoza-Schleiermacher argument that can be summarized as follows.�  

It is a necessary truth that anything that God ordains will come to pass.  Since God ordains that some natural cause C bring about an effect W, we can conclude that C entails W.  Moreover, for any miracle, M, there is some state of affairs W that would have occurred that is entailed by a natural cause C.  Yet, given that M entails not-W, not-W entails that not-C which clearly contradicts C.  



On Dembski’s reading, Spinoza’s argument renders miracles conceptually incoherent.  However, it seems that Dembski’s analysis is too quick.  It construes Spinoza as putting forward a purely conceptual case against the miraculous in which the very notion of a miracle (on its own) yields a contradiction.  Speaking for Spinoza, Dembski states, “The very concept of a miracle is incoherent.  It cannot avoid contradiction.”�  While this reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument doesn’t run roughshod over all the distinctive characteristics of Spinoza’s theological critique of the miraculous, it fails to take into account the most important theological component of Spinoza’s argument by locating the contradiction in the wrong place.  In this respect, Dembski’s reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument makes Spinoza’s appeal to God’s ordaining power and God’s nature to be superfluous.  Spinoza wishes to locate the difficulty (with the occurrence of a miracle) in the very character or concept of God.  This is evident from our earlier quotation of Spinoza where he claims that “if anyone asserted that God acts in contravention to the laws of nature, he ipso facto, would be compelled to assert that God acted against His own nature – an evident absurdity.”�  In short, it seems that Dembski misses the crux of Spinoza’s argument.  



To draw out the distinctly theological character of Spinoza’s argument, we can turn to another reconstruction offered by Edwin Curley in his essay “Spinoza on Miracles.”�  Here, Curley follows Spinoza’s text quite carefully.�  However, in reviewing Curley’s reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument, we must make some minor corrections along the way.  With respect to the first premise, Curley argues that Spinoza is following the commonly held medieval thesis of divine simplicity.�  Given this, he suggests that the first premise is the claim that “God’s intellect is not distinguishable from his will.”�  While there are places where Spinoza says that God’s intellect is distinguishable from God’s will only in relation to our reason, this claim is made with a particular thesis in mind – namely, that God’s intellect is identical to God’s will (not merely that God’s intellect and will are not distinguishable).  Spinoza’s point is that distinguishing between God’s intellect and will is a mistake on the part of reason if it is taken to mark a real distinction in the nature of God.  Given this, Curley is mistaken in using the notion of being indistinguishable in the premise rather than the notion of being identical.  Thus, with a few improvements of our own, Curley’s statement of Spinoza’s first five premises can be given as follows.�

(1)  God’s intellect is identical to God’s will.

(2)  God’s intellect understands a thing as it is – given God’s nature and perfection.  

(3)  Nothing is true except by divine decree [i.e., by God’s will]. 

(4)  God’s nature is necessarily what it is. 

(5)  The laws of nature are true. 

Curley claims that premises (4) and (5) are implicit premises in Spinoza’s argument.  While this isn’t enough to get the conclusion that miracles are not possible, Curley has more to add to the argument.



Curley suggests that there is another implicit premise in the argument which he offers as the sixth premise: “What follows from what is strictly necessary is itself strictly necessary.”�   In other words, Curley is claiming that if x is strictly necessary and y follows from x, then y is strictly necessary.  Moreover, he claims this is an “inescapable axiom in any system of modal logic.”�  Unfortunately, this premise couldn’t possibly be an axiom of any system of modal logic since it is a straightforward instance of a modal fallacy.  Consider the following example.  Suppose that it is true that if a traffic light at the corner of Woodward Avenue and Warren Avenue in Detroit is red, then this traffic light indicates that one should stop.  Further, assume that that it is a necessary truth that the Woodward-Warren traffic light is red.  It doesn’t follow from the truth of these two premises that the Woodward-Warren traffic light’s being red necessarily means that one should stop.  Consider some possible world in which the traffic light is red and its being red indicates that one should proceed through the intersection.  While the conditional is true in the actual world and the antecedent is true in every possible world, it does not follow the consequent of the conditional is true in every possible world (because the conditional itself is not true in every possible world).  



Consider another example.�  Here, the first premise is that if the Yankees win four games in the world series, then they are the world champions.  This premise is true in the actual world.  The second premise is that the Yankees necessarily win four games in the world series.  While this second premise is false, one must assume that it is true in every possible world in order to check the validity of the argument.  One cannot conclude from the contingent truth of the first premise and the necessary truth of the second premise that the Yankees are the world champions in every possible world, because there may be some possible world in which it takes more than four wins in order become the world champions.  What is missing in this example is the necessity operator in the first premise.  Having necessity operators in both premises of the argument would entail a necessity operator in the conclusion.  Specifically, if it were necessarily true (i.e., true in every possible world) that a team must win four games in the world series in order to be world champions, then it would be the case (given the second premise) that the Yankees are necessarily the world champions.  Perhaps Curley intended to claim that whatever necessarily follows from what is strictly necessary is itself strictly necessary.  This suggests the following modification to Curley’s sixth premise.�

(6)  If x is necessary and it is necessary that y follows from x, then y is necessary.

 With these six premises, Curley teases out the following conclusions.

(7)  God wills a thing as it is.  [from 1 and 2]

(8)  If God wills a thing, then it is necessary.  [from 4, 6, and 7]

(9)  The laws of nature are willed by God.  [from 3 and 5]

(10)  The laws of nature are necessary.  [from 8 and 9]

To the conclusion in (10), one more premise is added.

(11)  A miracle is an event contrary to the laws of nature.

This yields the final conclusion.

(12)  A miracle is impossible.  [from 10 and 11] 

This reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument seems much more attentive to the theological features of  Spinoza’s text – at least more-so than Dembski’s reconstruction.



	While Curley’s reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument follows Spinoza’s essay more closely than Dembski’s, it is still an open question as to whether or not the argument is any good.  It is to this question that we now turn.  Before questioning the move from (10) and (11) to (12), all the premises need to be examined a little more carefully.  Premise (2) seems unproblematic and if there were some question as to its status, we can grant it for the sake of the argument.  Likewise, premise (4) seems to offer us no difficulties.  Certainly, the essential features of a thing are what they are and not otherwise – and the same holds for God’s nature being what it is and not otherwise.  Premise (6), given our reformulation, is impeccable and premise (5) appears to be without any obvious defect.�  This leaves premises (1) and (3) to be examined.  We will find that neither of them is obviously true (if they do indeed turn out to be true).



	According to premise (1), God’s intellect is identical to God’s will.  What reason is there to think that this is true?  If stronger versions of the doctrine of divine simplicity are true, then the truth of (1) might follow.  However, not every version of this doctrine will be strong enough to entail the truth of premise (1).  As it turns out, there are multiple expressions of the doctrine of divine simplicity.  These can be listed in a rough sequence running from generally weaker versions of the doctrine to stronger versions.�

	[DS1]  God cannot have any spatial parts.

	[DS2]  God cannot have any temporal parts (or locations).

[DS3]  God cannot have any property distinct from God’s essence (i.e., God cannot have any intrinsic accidental properties).

[DS4]  There cannot be any real distinction between God and God’s essence.

[DS5]  There cannot be a real distinction between God’s essence and existence.

[DS6]  There cannot be any real distinction between God’s essential properties.

Ignoring the various merits or demerits of any of these specific versions of divine simplicity, we simply note that none of the first five versions of the doctrine seem strong enough to underwrite premise (1).�  The first two do not even give the appearance of supporting the entailment in question.  The next three statements of the doctrine – [DS3], [DS4], and [DS5] – fail to entail the identification of God’s will and intellect because none of them rule out the possibility of God’s having a compound essence (with divine will and divine intellect as two of the components of that essence).  This leaves only the last version of the doctrine.  This version of the doctrine is sufficiently strong to do the work that Spinoza requires of it. Clearly, if there can be no distinction between any of God’s essential properties (where God’s intellect and God’s will are construed as essential properties of God), then there can be no real distinction between God’s intellect and will – only a perceived distinction.  In other words, if it is true that there can be no real distinction between God’s essential properties (including God’s intellect and will) – that is, if all of God’s essential properties are identical – then it follows that God’s will and intellect are identical.  So, it appears that only [DS6] is clearly capable of sanctioning premise (1).   



This leads to the question as to why [DS6] should be adopted by the theist.  One might try to build a historical case for the doctrine.  This version of the doctrine of divine simplicity was, in fact, accepted by many pre-modern theists.  Nicholas Wolterstorff writes, “Once upon a time, back in the so-called middle ages, theologians, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim alike, in developing their doctrine of God, gave extraordinary prominence to the attribute of simplicity.  God, they said, is simple; in God there are no distinctions whatsoever.”�  Moreover, it can be argued that they had some reasons for accepting this version of the doctrine.  Specifically, it has been suggested that divine simplicity underwrites God’s aseity (or lack of dependence) as well as God’s incorporeality, eternity, and immutability.�  



On the other hand, it needs to be noted that not all theists of the middle ages held this doctrine.  Notable exceptions include al-Ghazali (in the late 1000’s), Gilbert of Poitiers (in the 1100’s), John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham (both in the 1200’s).�  Additionally, modern and contemporary theistic defenders of this doctrine have been few indeed.�  Wolterstorff says that the doctrine “seems part of a quaint and bygone era for anyone reared on twentieth century theology.”�  William Lane Craig goes so far as to say that this is “a doctrine which is fortunately extra-biblical and is rejected as incoherent by the majority of Christian philosophers today.”�  The point here is that one cannot simply point to the history of classical western theism to establish that the doctrine of divine simplicity is essential to classical western theism.  Moreover, if the alleged benefits previously mentioned (viz., aseity, incorporeality, eternity, and immutability) can be procured on other grounds, or if it can be shown that these characteristics are neither beneficial nor essential to theism, then much of the motivation for adopting this doctrine will be undercut.  However, in as much as Spinoza’s argument is addressed to those who hold the doctrine of divine simplicity (viz., many medieval scholastic philosophers and others of similar persuasion), he was right to employ a premise which the intended audience was inclined to accept on this basis.  Unfortunately, this renders the argument ineffective for those not committed to the doctrine in question.  



	Let’s grant that there can be no real distinction between God’s essential properties – which would entail premise (1) – or at least let’s grant premise (1) outright (independently of the more general doctrine of divine simplicity).  Is the argument now in the clear?  Does it follow that miracles are impossible?  Not exactly.  There remain questions about the truth of premise (3) – namely, that nothing is true except by divine decree [i.e., by divine will].  Some contemporary theists – namely Peter van Inwagen, Arthur Peacocke and William Hasker – might be inclined to take issue with this particular premise.  We will briefly look at why they might question the truth of premise (3).



Peter van Inwagen, in considering the place of chance in a world sustained by God, suggests that there are three possible sources of chance in such a world – namely, “the free will of rational creatures, natural indeterminism, and the initial state of the created world.”�  First, with respect to free will, van Inwagen claims that one does not have free will in those cases in which God decrees that one behave or choose in a certain way.  Thus, if there is such a thing as free choice or free action, then van Inwagen thinks that those choices and actions cannot be decreed by God.�  According to van Inwagen, a second potential source of chance is natural indeterminism.  He explains that a state of affairs in an indeterministic universe can have more than one outcome.  Thus, if it is the case that God decreed indeterministic laws of nature (say, for example, laws of nature exhibiting the position-momentum and time-energy uncertainties proposed by Heisenberg), then it will not be the case that absolutely nothing is true except by divine decree.�  Third, van Inwagen suggests that if there are different initial states of the universe which can be actualized by God – all of which are equally satisfactory to God – then God’s decree might consist of a disjunction.  In other words, where X and Y are equally satisfactory for bringing about God’s will, God could decree (X or Y) – without decreeing X and without decreeing Y.�   Van Inwagen explains:

Suppose God does decree that either X or Y exist; suppose Y thereupon comes into existence.  Then it is no part of God’s plan that Y – as opposed to X – exist, and the result of His decree might just as well have been the existence of X.  We may therefore say that Y exists owing to chance, and that every result or consequence of Y that would not also be a result of X is due to chance.  There could, therefore, be chance events even in a wholly deterministic world that was created and sustained by God.�



Van Inwagen says that he has no doubt that “all three sources of chance have in fact been in operation” in our universe.�  If van Inwagen is right, that is, if any of these three sources of chance are operative in the created universe, then premise (3) is false (viz., it is false that nothing is true except by divine decree).  



	Van Inwagen cannot be dismissed as an isolated case – an aberration.  He is joined by other theists.  For example, Arthur Peacocke goes even further than van Inwagen when he claims that not only does God allow for indeterminacy in nature, natural indeterminacy actually modifies our understanding of God’s omniscience.  Specifically, Peacock maintains that Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle is a “limitation on God’s omniscience…  It is a self-limitation, because God as Creator ‘chose’…to create a world in which these subatomic constituents… [have] an unpredictable character.”�  On this account, not even God can predict when an alpha particle will escape from the nucleus of  uranium-238 atom, radioactively decaying into an atom of thorium-234, because this event is governed by the principles of quantum physics – principles which are themselves taken to be indeterministic.  Consider another example.  While God knows the average number of radium atoms to decay in ten seconds out of ten million radium atoms, Peacocke argues that no one knows – not even God – which of the particular atoms (out of the ten million) will decay, since the decay of these atoms is governed by the indeterministic laws of quantum physics.�  Of course, van Inwagen and Peacocke are not the only theists to deny that everything is brought about by divine decree.  Open theists – namely, those who claim that propositions about the future (or at least certain propositions about the future) are not known by God – also reject that every state of affairs is brought about by divine decree.  They believe that the future is not decreed by God but is genuinely open and undetermined.  On grounds differing from those offered by van Inwagen and Peacocke, open theists – like William Hasker, David Basinger, Richard Swinburne, Clark Pinnock, and Gregory Boyd – will reject premise (3).�  Since open theists consider free action to be incompatible with divine foreknowledge (and since they consider humans to be free), they conclude either that God is unable to know future free choices or that God voluntarily refrains from such knowledge.  In either case, if God doesn’t have knowledge of future free actions, then we have good reason to think that those actions are not decreed by God.  In short, both open theists and theists sharing Peacocke’s or van Inwagen’s views on the above issues will be inclined to reject premise (3) in Curley’s reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument.   



Yet, what if we ignore the above objections associated with premises (1) and (3) and simply grant that these premises are true?  Yet, even given the truth of premises (1) and (3), the argument for the conclusion that miracles are impossible is still beset with difficulties.  Namely, the move from (10) and (11) to (12) is problematic because the inference is either invalid or question-begging.  The dilemma facing this inference here is created by an ambiguity in premise (11) – namely, that miracles are contrary to the laws of nature.  This ambiguity can be brought to the surface as follows.  Even if the laws of nature are necessary (i.e., true in every possible world) it doesn’t follow that all the antecedent conditions for the application of those laws obtain in every possible world.  Thus, to say that an event is contrary to a true law of nature can mean either (a) it is false that some true law of nature is an actual, or true, law of nature or (b) it is false that the antecedent conditions for the application of some law of nature obtain.  The former is obviously self-contradictory – but the latter is perfectly self-consistent.  One (usually implicit) requirement for saying that the laws of nature hold in a particular case is that all and only natural conditions obtain.  Thus, when one affirms the occurrence of a miracle, one is claiming that it is not the case that only natural conditions obtain.  In other words, disambiguating premise (11) yields two separate claims:

(11-a)  A miracle falsifies the (true) laws of nature.

(11-b)  A miracle suspends or supersedes the laws of nature (by falsifying antecedent conditions for the application of those laws).

When (11-a) is combined with the claim that the laws of nature are necessary – namely, (10) – then the conclusion that miracles are impossible obviously follows.  However, while theists (and other defenders of the miraculous) will grant that the inference from (10) and (11-a) is valid, they will deny the truth of premise (11-a).  Rather, the defender of miracles can affirm the truth of (11-b).  However, (11-b) will not yield the conclusion that miracles are impossible when combined with (10).  This inference is invalid.  So, either way, the argument is blocked.  On one hand, we have an unwarranted premise that Curley doesn’t even attempt to support – and which the theistic defender of miracles seems to be under no obligation to accept.  Without supporting argument, the appeal to (11-a) is an exercise in begging the question.  On the other hand, we have an invalid argument.  In either case, this reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument is a long way from demonstrating the impossibility of the miraculous, and this point is exacerbated by the previously mentioned difficulties accruing to premises (1) and (3).



	Moreover, it is odd that, even after Curley gives so much attention to the theological aspects of Spinoza’s argument, Curley would abandon the theological thrust of the argument in the last step – transforming it into a purely conceptual argument against miracles.  In the end, Curley makes the same mistake that Dembski makes in reconstructing Spinoza’s argument by locating the contradiction in the wrong place.  The following passage by Nicholas Humphrey should help bring this point to the surface:  “He [God] would never, for example, suspend the Laws of Nature, or arrange for super-natural miracles to happen.  To do so would not only be an admission of error at the time of the original creation, it would – if one may say it – be rather vulgar.”�  Despite the fact that Humphrey isn’t trying to reconstruct or analyze Spinoza’s argument against miracles, Humphrey has actually come closer to stating the essential gist of the argument (setting aside his irrelevant psychological comments about vulgarity) than either Dembski or Curley.  So, in order to do justice to Spinoza, one must consider another attempt to state precisely his argument.  Moreover, one can state the argument in such a way that it is not dependent upon one’s accepting the doctrine of divine simplicity – and it seems plausible to construe this argument as a reductio ad absurdum, given Spinoza’s appeal to the evident absurdity of God “acting against his own nature.”  

(13)  Miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) can occur.  [assumption for reductio]

(14)  If God is perfect in intellect and will, then the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree.

(15)  If the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree, then miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) cannot occur. 

(16)  God is not perfect in intellect and will.  [from 13, 14, and 15, by modus tollens twice]

(17)  God is perfect in intellect and will.

(18)  Both (16) and (17) are true.  [by conjunction – contradiction] 

(19)  Miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) cannot occur.  [from 13 through 18 by reductio]

While this reconstruction of Spinoza’s argument may not track some of the details of Spinoza’s essay as closely as Curley’s reconstruction, it avoids the problem of degenerating into a purely conceptual argument against the miraculous – and, therefore, it is much more commensurate with Spinoza’s intention to present a theological case against the miraculous.



	This argument is valid.  So, given the truth of the premises, the assumption in (13) entails a contradiction – namely, that there is an imperfection in the intellect or will of a being that has an essentially perfect intellect and will.  However, since there are no contradictions, (13) must be false – that is, miracles are impossible.  



Yet, are the claims expressed in premises in (14), (15) and (17) true?  The theistic defender of miracles will be inclined to accept (17).  However, premise (14) isn’t clearly a necessary truth – nor is it even manifestly obvious.  If it turns out that there is no single set of natural laws whose actualization would best bring about what God’s desires, then it isn’t clear that the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree – even if God is perfect in intellect in will.  In other words, there may be many sets of laws of nature, all of which satisfy God’s desires equally well.  If so, then premise (14) is false.  However, if one grants premise (14), then everything will stand or fall on the truth or falsehood of the conditional statement in premise (15) – namely, given that divine decree makes the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise), there can be no suspensions of the laws of nature (i.e., no miracles).  Why should anyone accept this premise?  On its own it doesn’t seem to be essential to classical western theism – nor does it seem to be an analytic truth (or even a metaphysically necessary truth).  Why shouldn’t the theist think that God decrees both the laws of nature and suspensions of those laws?  Well, there are two possibilities here – both of which appeal to considerations that go beyond the explicit case laid out in Spinoza’s text (although either possibility might be implicit in Spinoza’s thinking).  



The first possibility follows the lead of Nicholas Humphrey when he suggests that a miracle would be “an admission or error” – or, more accurately, an indication of error.�  Specifically, we can use the notion of divine error to create the following supporting argument for the truth of premise (15).

(15-a)  If the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree, then any miraculous suspensions of the laws of nature indicate an error on the part of a perfect God at the time of creation.

(15-b)  If any miraculous suspensions of the laws of nature indicate an error on the part of a perfect God at the time of creation, then miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) cannot occur.

(15)  If the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree, then miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) cannot occur.   [from 15-a and 15-b by hypothetical syllogism]

While this argument is deductively valid and while premise (15-b) certainly appears to be true, there seems to be no good reason to accept premise (15-a).  Paul Helm stakes out a position which, if correct, entails that premise (15-a) is false.  Specifically, Helm is addressing a deistic criticism of miracles – which is the same criticism leveled by Humphrey:  

According to the deist, though, God has no need to work miraculously, because such an act would betoken a lack of foresight or wisdom on his part, something which is unthinkable to the deist.  Miracles, on this view, are afterthoughts – tinkerings with and tunings of an engine that, given the power and competence of the engineer, should never need to arise.�



Helm replies to this view saying that “this is a piece of utter dogmatism.  It is not appropriate to argue, a priori, what God will and will not do with the physical creation, but – as with any contingent matter of fact – it is necessary to investigate what God has done.”�  However, in defense of this argument, critics of the miraculous, like Humphrey, might suggest an analogy in which, say, a government’s making an exception to one of its laws is taken to be an indication of error in the original legislation on the part of that government.  By analogy, if God suspends divinely ordained laws of nature, this might be an indication of error on God’s part.  



Two objections will be raised here.  First, it must be asked, “In virtue of what is the suspension of law (legislative or natural) supposed to indicate an error?  Well, it might be suggested that a government’s suspension of its own laws is the result of its having to curtail its own over-expenditures – which would clearly indicate some sort of error in judgment on its part.  If so, then by analogy, God’s suspension of natural law might be indicate an error of creative over-expenditure on God’s part.  Unfortunately, the analogy does not hold.  Since a government’s resources are limited, its legislating an over-expenditure (which must be subsequently suspended) would indicate an error on its part.  However, if God is not limited with respect to creative resources, it is not clear how such a being could over-expend these resources.  Wherein lies the error if there can be no over-expenditure?  Other relevant dissimilarities (which could serve to undercut the analogy) might include the nature of divine passion, consideration of free will, and so on.  In short, given these considerations, Humphrey’s line of argument seems incapable of demonstrating that a miracle is an indication an error on God’s part.  



Second, even in the case of a government’s suspending some of its own legislation, there is no clear entailment concerning error on the part of that government.  There may be examples that involve no error on the part of the government in which its own legislation is temporarily suspended.  Suppose a government temporarily suspends its prohibition of public fireworks for the purposes of some centennial celebration.  It is not plausible to think that the government’s original prohibition is faulty or that there is some error on the part of the government.  In fact, if there is even one case of a government’s suspending its own laws in which that suspension does not entail an error on the government’s part (as this example seems to suggest) and if the analogy holds, then the analogy actually gives us reason to think that God is able to suspend the laws of nature without indicating an error on God’s part.  Thus, if the analogy doesn’t turn out to be a false analogy (as it appears to be), then the analogy seems to show just the opposite of what the critic of miracles intended it to show.  The critic of miracles here must do much more in support of (15-a) before this supporting argument for (15) can legitimately command anyone’s assent.



The second possibility for shoring up premise (15) is suggested by Dembski.  He seems to think that Spinoza is inclined to say that “God ordains precisely one thing, to wit, a system of nature . . . whose operation is from start to finish determined by universal laws of natural causation.”�  Following Dembski’s lead, we can formulate an argument something like this:

(15-c)  If the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree, then God wills nothing but a system of nature governed entirely by natural laws.

(15-d)  If God wills nothing but a system of nature governed entirely by natural laws, then miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) cannot occur.

(15)  If the laws of nature are what they are (and not otherwise) by divine decree, then miracles (as suspensions of the laws of nature) cannot occur.

Again, we have a deductively valid argument in which one of the premises, (15-d), certainly appears to be true.  Clearly, if God wills one and only one thing – namely, a system of nature that is completely determined by its laws – then there is no room left for God to decree the occurrence of a miracle.  However, premise (15-c) is questionable – if not outright false.  The following passage from Dembski suggests the doubtful nature of this premise:

We must now confront the obvious question: Why should God be limited to ordaining a system of nature?  It seems that there are all sorts of things that God could, at least in principle, ordain. …  God could ordain that nature exhibit a certain regularity for a time and thereafter cease to exhibit it.  …  God could ordain that all things operate according to universal laws of natural causation within a system of nature.  Alternatively God could ordain that only some things, and not others, operate according to such natural laws.�



Dembski’s point here is that even if it is possible that God ordain nothing but a natural order and its laws, we have no reason to think that this is what God would in fact do.  Unfortunately, any case for (15) that employs premise (15-c) or a relevantly similar premise is yet another instance of assuming what needs to be proved.  One cannot merely assume premises which would entail the conclusion of the impossibility of miracles when those premises are no less questionable than the conclusion itself.



	So, it seems that the formulations of Spinoza’s argument that we have been examining are not very promising.  However, these formulations of the argument have left out an central feature of Spinoza’s metaphysics – namely, his pantheism.�  Perhaps Spinoza’s argument can be rendered more plausible by giving his pantheism a greater role in the case against miracles.  Anders Wedberg describes some of the more general features of Spinoza’s metaphysics:

The concepts of substance, attribute, and mode which the medieval Scholastics inherited from Aristotle play an important part in Spinoza’s system.  In his opinion there exists one and only one substance, namely the infinite universe itself.  Infinite physical space is an attribute of this substance, and every material thing that exists in space is one of its modes.  Just as infinite space is related to material things, so infinite thought is related to each particular, limited idea.  This postulated infinite thought is another attribute of the substance, and each particular idea is one of its modes.�



To this general ontology, Spinoza adds his pantheism.  For Spinoza, “God is that machine that is identical with the universe which functions with mechanical necessity.”�  In short, for Spinoza, God and nature are one and the same thing, because Spinoza believes that there can be one and only one substance.  So, here we have the makings of a new argument against miracles – one in which the suspension of the of the laws of nature would be a suspension of God’s own nature – and that God’s nature is the way that it is of necessity.  So, a miracle would apparently be inconceivable given this sort of metaphysics.  However, whether or not this case against miracles can be constructed will depend on the plausibility of Spinoza’s substance monism.



One Spinoza scholar, Jonathan Bennett, offers the following statement of Spinoza’s argument for substance monism.�

(16)  There is a substance that has every attribute.

(17)  There cannot be two substances that have an attribute in common.

(18)  There cannot be a substance that has no attributes.

Therefore, 

(19)  There cannot be two substances.

Here, the conclusion informs us that only one substance can exist – and it is this substance that Spinoza calls “Nature” or “God.”  



Laying aside the complication that it is rather difficult to distinguish Spinoza’s pantheism from mere naturalism, there remain pressing questions concerning the truth of the argument’s premises.  Bennett claims that premise (18) seems to be true, but he questions the truth of premise (16) inasmuch as its truth “depends on a special version of the ‘ontological argument’ for the existence of God” – and he claims that the ontological argument is a notoriously bad argument.�  In any case, Bennett thinks that the central  difficulties for this argument are associated with premise (17) – namely, that two different substances cannot have a common attribute.  Why would Spinoza think that this is true?  Bennett explains that the argument for this premise is “confined to substances that have one attribute each.  Two such substances that shared an attribute would (trivially) share every attribute, but that does not yield the substance monism that Spinoza wants.”  Bennett adds that there “could be hundreds of substances, each with a different selection of attributes and only one having all the attributes.”�  Bennett concludes that Spinoza’s official argument for substance monism, “has satisfied nobody.”�



In addition to having no clear reason for accepting Spinoza’s pantheism, there is good reason to reject it.  Consider the following argument against pantheism – which we can call the “goodness argument.”

(1)  God and the universe are one and the same.

(2)  God is entirely good. 

(3)  The universe is not entirely good – i.e., some aspects of the universe are not entirely good.

Therefore:

(4)  God is not entirely good.  [from 3 and 4]

Therefore:

(5)  God is entirely good and God is not entirely good.  [from 1 and 4 -- contradiction]

Therefore:  

(6)  God and the universe are not one and the same – i.e., pantheism is false.  [from 1 through 5 by reductio ad absurdum]

Other arguments – parallel to this one – can be constructed using the notion of being worthy of admiration, of being praiseworthy, and so on.  Inasmuch as one is not inclined to be a relativist with respect to value (and one should not be so inclined), one should be inclined to accept the conclusion of this argument.  So, given that there seems to be good reason to reject pantheism, there is little chance that one can generate a persuasive argument against miracles along these lines.



	In conclusion, none of the Spinoza-style theological arguments against the occurrence of the miraculous has turned out to be a good argument against miracles.  Nevertheless, this is not to say that no version of a theological argument against miracles could establish the impossibility of the miraculous.  In fact, we will have an opportunity to examine another kind of theological argument against miracles in the next chapter.  Rather, the claim here is that versions of the argument lying in the vicinity of Spinoza’s work fail to demonstrate the impossibility of miracles – and thus – they do not show that belief in the occurrence of divinely ordained miracles is objectively unjustified.�











�CHAPTER 4

KELLER’S CONJECTURE – MIRACLES AND MORALITY

	James A. Keller develops a theological argument against the miraculous – where a theological argument maintains that God’s bringing about a miracle would be incongruous with God’s nature, character or attributes.  While Keller refers to his argument as a “moral argument against miracles” one can see, in the following passage, that it falls under a theological rubric:

I want to focus on what I shall call a moral argument against miracles.  It attempts to show that today’s believers in the actual occurrence of miracles typically must imply that God is guilty of a kind of unfairness – a quality which seems morally problematic and thus one which, I assume, believers would not want to attribute to God.� 



Later, Keller explains that “God’s own nature might preclude God’s treating us in certain ways.”�  Both passages locate the difficulty – i.e., the contradiction – in God’s nature or attributes.  So, according to this view, one’s claiming that there are miracles brought about by God is supposed to be incompatible with the claim that God possesses the attributes normally associated with God by classical western theists.  



	Keller, in laying groundwork for his argument, says it is unfair for God to perform miracles for some people and not for other people, because God’s doing so would involve bestowing benefits upon some people (viz., those who receive the miracle) and not bestowing benefits upon other people.�  He suggests that an occasional (or rare) suspension of the laws of nature for the benefit of certain individuals implies unfairness on God’s part.  These miracles would imply that God is unfair “in the sense that they imply that God takes the initiative in doing for one person something qualitatively different from what God does for others in a similar condition.”�  Keller qualifies this claim in the following passage:

. . . the charge of unfairness is not leveled simply when it is alleged that God does something for one person that God does not do for another; the two people must be similar in respect to the quality which is the reason for divine action.  If there is no such quality, then it is unfair because God is arbitrarily (ex hypothesi, there is no reason) bestowing a benefit on one person which God does not bestow on another.�



Keller adds the observation that insofar as God is construed as loving, there is just that much more reason to “resist implying that God treats people in such a way as to confer benefits on some and not on similar others,” and he claims that “if two similar people are in similar situations, it is not loving to treat them differently.”�  Moreover, Keller suggests that “when what is given is needed (e.g., restoration to health or even the knowledge of God) and when it lies within the resources of the giver to give what is needed to both people he loves, then it does seem to me unfair (or unloving) to give it to only one.” �   One can see that Keller makes essential to his case the principle that if person x and person y are in other ways similar, then giving x and not y a (miraculous) benefit is not treating them fairly.  Keller reiterates the centrality of this principle saying that “the claim that God has worked a miracle implies that God has singled out certain persons for some benefit which many others do not receive; this is central to my claim that it implies that God is unfair.”�  Finally, while this principle is central to Keller’s case, his argument also incorporates an empirical component.  Keller explains, “My argument does not claim that all miracles, no matter when or in what pattern they occur, must involve unfairness on God’s part; rather, it is an argument against a certain complex view of their purpose, location, and obviousness.”�  Specifically, Keller’s conclusion that miracles do not occur stems from the notion of God’s fairness in combination with the empirical observation that miracles, if they occur, seem to occur rarely with only a small number of eyewitnesses or direct beneficiaries.�



	Some may see a potential connection between Keller’s argument and arguments against the existence of God based on the presence of suffering and evil in the world.  Keller himself admits this connection.  “The claim that the view of miracles to be discussed implies that God is unfair might suggest that my moral argument against miracles is simply another aspect of the problem of evil.  In a way that suggestion is correct.”  Keller goes on to say, however, “that the claim that God has performed miracles raises problems with which some of today’s most popular theodicies seem inadequate to deal.”�  Two observations are in order.  First, if Keller’s argument does essentially depend on a more general version of the argument from evil, then the conclusion of his argument may ultimately need to accommodate the objections and analyses applied to the general version of the argument.  For example, if the deductive argument from evil is found wanting and replaced by an evidential version of that argument, then Keller’s argument (in as much as it turns out to be dependent on, or a special case of, the argument from evil) will need to incorporate those developments.  Second, even if some standard (inductive or evidential) version of the problem of evil ultimately proves successful, it does not follow that Keller’s argument will also be shown to be a good argument.  Keller’s argument goes well beyond standard treatments of the problem of evil.  In as much as he makes use of premises and assumptions that are independent of those utilized in a basic argument from evil, his argument will be open to additional scrutiny.�  Given this, the analysis of this essay will focus primarily on the independent premises and assumptions of Keller’s argument – features of his argument that prove fatal to it irrespective on one’s ultimate conclusions about the basic argument from evil.



At no point does Keller give a precise statement of his argument.  However, using the material cited so far, we can piece together the following rigorous presentation of the argument that so we may see exactly what the argument is supposed to be.

(1)  If miracles occur, then God brings miracles about rarely.

(2)  If God brings miracles about rarely, then miracles have few direct beneficiaries.

(3)  If miracles have few direct beneficiaries, then God confers benefits on some individuals without conferring proportional benefits on other individuals in similar circumstances.

(4)  If God confers benefits on some individuals without conferring proportional benefits on other individuals in similar circumstances, then God is unfair (or unloving).

(5)  Necessarily, God is fair and loving.

From these five premises, the following conclusion follows with deductive force.

(6)  Miracles do not occur.  [from 1 through 5 by four applications of modus tollens]

However, we aren’t quite finished in laying out Keller’s argument.  The first premise is not merely an assertion.  It is the conclusion of an argument with premises referring to our current epistemic situation.  Namely, Keller thinks that it is empirically false (or at least implausible) to think that miracles occur in a regular manner so as to produce many direct beneficiaries.  In short, there is no good empirical reason to think that God brings about miracles in such a manner.  Using this, we can reconstruct Keller’s supporting argument for premise (1). 

(7)  If miracles occur, then either God brings miracles about rarely or there are good empirical reasons to think that God brings miracles about frequently (or regularly).

(8)  There are no good empirical reasons to think that God brings miracles about frequently (or regularly).

(1)  If miracles occur, then God brings miracles about rarely.  [from 7 and 8]�

We can call this inference the “secondary argument.”  Since the conclusions in lines (6) and (1) are deductively implied by the premises, the premises of these arguments must be examined in order to determine whether or not the final conclusion – i.e., that miracles do not occur – is well supported.  



	While premises (7) and (8) both seem plausible upon first glance, there is some question concerning the truth of premise (7) upon further consideration.  Specifically, why (on the assumption that miracles occur) must one think either that God brings about miracles rarely or that there are good empirical reasons to think that God brings miracles about frequently?  An answer to this question, in support of the truth of premise (7), might run something like this: If there are miracles and if they are not rare events, then they must be rather common events.  Of course, so the reply continues, if miracles are common (or regular, or frequent), then we would see them occur more often and this would mean that we would have greater empirical evidence of their occurrence.  However, a possibility that is neglected by this reply is that God might bring about miracles quite often but that a great majority of these miracles are not within the means of human detection.  This eventuality would entail that a relatively small number of miracles would fall within the purview of human apprehension – leaving the impression that miracles occur rather infrequently.  Even if this possibility is not entirely plausible on its face, Keller seems to have made no attempt to forestall any potential arguments on the part of the theist to make this line of thought plausible.  The point here is that Keller’s failure to block the theist’s potential maneuver in this direction creates doubts concerning the truth of this premise.  In as much as there are doubts about the truth of premise (7), these doubts get transferred to the conclusion expressed in (1).  Namely, that if there are miracles, then divine providence dictates that they occur infrequently.  Be that as it may, we can simply lay aside any doubts there may be about (7) and (1) in order to examine the other premises of the core argument.



	It seems reasonable to grant the truth of premises (2) and (5) in the core argument – leaving premises (3) and (4) to be examined.  In relation to these latter premises, the central issue that needs to be addressed turns on the meaning of the phrase “similar circumstances.”  To recap, premise (3) tells us that if miracles have few direct beneficiaries, then God confers benefits on some without conferring commensurate benefits on others in similar circumstances.  Premise (4) tells us that if God confers benefits on some without conferring commensurate benefits on others in similar circumstances, then God is unfair (or, perhaps, unloving).  Here, “similar circumstances” could be one of two different interpretations.  On the first interpretation Keller could be referring to one’s external conditions and also to one’s character, personality, and psychological dispositions.  On the second interpretation of “similar circumstances” Keller might be referring merely to one’s external conditions (i.e., the events of one’s life).  



Let’s first suppose that Keller means the former – namely, that when Keller says that individuals are in similar circumstances he means not only that they are in similar situations but that they are also psychologically similar.  On this first reading, premise (4) seems to be true.  If persons are similar in every relevant respect so that not even God has a reason for conferring a needed benefit on one and not on another, then it would seem unfair for God to confer benefits in this way.  However, on this reading, premise (3) turns out to be question-begging.  Granting that there are few direct beneficiaries of miracles, why should one think that those beneficiaries are in similar situations and psychologically similar to those who are not beneficiaries of the miraculous?  In order to avoid begging the question against the theist, Keller needs to provide an argument showing that (where miracles are rare) relevant similarities actually obtain between those who are the alleged recipients of miraculous benefits and those who are not.  However, it seems that there are no arguments on the horizon (empirical or otherwise) that are capable of demonstrating this.  Certainly, cases might be provided in which it could be plausibly argued that external circumstances are similar.  For example, cases can be found in which different individuals face the same trials or afflictions. Yet, even this would not entail that the relevant psychological similarities obtain.  In short, premise (3) of Keller’s argument simply assumes what needs to be proved.  Thus, it makes Keller’s case question-begging.  



If Keller could establish the existence of some sort of psychological homogeneity (viz., that everyone has relevantly similar psychological states and depositions), this would go some distance in strengthening his argument.  Yet, even on the gratuitous assumption that Keller could provide such an argument, this still might fall short of adequately establishing his case.  Sometimes people act contrary to their psychological dispositions.  If God confers miraculous benefits on the basis of what someone would do if they were the recipients of such benefits, then this too would need to be incorporated into the meaning of the phrase “similar circumstances.”  Here, the counterfactual responses of free individuals (who sometimes act against their dispositions and inclinations) would need to be taken into consideration.  Taking these into account, we now face the following question:  Given that miracles have few beneficiaries, what reasons are there to think that those who are beneficiaries and those who are not beneficiaries are both subject to similar events, are psychologically similar, and that both would have relevantly similar counterfactual responses were both recipients of such benefits?  To put it mildly, it appears increasingly unlikely that any argument could be provided that would establish that such similarities obtain between those who are the alleged recipients of miraculous benefits and those who are not.  Thus, this first reading of Keller’s argument renders premise (4) true, but premise (3) turns out to be question-begging (if not false).



Now let’s consider the latter reading of Keller’s argument – namely, that when he claims that individuals are in similar circumstances he means only that they may find themselves in similar external situations (i.e., subject to similar events) – without also being psychologically similar or dispositionally similar.  On this reading of Keller’s argument, premise (3) seems to be true.  That is, it seems true that, where there are few beneficiaries of miracles, recipients of such benefits may be subject to similar events while possessing different dispositions and different psychological states from those who do not receive such benefits.  However, this reading renders premise (4) implausible – if not obviously false.  Where different individuals are subject to similar external events while possessing divergent dispositions and psychological states, there is no reason to think that it is unfair (or unloving) on God’s part to confer miraculous benefits on some and not others.  



Moreover, it is plausible – given different dispositions and personality differences – to think that God would, in fact, confer benefits on some that are not conferred on others.  For example, it might be the case that some individuals (perhaps many) possess a psychological state or disposition that we can call “hardness of heart.”  This is simply the possession of an unwillingness to believe in the face of good evidence – even in the face of overwhelming evidence.  There is empirical reason to think that some persons do, in fact, possess this sort of disposition.  Stanley L. Jaki describes a candidate who might have this sort of personality trait: “In our times the Chief Rabbi of Israel stated on the occasion of Cardinal Lustiger’s visit in Jerusalem that it was worse for a Jew to become a Christian than to perish in the gas chamber.”�  Setting aside the issue of whether or not there is evidence for or against this claim, it seems unlikely that this rabbi would be open to persuasion on the basis of evidence or argument.  Hardness of heart is not monopolized by any one religious tradition.  On can find this disposition of stubbornness in the Christian tradition as well.  Os Guinness disapprovingly repeats a forceful pronouncement of an evangelist, Billy Sunday: “When the word of God says one thing and scholarship says another, scholarship can go to hell.”�  Again, this willingness to disregard counter-evidence and argument isn’t restricted merely to those of religious persuasion.  Philosopher Paul Moser tells of an atheist friend who would rather die than admit that God exists.�  If there is reason to think that hardness of heart exists, then premise (4) is doubtful.  Further, if there is good reason to think that hardness of heart is widespread (or if relevantly similar dispositions and psychological traits are widespread), then premise (4) is wholly impotent.  As it turns out, there is reason to think that hardness of heart and other relevantly similar dispositions are widespread.  It is only with great effort that novice students in philosophy (and other disciplines) are taught to make evaluations in terms of evidence and argument instead of staking out positions on the basis of custom, habit, or mere emotion.  Sometimes even advanced education fails to correct this.  Thomas Dubay cites an example in which one anthropologist discovered that she could not even hypothesize about male mathematical ability without inciting the hostility of feminists.�  This sort of reaction indicates a low regard for rational argument and evidence in favor of dogmatic presumption and bias.  In short, the second reading of Keller’s argument renders premise (4) false – or at least highly unlikely.



A few additional points should be made in order to prevent anyone from thinking that the entire case against premise (4) relies on hardness of the heart being a widespread psychological condition.  As already alluded to, if other dispositions and psychological traits exist which are relevantly similar to hardness of heart, then there is good reason to think that God’s conferring miraculous benefits on some and not others is compatible with God’s being completely fair and loving.  A candidate for this disposition is sometimes called “weakness of will.”  John Searle offers the following description of weakness of the will:  “Sometimes, indeed all too frequently, it happens that one goes through a process of deliberation, makes a considered decision, thereby forms a firm and unconditional intention to do something, and when the moment arrives, because of weakness of will, does not do it.”�  While some think that weakness of will is impossible, Searle goes to great length to argue that not only is it possible but that weakness of will is widespread – even commonplace.�  Since Searle’s argument will not be rehearsed here, the following conditional claim will be affirmed instead:  If weakness of will is widespread, then there is good reason to think that God would not be unfair in conferring miraculous benefits on some without conferring commensurate benefits on others.  In other words, given that Searle is right, we have good reason to reject premise (4) of Keller’s argument.  Where weakness of will would defeat or frustrate purposes that God might have in conferring some miraculous benefit (or where weakness of will would facilitate a worse state of affairs in combination with some miraculous benefit), it seems reasonable to think that that God would withhold a benefit in one case – even when it is provided in another.  In fact, God’s conferring commensurate benefits under these circumstances would appear positively irrational.  Of course, our analysis need not be limited to weakness of the will or to hardness of heart.  Given the complexities and subtleties of human psychology and of personality traits, it seems quite likely that there may be a whole host of personal dispositions and psychological traits that would defeat premise (4) of Keller’s argument.�

 

Our analysis of Keller’s argument brings us to the following conclusions.   On either interpretation of “similar conditions” Keller’s argument is blocked.  On the first reading, premise (3) is entirely question-begging – and on the second reading of the argument, premise (4) is most likely false.  Even on the gratuitous assumption that Keller can extricate his argument from these difficulties, the argument faces the additional objections pertaining to premise (1).  Specifically, Keller does nothing to forestall the objection to the secondary argument in support of premise (1) – namely, that the consequent in premise (7) presents us with a false disjunction.  This evaluation is further complicated by the fact that, in as much as Keller’s argument is a special case of a generic version of the argument from evil (thus, depending on premises and assumptions of that argument), Keller’s argument must also be able to overcome objections directed at that generic version of the argument.  Keller does nothing to suggest that this can be successfully achieved.  Given these considerations, it seems that Keller’s argument against divinely ordained miracles is almost entirely without merit.�



�CHAPTER 5

HUME’S HUMILIATION – ARE CREDIBLE MIRACLE REPORTS IMPOSSIBLE ?

It is widely thought that one can find an argument against miracle reports (or at least the essential ingredients of an argument) in Chapter X of David Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding – and that this argument has provided a final and devastating blow against miracle reports.  It is clear that Hume thought this was true.  In a moment of self-reflection, he says, “I flatter myself, that I have discovered an argument … which, if just, will with the wise and learned, be an everlasting check to all kinds of superstitious delusion, and consequently, will be useful as long as the world endures.”�  John Herman Randall, Jr. expresses his opinion concerning the merits of Hume’s argument in rather immoderate terms.  Hume “proved so conclusively that intelligent men have rarely questioned it since, that a miracle, in the sense of a supernatural event as a sign of the divinity of its worker, cannot possibly be established. … Hume’s argument has never been refuted, and since it was fully understood no man has ever attempted to establish revelation upon any such purely external ground.”�  Similar sentiments, expressed in more restrained tones, have been widely circulated among contemporary philosophers.  Antony Flew, concurring with Hume’s contention that testimony for the miraculous is such that it can never serve as a support for any religion, says, “The upshot is that Hume is right in his main contention.”�  Elsewhere, Flew claims that Hume’s essay contains a “very considerable piece of argumentation.”�  Again, Wallace Matson, after granting the logical possibility of the miraculous, summarizes Hume’s essay in a paragraph and approvingly concludes that Hume’s “requisite conditions” for the “rational credibility” of miracle reports “have never been satisfied.”�  Again, J.L. Mackie thinks that one can create a new version of Hume’s argument by fine-tuning Hume’s original argument.  In the end, Mackie says that, even though miracles may be possible in and of themselves, “it is pretty well impossible that reported miracles should provide a worthwhile argument for theism,” and he adds that to “this extent Hume is right, despite the inaccuracies we have found in his statement of the case.”�  One can find reconstructions of Hume’s argument, and variations on it, proffered by John Stuart Mill, Antony Flew, J.L. Mackie, Jordan Howard Sobel, William Rowe, Michael Root, and many others.�  Moreover, one can find hearty endorsements of Hume’s argument in contemporary philosophy textbooks.  For example, James Cornman, Keith Lehrer and George S. Pappas, write in their introductory text, “Hume’s argument, therefore, seems to be sound, and its conclusion is justified; that is, there are no grounds for believing in violation-miracles.”�  While Theodore Schick and Lewis Vaughn correct some of the details of Hume’s argument in their introductory text, Doing Philosophy, the authors approvingly quote Hume’s essay and go on to conclude that testimonial “evidence in favor of a miracle can never outweigh the evidence in favor of a natural law.”�  Under the shadow of such a great cloud of witnesses, it is little wonder that so many have accepted, almost without question, Hume’s thesis that no miracle report – that is, no testimony for miracles – can be credible.



It will be maintained here, contrary to this received opinion, that this great cloud of witnesses have, one and all, been duped by Hume’s sophistry.  Not only is there no good argument presented in Hume’s renowned essay sufficient to establish the position that no miracle report can be credible (or that no miracle report can legitimately serve as the foundation of a religion), no argument can be found in Hume (nor in any of the materials that he supplies) which has even the remotest possibility of being a good argument to this end.  In fact, given a close examination of the arguments in question, there is good reason to think that Hume’s case against miracles is one of the worst arguments in the history of philosophy to be widely accepted by analytic philosophers.  While this claim is certainly not a majority opinion, it does not stand alone.  Those few who have carefully fixed their gaze on Hume’s argument (and its various alterations) – and who have laid out its inferences and suppositions for attentive scrutiny – have reached similar conclusions.  For example, one finds the following judgment in David Johnson’s book, Hume, Holism, and Miracles:

But the view that there is in Hume’s essay, or in what can be reconstructed from it, any argument or reply or objection that is even superficially good, much less, devastating, is simply a philosophical myth.  The most willing hearers who have been swayed by Hume on this matter have been held captive by nothing other than Hume’s great eloquence.�



In the same vein, Francis J. Beckwith comes to the conclusion that Hume’s argument begs the question, confuses the notions of probability and evidence, or both – and concerning recent attempts to rehabilitate Hume’s argument Beckwith surmises that they “are unsuccessful in overturning the possibility of” rational belief in the occurrence of a miracle.�  Finally, after a lengthy historical and Bayesian analysis of Hume’s argument, in Hume’s Abject Failure: The Argument Against Miracles, John Earman renders this scathing verdict:

In “Of Miracles,” Hume pretends to stand on philosophical high ground, hurling down thunderbolts against miracle stories.  The thunderbolts are supposed to issue from general principles about inference and the credibility of eyewitness testimony.  But when these principles are made explicit and examined under the lens of Bayesianism, they are found to be either vapid, specious, or at variance with actual scientific practice.  When Hume leaves the philosophical high ground to evaluate particular miracle stories, his discussion is superficial and certainly does not do justice to the extensive and vigorous debate about miracles that had been raging for several decades in Britain.  He was able to create the illusion of a powerful argument by maintaining ambiguities in his claims against miracles, by the use of forceful prose and confident pronouncements, and by liberal doses of sarcasm and irony.�



Earman cites Hume’s own exhortation to avoid being captivated and subdued by eloquent words, and then adds, “I find it ironic that so many readers of Hume’s essay have been subdued by its eloquence.  And I find it astonishing how well posterity has treated ‘Of Miracles,’ given how completely the confection collapses under a little probing.”�  However, given the pervasive influence of Hume’s argument, one might wonder whether such harsh judgments can be justified.  In order to determine this, one must turn to Hume’s own essay. 



	Hume indicates that miracles are possible.�  However, he denies that miracle reports should ever convince “the wise” that a miracle has occurred.  Thus, the argument found in “Of Miracles” is an epistemological argument against the miraculous rather than an ontological argument against the miraculous.  Hume’s essay is divided into two parts.  In Part One of the essay, Hume presents an in principle argument against the possibility of there being miracle reports that are strong enough to establish the occurrence of a miracle.  In describing Hume’s argument, Michael Martin says that “Hume does not attempt to show that miracles are a priori impossible but rather that it is a priori impossible to have strong evidence for their existence.”�  Thus, the case made in Part One of Hume’s essay is that even if there is some testimonial evidence for the miraculous, these reports can never outweigh the evidence we have against those reports.�  Before formulating a rigorous statement of Hume’s in principle argument against miracles, we need to cite the passages from Hume’s essay pertaining to that argument.



	After some introductory comments, Hume starts laying out the substance of his argument by setting down some general principles on the relation of evidence and experience to rational and sober belief:

A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence.  In such conclusions as are founded on an infallible experience, he expects the event with the last [read: highest] degree of assurance, and regards his past experience as a full proof of the future existence of that event.  In other cases he proceeds with more caution: He weighs the opposite experiments: He considers which side is supported by the greater number of experiments.  To that side he inclines, with doubt and hesitation; and when at last he fixes his judgment, the evidence exceeds not what we properly call probability.  All probability, then, supposes an opposition of experiments and observations, where the one side is found to overbalance the other, and to produce a degree of evidence, proportioned to the superiority.� 



After reciting these general principles, Hume proceeds to apply these principles to reports of the merely extraordinary or marvelous – like a dress rehearsal prior to the opening night performance.  Hume conjectures:

Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the testimony endeavors to establish, partakes in the extraordinary and the marvelous; in that case, the evidence, resulting from the testimony, admits of a diminution, greater or lesser, in proportion as the fact is more or less unusual … But when the fact attested is such a one as has seldom fallen under our observation, here is a contest of two opposite experiences; of which the one destroys the other, as far as its force goes, and the superior can only operate on the mind by the force which remains.�



Since miracles have “seldom fallen under our observation” (so seldom, in fact, that they have never fallen under our direct observation), the evidence that we have against the miracle report (namely, the evidence we have for the law of nature) “destroys” the testimonial evidence for the miracle report.  Hume reiterates this line of argument:

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined. … There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation.  And as an uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle; nor can such a proof be destroyed, or the miracle be rendered credible, but by an opposite proof, which is superior.�



All of this leads Hume to conclude that no testimony is capable of establishing the occurrence of a miracle – unless the falsehood of the miracle report is more improbable than the miracle itself, a state of affairs that Hume obviously sees as impossible.  Hume clearly believes that the falsehood of the miracle report will always be more likely than the actual occurrence of a miracle – because the laws of nature with which miracles conflict are, in Hume’s words, established by “firm and unalterable experience.”  This concludes our survey of the passages relevant to Hume’s in principle argument against the miraculous.  Whatever Hume’s argument may ultimately come to, it must primarily rest upon (at least) the passages mentioned here.  If all of this is correct, it would appear that the miracle enthusiast is in a pretty bad way.  However, as we shall see, it turns out that precious little of Hume’s account turns out to be right – or even remotely plausible. 



	To begin, let’s consider some peripheral difficulties and objections to the in principle argument.  The first three difficulties that we will consider here involve oversights on Hume’s part, while the last two difficulties involve counter-intuitive results that follow from (or are intrinsic to) Hume’s argument.  We should notice, first, that Hume’s argument makes the mistake of “assuming that our evidence for the laws of nature is based not on testimony but on personal experience.”�  The scientific enterprise is essentially an interpersonal enterprise.  Thus, the knowledge that we may possess of any scientifically discovered law of nature will ultimately depend, at least in part, on the reports of other people.  



Second, as J. A. Cover notes, Hume’s argument mistakenly supposes that the only evidence one might have for the occurrence of a miracle is someone’s testimony that such an event has taken place.�  Contrary to this supposition, Cover points out that there may be indirect evidence for the occurrence of a miracle – evidence connected to alterations in the physical environment which result from the occurrence of a miraculous event.  One might call evidence of this sort, “trace evidence.”�  To draw an analogy, in the way that one can have both testimonial evidence of a crime (e.g., an eyewitness to a robbery) and trace evidence of that crime (e.g., fingerprints and ballistics analysis), one may also possess both testimonial and trace evidences of a miracle.  Hume’s argument simply ignores this highly relevant prospect.  



Third, it appears that Hume mistakenly thought that the evidence provided by testimony is always inferior (or at least no better than) the evidence provided by direct perceptual experience.  There are cases in which this presumption is false.  For example, where an eyewitness (say, P) has certain observational skills that are lacked by someone (say, S) who has only the testimonial evidence provided by P, it would have been evidentially disadvantageous for S to be the eyewitness instead of P.  In other words, even granting that S’s perceptual and cognitive faculties are functioning appropriately, the quality of evidence that S receives from P’s testimony is superior to the quality of evidence that S would receive from direct experience – where S lacks P’s skeptical disposition or training in the detection of fraud (in the ways that, say, a magician might be so trained).  These considerations seem relevant to Hume’s conclusion that belief in the occurrence of a miracle cannot be based on testimony.  



Fourth, Cover points out a difficulty that arises when one assumes that Hume’s argument is correct.  Hume’s argument suggests that the evidence based on past experience for some universal generalization will always carry more weight than new contrary evidence for an exception to that generalization.  Thus, Hume’s argument “seems to show that it is never rational to believe [under these circumstances] … that an event which has never occurred before has in fact occurred.”�  This produces the unsavory result that “one could never have good reasons for saying (as scientists clearly sometimes must) that supposed scientific laws need to be revised on the basis of new, contrary evidence.”�  Of course, C.D. Broad made this same objection long before Cover:

Clearly many propositions have been accounted laws of nature because of an invariable experience in their favor, then exceptions have been observed, and finally these propositions have ceased to be regarded as laws of nature.  But the first reported exception was, to anyone who had not personally observed it, in precisely the same position as a story of a miracle, if Hume be right.  Those, then to whom the first exception was reported ought to have rejected it, and gone on believing in the alleged law of nature.  Yet, if the report of the first exception makes no difference to their belief in the law, their state of belief will be precisely the same when a second exception is reported as it was on the first occasion.  Hence, if the first report ought to make no difference to their belief in the law, neither ought the second.  So that it would seem on Hume’s theory that if, up to a certain time, I and everyone else had always observed A to be followed by B, then no amount of testimony from the most trustworthy persons that they have observed A not followed by B ought to have the least effect on my belief in the law … If scientists had actually proceeded in this way, some of the most important natural laws would never have been discovered.�



In short, if Broad and Cover are right, then Hume’s line of argument is in conflict with the actual practice of science.  



Fifth, E.J. Lowe argues that Hume should be understood as advancing a principle of probability that diverges from modern understanding of probability.�  Specifically, where “h” is the hypothesis that the next X will be Y, where “m” is the number of X’s observed in the past to be Y, where “n” is the number of X’s observed in the past not to be Y, and where m ( n, the degree of rational assurance in hypothesis h is measured as follows:

(a)  �EMBED Equation.3��� 

Where n ( m, the degree of rational assurance for ~ h is:

	(b)  �EMBED Equation.3���

We can call the conjunction of (a) and (b) Hume’s principle of assurance.  However, in modern probability calculus, the rational degree of confidence for ~ h should satisfy the probability axiom that the probability of the hypothesis being false should be equal to 1 minus the probability of the hypothesis being correct – that is, P(~h) = [1 - P(h)].  So, on contemporary probability theory, (a) should have been formulated as:

	(c)  �EMBED Equation.3���

Moreover, (b) should have been formulated as:

	(d)  �EMBED Equation.3���

Although (c) and (d) satisfy the axioms of probability calculus and while (a) and (b) do not, Lowe argues that taking (c) and (d) to be Hume’s principle of assurance fails to capture Hume’s claim that in “all cases, we must balance the opposite experiments, and deduct the smaller number from the greater, in order to know the exact force of the superior evidence.”�  In other words, Lowe suggests that using (c) and (d) would “obviously not capture Hume’s idea that we must subtract the negative from the positive instances (where the latter predominate) to arrive at the degree of rational assurance.”�  In short, Hume’s account of probability and evidence conflicts with contemporary probability theory.  Moreover, Hume’s principle of rational assurance produces the absurd result that the number of experiments conducted are irrelevant to the degree of assurance as long as the ratios are equivalent – so that h is given the same degree of rational assurance when m = 2 and n = 1 as when m = 200 and n = 100.�  This seems to be a real difficulty, because one intuitively thinks that the latter case should be accorded a greater degree of assurance than the former case.  



The fact that Hume’s argument produces the counter-intuitive results discussed above, while simultaneously overlooking critical issues relevant to the conclusion of the argument, gives us excellent reason to think that the argument is quite defective.  Nevertheless, while these objections are telling (perhaps even damning), none of them seem to expose the innermost defect of the argument to the clear light of day.  Thus, we will lay aside these objections to Hume’s in principle argument and turn to a more severe critique of the argument.  



	David Johnson presents a dilemma for Hume’s in principle argument against miracles (which, as it turns out, also applies to reconstructions of Hume’s argument).�  Hume’s argument is either an exercise in begging the question or it is a straightforward non sequitur.  William Lane Craig, in different terms, offers the same diagnosis of the argument, “The ‘in principle’ argument, it seems to me, is either question-begging or confused.”�  In the attempt to parse Hume’s argument more rigorously, utilizing the passages from “Of Miracles” quoted earlier, we get something like this:

(1)  Miracles are violations of the laws of nature.

(2)  Uniform experience has established the laws of nature – i.e., our evidence for the laws of nature is based on firm and unalterable experience.

Therefore:

(3)  The testimonial evidence for miracles will always be outweighed by our evidence for the laws of nature.  [from 1 and 2]

Therefore:

(4)  No testimonial evidence for miracles can establish that a miracle has occurred.  [from 3]

Here, then, is the argument that Hume provides for his case against the miraculous – which can be called Hume’s “primary argument.”



To begin, one must keep in mind that “violation of the laws of nature” must be equivalent to something like “superseding the laws of nature” or “suspending the laws of nature” – or else the argument comes perilously close (in the first premise) to begging the question in the most unflattering way.�  One should be unwilling, on the basis of charitable interpretation, to consign Hume’s argument to such a low position – despite whatever other demerits it may or may not possess.  Moreover, this is not yet the instance of begging the question referred to by Johnson and Craig; that defect occurs in the second premise.  The defect in premise (2) is connected to the phrases “uniform experience” and “our evidence” – and also “unalterable experience.”  If we know that all experience and evidence are truly uniform and unalterable, to the exclusion of the miraculous, then we know in advance that all miracle reports must be faulty.  However, Hume cannot merely assume that all our experience and evidence is, in fact, entirely against the miraculous (where “our” denotes everyone, including the experience and evidence of those giving the miracle report).  This would clearly beg the question.  However, this pinpoints only one half of the defect lurking in the second premise of the argument.  This premise is ambiguous – and the ambiguity turns on the phrases mentioned earlier – namely, “uniform experience,” “our evidence,” and “unalterable experience.”  We’ve already seen the question-begging that is produced by the first reading of premise (2), but the ambiguity allows us to consider another reading which avoids this result.  



Perhaps Hume intended some restrained sense of “uniform experience” which does not include the experience and evidence of those delivering miracle reports.  This maneuver will steer the argument clear of question-begging.  However, it is not clear that this maneuver will successfully guide the argument to the desired conclusion.  In other words, if “uniform experience” leaves out the evidence and experience of those who testify to the occurrence of miraculous events, then we have no guarantee that testimonial evidence for miracles will always be outweighed by evidence to the contrary (even when evidence to the contrary is usually very good) – and, thus, we have no reason to think that the inference is strong enough to go through to the conclusion.  We end up with a non sequitur.  Premises (1) and (2), on this latter reading, simply do not entail the conclusion in (3).�  Hume is trapped in a dilemma in which both options lead to a defective argument.  Craig explains each horn of this dilemma in two different passages.  With respect to the first horn, he says the following:

To say that uniform experience is against miracles is to implicitly assume already that miracles have never occurred.  It seems almost embarrassing to refute so sophisticated an objection by such a simple consideration, but nevertheless, this answer seems to me to be entirely correct.  The only way Hume can place uniform experience for the regularity of nature on one side of the scale is by assuming that the testimony for miracles on the other side of the scale is false.  And that, quite simply, is begging the question.�



Craig then entertains the second horn of the dilemma:

But suppose we give Hume the benefit of the doubt and relax the meaning of the term “uniform experience” to mean merely “general experience.”  It seems to me that the argument so interpreted is still fallacious, because it embodies a fundamental confusion.  Hume confuses the realms of science and history.  In the realm of science the general experience of mankind has enabled us to formulate certain laws that describe the physical universe. …  That’s a matter of science.�  



Craig goes on to emphasize the mistake of taking historical evidence to be commensurate with scientific evidence.  Craig writes that a miracle “is a matter of history,” but that it “is only by means of a category mistake that Hume is able to weigh evidence for a particular miracle on the same scale with evidence for natural law.”�  Craig says that that putting them on the same scale would lead us “into situations where we would be forced to deny the testimony of the most reliable witnesses because of general considerations; and this is an unrealistic skepticism.”�  So, according to Craig, one’s having good evidence (of some scientific variety) that a law of nature is true does not make it improbable that one have good (historical or testimonial) evidence for the miraculous suspension of that law – because there is no reason to think that miraculous suspensions of the laws of nature falsify the laws of nature.�  Laws of nature, as such, are not directly in contest with miracles – even though miracles supersede or suspend the laws of nature.  Since miracles supersede or suspend the laws of nature – as opposed to violating them and thereby falsifying them – all the scientific evidence that can be rallied in support of those laws does nothing to make miraculous exceptions to them improbable.  If anything, it is simply the apparent rarity of miracles themselves which must confer improbability on miracle reports – if any improbability can be conferred here (and it isn’t clear that it can).  In short, on the assumption that Hume’s argument does not beg the question, it simply does not follow that testimony cannot adequately support one’s belief that a miracle has occurred.



	However, perhaps Hume’s primary argument against miracle reports can be reformulated as to avoid the difficulties above.  The following version of Hume’s primary argument can be stated in such a way as to avoid the problem of being a non sequiter – in as much as it is deductively valid.

(6)  Testimonial evidence for miracles can establish that a miracle has occurred only if  there is more reason than not to believe a law of nature has been suspended or superseded.

(7)  It is reasonable to accept a statement as a law of nature only if there is a great deal of reason to believe that it is a law of nature. 

(8)  If it is reasonable to accept a statement as a law of nature only if there is a great deal of reason to believe that it is a law of nature, then it is not possible for there to be more reason than not to believe a law of nature has been suspended or superseded.

Therefore:

(9)  It is not possible for there to be more reason than not to believe a law of nature has been suspended or superseded.  [from (7) and (8) by modus ponens]

Therefore:

(4)  No testimonial evidence for miracles can establish that a miracle has occurred.  [from (6) and (9) by modus tollens].

Now, premise (6) is clearly true and premise (7) is obvious from the fact that many observations are required for the formulation and adoption of a law of nature.  Moreover, if (9) is true, then the conclusion expressed in (4) clearly follows.  Since (9) follows from (7) and (8), the entire argument stands or falls with premise (8).  However, not only is premise (8) false – it seems patently false.  Even if it is true that it is reasonable to accept a statement as a law of nature only if there is a great deal of evidence to believe that it is a law of nature, it doesn’t follow that it is not possible for there to be more reason than not to think that a law of nature has been suspended or superseded in a certain instance.  Someone who takes a miracle report to be sufficient evidence for belief in a miraculous suspension or superseding of some law of nature is under no compulsion to take that same testimony as evidence that the supposed law of nature is not, in fact, a genuine law of nature.  As affirmed earlier, there is no contest between the laws of nature and miracle reports – or, at least, Hume has given us no good reason to think their should be.  Rather, Hume and his disciples have simply asserted that there is a contest between laws of nature and miracle reports.  Yet, even if one grants that confirmation of the laws of nature somehow makes the occurrence of miracles antecedently improbable, this still is not enough to show that there cannot be testimonial evidence of sufficient quality or amount to make it reasonable to believe that a miracle has occurred.  In other words, even if miracles are, somehow, made intrinsically improbable by the laws of nature (even though we’ve been given no reason to think this), premise (8) still seems to be false.  Francis Beckwith makes this same point by asking the following rhetorical questions, “Is it not perfectly reasonable occasionally to believe, because there is sufficient evidence, that an improbable event has occurred?  How could the possibility of sufficient evidence for the improbable be ruled out a priori?”�  It seems that the quality of testimony and the reliability and character of witnesses are more critical than mere improbability when one is considering whether or not some report gives one good reason to think that a miracle has occurred.  If, of course, the defender of this second version of Hume’s primary argument merely assumes the truth of (8) – perhaps because they believe that naturalism is true – then they simply return to the practice of begging the question.  In short, “Of Miracles” has given us no good reason to accept the claim that miracle reports can never make it reasonable to believe that a miracle has occurred.   



At this point the Humean might claim that a crucial passage of the essay has been overlooked – and, therefore, the analysis of Hume’s position is incomplete.  In particular, the friend Hume might have the following passage in mind, “Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the testimony endeavors to establish, partakes in the extraordinary and the marvelous; in that case, the evidence, resulting from the testimony, admits of a diminution, greater or lesser, in proportion as the fact is more or less unusual.”�  The idea expressed here can be restated as the following principle:  The degree of confirmation that testimony provides to an event is inversely proportional to the unusualness of that event.  John Earman calls this “Hume’s diminution principle,” and adds that the “corollary we are invited to draw is that in the case of a miraculous event, the diminution is so great that the probative value of the testimonial evidence is lost.”�  Using the diminution principle to ratify premise (11), the Hume enthusiast might make another attempt to state Hume’s argument:

(10)  Miracles that suspend or supersede well-confirmed laws of nature are extremely unusual events.

(11)  Extremely unusual events have very little confirmation conferred on them by testimony.  [from Hume’s diminution principle]

Therefore:

(12)  Miracles that suspend or supersede well-confirmed laws of nature have very little confirmation conferred on them by testimony.  [from 10 and 11]

To this conclusion we add another premise:

(13)  If miracles that suspend or supersede well-confirmed laws of nature have very little confirmation conferred on them by testimony, then no testimonial evidence for miracles can establish that a miracle has occurred.

Therefore:

(4)  No testimonial evidence for miracles can establish that a miracle has occurred.  [from 12 and 13 by modus ponens]

As we shall see, this argument for the truth of (4) fares no better than the previous arguments.  The careful reader will immediately notice the contentiousness of premise (11).  



While one might be inclined to admit that many (perhaps even most) miracle reports confer little (or perhaps no) confirmation for the occurrence of the reported events, why is anyone obliged to think that miracle reports can never serve as good evidence for the occurrence of a miracle?  Of course, Hume enthusiasts, in support of premise (11), might appeal to the diminution principle.  However, it isn’t entirely clear that the truth of premise (11) follows from the truth of the diminution principle.  Moreover, the diminution principle is itself no less contentious than premise (11).  Why should one believe that the amount of evidential support that an event receives from testimony is inversely proportional to the unusualness of an event – where the unusualness of an event is understood in terms of that event’s occurrence being rarely observed (or never previously observed), while the event’s non-occurrence is observed often (or even always previously observed)?  Hume merely asserts the diminution principle as if its truth were obvious – but one will search Hume’s essay in vain for an argument for its truth.  But an argument is just what this principle needs.  David Johnson’s analogy should help one to see why this principle is doubtful (if not plainly false):

Suppose we have an exceedingly large urn, which we know to contain trillions of marbles.  Suppose that we are able to sample marbles from many different regions of the urn.  Let the sample be exceedingly large … let it be as wide-ranging as we like; let us be able to conduct experiments by deliberately choosing some hitherto unexplored region of the urn to sample; or let the sampling be random, or whatever seems best.  Suppose that all the very many marbles hitherto observed are green, strongly inductively supporting the hypothesis that all the marbles in the urn are green.�



In these circumstances, we would say that drawing a red marble, given the evidence we have up to this point, would be extremely unusual.  At this point, drawing a red marble from this urn would be an epistemological analogue of a miracle.  Johnson continues:

Suppose, though, that the following further information is available.  Someone who is apparently – based on a substantial independent body of information we have about him or her – trustworthy, sober, sincere, visually and otherwise capable, and so on (here let the witness be your favorite person, other than yourself, of this type), swears to us with all apparent sobriety, sincerity, seriousness, and so forth, and persists in this even at great personal cost, that he or she was able to look inside the urn on one special occasion, found a red marble inside and (taking it out) spent a long time carefully examining it in good normal light, noting its obvious and exquisite redness, and then put it back in the urn.  Must it be exceedingly probable, relative now to all the available and relevant information, that all the marbles in the urn are green, and exceedingly improbable that there is at least one red marble in the urn?�



One is hard pressed to see why this should be the case – i.e., to see why the testimonial evidence does not give one (under these circumstances) good reason to believe that the event took place.  If it does provide good reason (as it certainly seems to), then the diminution principle is simply false.  Yet, one finds no explanation in Hume’s work as to why cases relevantly similar to the one above are not cases in which the testimony provides good evidence for the occurrence of anomalous events.  Where a “law” in these circumstances is “All the marbles in the urn are green,” Johnson writes, “Suppose you are in these circumstances and have heard such testimony.  Suppose you now have to bet your life on whether the ‘law’ is true.  Which way will you bet?  It would greatly surprise me if very many people would feel any necessity to bet (or even would in fact bet) against the ‘miracle.’”�  Johnson’s surprise simply highlights the inadequacy of Hume’s position.  Despite the extreme rarity (or unusualness) of drawing a red marble from the urn (in that it had never previously happened), we have no reason to think that the confirmation provided to this event by the report is very low.  For that matter, the unusualness of an event gives us little reason (or perhaps no reason) to think that the confirmation provided to the event by testimony is not extremely high – even where that event seems to be miraculous.  Rather, it seems that the degree of confirmation for an event (unusual or not) is more closely connected to the details of the report itself than it is to the rarity of the event being reported.  Specifically, are those giving the report in a position to gain from the report’s being believed?  Are the reporters persons who have lied in the past?  Is the person giving the report prone to forgetfulness or exaggeration?  It seems that these questions (and relevantly similar questions) have much more bearing on the legitimacy of a miracle report than anything Hume has given us in Part One of his essay.  In short, there is nothing in the considerations that Hume presents that would block the possibility of there being excellent testimonial evidence for miraculous events.  



	Yet, perhaps we have reached this conclusion too quickly.  In order to forestall suspicions that the previous statements of Hume’s argument have been uncharitable, we will examine another treatment of Hume’s argument provided by a Hume enthusiast.  Michael Root interprets Hume as putting forward the view that one’s believing any testimony whatsoever depends upon the principle of the uniformity of nature.�  Root presents his reading of Hume in the following passage:

According to this principle, nature is lawlike, there is a constancy and uniformity in the order of nature, and, as a result, it is possible to discover laws that describe in a common way both the future and the past.  If there were an event that proceeded not from an unknown natural cause but from the will of God, then the course of nature would not continue always the same, and there would be some event that no natural science could ever predict or explain.  What Hume maintains is that it would never be reasonable to believe on the basis of testimony that a supernatural event occurred no matter how strong or overwhelming the testimony.�



To this passage, Root adds that (on Hume’s account) testimony owes its force to the principle of the uniformity of nature (i.e., the belief that the future will be like the past) because, in the past, we have observed a constant conjunction of reliable testimony and the truth.  This leads Root to claim, that “our acceptance of testimony, our reliance on it as a reasonable basis for belief, itself depends on the Principle of the Uniformity of Nature.  Consequently, if we were to believe that nature is not uniform, we would no longer have reason to believe that testimony warrants belief.”�  Finally, Root turns to the statement of the argument:

The argument I draw from Hume is this: (14) it is only reasonable to believe something on the basis of the testimony of others on the assumption that nature is uniform; (15) if testimony could make it reasonable to believe that nature is not uniform, that assumption would have to be rejected; therefore, (16) testimony could never make it reasonable to believe that nature is not uniform.�



On this line of reasoning, Root reaches the conclusion that the occurrence of a miracle falls “outside the limits of knowledge through testimony.”�  



Does Root’s treatment of Hume’s argument fare any better than the previous reconstructions of the argument?  Apparently not.  Premise (14), in the paragraph immediately above, is simply false.  One can adopt a principle similar to the assumption of the uniformity of nature.  According to this new principle, nature (when left to itself) is uniform and nature is generally left to itself.  To state this new principle more briefly: nature is generally (or usually) uniform – or, nature is generally reliable rather than unreliable.  We can call this principle the “principle of the reliability of nature” – or the “principle of the stability of nature.”  If one adopts the position that the future is usually like the past (or that the future is like the past more often than not), then it can still be “reasonable to believe something on the basis of the testimony of others.”  In fact, if some epistemologists are right, such a belief might even count as knowledge.  Thus, when Root asserts (in his first premise) that the conjunctions of nature must be entirely uniform before testimony can be reasonably believed, he is simply asserting a falsehood.  



On the other hand, if giving up the complete uniformity of nature entails that nature is entirely chaotic (or that the future is not like the past more often than not), then it would seem that our basis for believing testimony is undermined.  But so what?  Root has not given us the slightest hint of a reason to think that one’s belief in the occurrence of a miracle (or even many miracles) entails that one also believe that nature is entirely chaotic or generally unreliable.  In fact, those who affirm the occurrence of the miraculous on the basis of testimonial evidence tend to affirm that such events are the exception rather than the rule.  In short, it seems that Root’s reconstruction of Hume’s argument gives us precious little reason to think that miracles, as Root would say, “fall outside limits of knowledge through testimony.”  Root’s retooling of Hume’s argument is simply a failure.  In conclusion, there is nothing at all in Part One of Hume’s essay which demonstrates the impossibility of credible miracle reports.  Hume was unable to put forward any compelling argument against miracle reports.  Moreover, Hume enthusiasts have demonstrated an inability to put together a plausible reconstruction of Hume’s argument.�  In brief, there is little in Part One of “Of Miracles” – or in the materials that can be drawn from it – that should trouble the miracle enthusiast.�

CHAPTER 6

HUME’S HEIST – CAN MIRACLE REPORTS 

MERIT SERIOUS CONSIDERATION ?

In Part Two of David Hume’s “Of Miracles” essay from the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume attempts to present a series of difficulties for miracle reports.�  The argument from this portion of Hume’s essay is not a categorical argument against miracle reports.  In other words, Hume’s line of reasoning in this portion of the essay does not attempt to claim that miracle reports are, in and of themselves, incapable of supporting the belief that such events occur.  Hume tries to make that case in Part One of his essay, “Of Miracles.”  Rather, the argument in Part Two is conditional in nature.  This argument has the following general form:  Given the poor state of the records attesting to the occurrence of miracles and given certain facts about human nature and human passions and so on, there are no miracle reports deserving the serious attention of a sensible person.  Thus, the considerations employed by Hume in this attempt to block the credibility of miracle reports do not stem from the notion of a miracle itself nor from concepts that are closely related to the notion of a miracle (e.g., violations, laws of nature, and so on).  Rather, the strategy used in the second portion of his essay depends on a posteriori information that one can only discover through empirical investigation.  So, given fact-x, fact-y, and fact-z (none of which can be discovered simply by a priori examination of the concepts of miracle and law of nature), there is no testimonial evidence for miracles meriting careful investigation.  Moreover, the argument that Hume gives us is epistemological rather than ontological in nature, because Hume claims that miracles are at least possible – and ontological arguments against the miraculous attempt to show the impossibility of such events.  



	This account of Hume’s essay coincides nicely with the interpretation of the essay provided by Francis J. Beckwith.�  According to Beckwith’s reading of Hume, Part Two of the essay is Hume’s attempt to supplement his in principle argument from Part One of the essay.  In the second part of Hume’s essay, he tries to show that, in fact, there exists no legitimate testimony for the miraculous which could serve as a counterbalance to the evidence against the miraculous.  Since no legitimate miracle stories exist, the “contest of two opposite experiences” can’t even get underway.�  In other words, if there were good testimonial evidence for the occurrence of a miracle the in principle argument of the first part of the essay would show that these legitimate miracle reports could never be good enough to render credible the belief that the event in question took place – and the second part of Hume’s essay attempts to shows that there is (in fact) no good testimonial evidence for the occurrence of a miracle.�  Beckwith summarizes the strategy and content of the second part of the essay as follows:

Hume writes that there is insufficient evidence for asserting that an alleged miracle constitutes a proof, because no alleged miracle has been able to overcome the following problems:  (1) There is lacking a sufficient amount of good witnesses; (2) Human nature tends to exaggerate; (3) Miraculous stories originate among the uneducated and ignorant; and (4) Miracle stories of conflicting religious systems cancel each other.�



So, on this reading of Hume, there are no miracle reports deserving the attention of sober-minded people – and, if there were any, it would not be possible for these reports to outweigh the evidence we have for the uniformity of the laws of nature that these miracles are supposed to violate (given the in principle argument from the first part of Hume’s essay).  While scholars have devoted much time to the first part of Hume’s essay, it is Part Two of his essay that will command our attention here.  Hume thinks that his four considerations, listed by Beckwith above, show that none of the miracle reports currently available deserve anything more than ridicule – that these stories are utterly contemptible.  Hume says that people, throughout history, have “been so much imposed on by ridiculous stories” that everyone who is sensible will not only reject them, but reject them “without farther examination.”�  Hume praises a cardinal who was skeptical of a particular miracle report for not feeling the need to investigate and discredit the testimony before rejecting it.�  At one point, Hume boldly claims that “no testimony for any kind of miracle has ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof.”�  Of course, if all of the miracle reports currently available fail to lend even the slightest support or evidence to the belief that such events occurred, then there is certainly no point in investigating those reports.  On the basis of these considerations, the conclusion that Hume is endeavoring to establish seems to be something like this: There are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.  In Part Two of “Of Miracles” there are four passages critical to Hume’s case for this conclusion.  We will examine each in turn.



Hume’s first objection centers on observations about the number and quality of witnesses providing miracle reports:

For first, there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good-sense, education, and learning, as to secure us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive others; of such credit and reputation in the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in case of their being detected in any falsehood; and at the same time, attesting facts, performed in such a public manner, and in so celebrated a part of the world, as to render the detection unavoidable: All of which are requisite to give us a full assurance in the testimony of men.�



Let’s call a witness who meets the conditions listed here a “reliable witness” (i.e., a witness who is educated, honest, upstanding or well-regarded, and cosmopolitan).  In short, Hume’s claim here amounts to something like this:  There exists no miracle report attested to by many reliable witnesses.  Hume does not say how many witnesses of this sort there would have to be before they would be considered a “sufficient number.”�  Yet, to simplify matters, we can assume that what Hume means here is that there is never more than one reliable witness.  Now, Hume doesn’t explain just exactly how these alleged facts are supposed to support his conclusion.  That is, it isn’t clear exactly how these a posteriori considerations are supposed to create insurmountable difficulties for miracle reports.  Nevertheless, using the material above, we can generate a straightforward argument to represent what Hume probably had in mind:

(1)  There are no miracle reports attested to by many reliable witnesses.

(2)  If there are no miracle reports attested to by many reliable witnesses, then there are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.

Therefore:

(3)  There are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.  [from 1 and 2]

This is a deductively valid argument, but the premises stand in need of closer scrutiny.  As it turns out, both of these premises are, at best, highly questionable – at worst, they are obviously false.  Consider the second premise.  Why can’t a single reliable witness make a miracle report worthy of further consideration?  First, there are circumstances under which the testimony of a singule witness would provide a person with more evidence for the occurrence of an event than being an eyewitness.  For example, if the skeptic and magician, James Randi, who is trained in identifying cheats and who has a reputation for honesty, tells a person of the occurrence of an astonishing event, then (unless that person has similar skills and abilities) that person has better evidence for the occurrence of the event than if they had been an eyewitness.�  Second, Francis Beckwith poignantly highlights the fact that many of the qualities mentioned by Hume here are simply irrelevant to the question of whether or not a witness is reliable:

One might be tempted to believe that Hume has put forth a criterion, not so much to describe what he thought sufficient and good witnesses might be, but rather with the prejudicial disposition of purposely dispensing with any testimony having its origin in the ancient world.  But the fact of the matter is that “the calendar” and the amount of time spent in a classroom in a major university have never been considered de facto earmarks of moral and personal integrity. … Intellectual acumen and philosophical sophistication are not attributes that predispose one to impeccable ethical conduct.�



On these same issues, Colin Brown makes the following observation: 

It is absurd to demand of a witness that he should share the same world view as oneself or have the same level of education and culture.  Moreover, Hume’s argument does not distinguish between the testimony to any given event and the explanation that a witness to the event may give.  We may, or we may not, be competent to give explanations and interpretations in the light of our contemporary understanding.  But the validity of the testimony to claim that something happened depends rather upon the honesty, capacity not to be deceived, and proximity of the witness to the alleged event.�



So, unless the education of the witnesses (say, in physics or medicine) have some direct bearing on the alleged event (say, for instance, the anomalous movement of some body or the recovery from some ailment), the character and integrity of the witness is much more relevant to the evidential quality of the testimony than the witness’s educational background.  Hume’s considerations here are largely irrelevant to his desired conclusion; premise (2) is simply false.  Making Hume’s position even more implausible, we find out – from reading Hume’s own essay – that premise (1) is false.  Remarkably, Hume himself provides the counter-example to the truth of premise (1) in a note concerning an alleged miracle in France involving Blaise Pascal’s niece whose “sanctity of life…is well known.”�  Hume writes the following of Jean Racine, “The famous Racine gives an account of this miracle in his famous history of Port-Royal, and fortifies it with all the proofs, which a multitude of nuns, priests, physicians, and men of the world, all of them of undoubted credit, could bestow upon it.”�  Hume adds, “Several men of letters…thought this miracle…certain… The queen-regent of France, who was extremely prejudiced against the Port-Royal, sent her own physician to examine the miracle, who returned an absolute convert.”�  While there is no need to think that Hume must be convinced of the occurrence of these alleged miracles on the basis of this testimonial evidence, one can see a strange sort of philosophical schizophrenia emerge in Hume’s text.  Are we to take it that the “men of letters” and the doctor of the queen-regent were unlearned and lacking common sense, honesty, and integrity merely because they attested to a miracle?  Earlier, Hume writes that another alleged miracle had one hundred and twenty witnesses, “most of them persons of credit and substance in Paris.”�  If one hundred and twenty reliable witnesses are not a “sufficient number,” then how many?  We can leave the resolution of such internal inconsistencies in Hume’s text to be resolved by the devout Humean.  For our purposes, it is sufficient to note that Hume himself provides us with counter-examples to his own claims.  We have no need to go beyond Hume’s own text to show that the first premise is false. 



Hume’s second objection focuses on human proclivity for exaggeration – and about excitement generated in people by astonishing reports:

The passion of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency towards the belief of those events, from which it is derived.  And this goes so far, that even those who cannot enjoy this pleasure immediately, nor can believe those miraculous events, of which they are informed, yet love to partake of the satisfactions at second-hand or by rebound, and place a pride and delight in exciting the admiration of others.�



In other words, even those who don’t believe in a miracle report sometimes enjoy (for motives base or noble) spreading incredible stories for the excitement and for the esteem of others – and those who believe such stories gain an enjoyment in simply believing the story.  Perhaps they find such stories surprising or wonderful – and, on that very account, the more exaggerated such stories are, the more likely it is that they will believe such accounts.  All this leads Hume to say that if such people were ever willing to use critical judgment, “passion and a heated imagination disturb the regularity of its [i.e., judgment’s] operations.”�  In sum, Hume’s claim comes to this:  People often exaggerate and enjoy astonishing stories (i.e., miracle reports) so much that they are easily deceived.  Using this claim, we can generate another argument for Hume’s conclusion:

(4)  People often exaggerate and enjoy astonishing stories (i.e., miracle reports) so much that they are easily deceived.

(5)  If people often exaggerate and enjoy astonishing stories (i.e., miracle reports) so much that they are easily deceived, then there are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.

Therefore:

(3)  There are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.  [from 4 and 5]

Again, we have an argument which is deductively valid, but which has doubtful premises.  The strength of the first premise is countered by David Johnson’s observation, “Perhaps (for all Hume gives us any good reason to believe) in the case at least of the more weighty and realistically reported miracles the love of wonder is quite sufficiently counter balanced by the love of order, and when the greatest matters are at stake men become the most sober.”�  Johnson adds that fears of divine or terrestrial punishment could also serve to curb the passions and proclivities that concern Hume.�  If Johnson is correct, then the desire to apprehend order and avoid punishment would seem drastically to undercut premise (4) – and even if these are insufficient to the task, Keith Yandell speaks of a desire to avoid being fooled or mistaken (i.e., a hatred of “being taken in”) which itself seems to undercut the force of premise (4).�  Yet, even if we ignore these objections and grant the truth of premise (4), this still doesn’t establish that miracle reports never deserve serious investigation.  In the absence of an argument to show that the enjoyment of astonishing stories and of the unusual is unimpeded or overwhelming in some relevant way, the most that the truth of premise (4) entails is that one should be cautious or suspicious when investigating miracle reports – certainly not that miracle reports could never merit investigation.  In other words, even if premise (4) is true, we have every reason to think that premise (5) is much too strong and, therefore, false.  Moreover, the cautionary note that the truth of (4) would engender – namely, that one should think twice before accepting miracle reports – was already widely accepted and endorsed by Hume’s opponents.�  Rather than delivering some devastating blow to miracle reports, Hume’s deliberations here (at best) barely rise to the level of a commonly accepted platitude.



In Hume’s third objection, Hume makes some rather bold claims concerning the origins of miracle reports:  “It forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and miraculous relations, that they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous nations.”�  Of these nations, Hume says that their occupants are “extremely ignorant and stupid, and ready to swallow even the grossest delusion.”�  Hume’s assertion here can be stated more concisely as follows:  Miracle reports originate among the gullible and ignorant occupants of geographically remote areas.  Again, Hume’s claim can be used to formulate an argument for Hume’s desired conclusion:

(6)  Miracle reports originate among the gullible and ignorant occupants of geographically remote areas.

(7)  If miracle reports originate among the gullible and ignorant occupants of geographically remote areas, then there are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.

Therefore:

(3)  There are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.  [from 6 and 7]

Of all the subsidiary arguments in Part Two of Hume’s essay, this seems to be one of the least plausible.  Even if premise (6) is true, it doesn’t follow that there are no miracle reports worthy of serious consideration or investigation.  The geographic origin of miracle reports does nothing to entail or show that those reports are unworthy of investigation – nor do widespread gullibility or a general lack of education undermine the credibility of individual miracle reports.  This is an instance of the fallacy of division.  Merely because a group of people can be characterized as gullible and uneducated it does not follow that each and every member of that group is an uneducated, trusting simpleton – and this is sufficient to defeat Hume’s conditional.  Yet, even if every last member of a group were so unfortunate as to be uneducated, gullible and ignorant, some miracle reports originating from such a source still might be worthy of investigation.  Thus, even if Hume’s argument can somehow sidestep the fallacy of division, it still rushes headlong into another fallacy – namely, the ad hominem fallacy.�  This is the mistake of attacking an individual (or an individual’s circumstances) rather than the quality of their evidence or argument.  Even if the witnesses of an alleged miracle are “ignorant and barbarous,” Hume has given no argument or reason to think that their testimony must always be undeserving of a thoughtful examination.  It is possible that certain features of their testimony can be such that those very features counter-balance the witnesses’ lack of education and their lack of sophistication in such a way as to make their testimony worth investigating.  



	Finally, Hume gives a fourth objection, which is quite unlike the objections that have gone before.  Those objections seemed to focus on the general difficulties in obtaining reliable testimonial evidence and on the qualities that might be associated with satisfactory testimonial evidence.  Hume’s last objection is far removed from considerations of this sort.  Rather, it attempts to pit the miracle reports of one religion against the miracle reports of other religions in order to show that none of their reports are worth investigating.  Here are Hume’s own words:

To make this better understood, let us consider, that, in matters of religion, whatever is different is contrary; and that it is impossible the religions of ancient Rome, of Turkey, of Siam, and of China should, all of them, be established on any solid foundation.  Every miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these religions (and all of them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is to establish the particular system to which it is attributed; so has at the same force, though more indirectly to overthrow every other system.  In destroying a rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of those miracles, on which that system was established; so that all the prodigies of different religions are to be regarded as contrary facts, and the evidences of these prodigies, whether weak or strong, as opposite to each other.�



On such reasoning, Hume thinks that testimonial evidence for a miracle “destroys itself.”�  In stating the argument more rigorously, we need to focus on how Hume gets to the conclusion that miracle reports of contrary religious traditions count as evidence against each other.�

(8)  The testimony for miracle-1 is evidence for religion-1 and against religion-2.

(9)  The testimony for miracle-2 is evidence for religion-2 and against religion-1.

(10)  Religion-1 and religion-2 are contrary religions (i.e., they can’t both be true).

Therefore:

(11)  The testimony for miracle-1 is evidence against the occurrence of miracle-2 and the testimony for miracle-2 is evidence against miracle-1.

On the basis of (11) Hume infers (3) – namely, that miracle reports from different religions need not be investigated because the miracle reports of these miracles cancel each other out.  This argument faces many objections – none of which are addressed by Hume.



	First, it isn’t always the case that the miracles occurring in the context of one religion are taken to be evidence against other religious traditions.  For example, according to Islam, significant religious figures of the Jewish and Christian traditions are considered prophets within the Islamic tradition.  Thus, according to the Muslim, miracles associated with, say, Moses or Jesus, are not considered to be evidence for Jewish religious tradition or the Christian religious tradition.  Similar considerations apply to the Baha’i tradition.  Beckwith explains that “the Baha’is teach that all the great founders of the major religions in world history…are manifestations of the same God.”�  Thus, adherents of Baha’i will be entirely untroubled by Hume’s contrary miracles argument.  Additionally, some varieties of Buddhism disavow the existence of miracles altogether.  Many inclusive religious traditions will not only find Hume’s argument unpersuasive, they will find it irrelevant and entirely out of touch with actual religious belief.  Again, even if a religious tradition makes exclusive truth claims, it still doesn’t follow that Hume’s argument can be successfully applied to that tradition.  If a tradition affirms the occurrence of miracles associated with that tradition, but denies that those miracles serve to support the truth of that tradition or denies that those miracles undermine the truth of other religious traditions, then Hume’s argument will simply have no application or force.  Adherents to such traditions would be untroubled by Hume’s line of argument.  Hume’s argument not only requires that a religious tradition possess miracle claims and that these religions deny the truth of other religious traditions, Hume’s argument requires that these traditions also assign evidential value to their miracle claims.  Yet, even if there is a religious tradition that satisfies all of the necessary requirements listed here, a particular religion might be able successfully to co-opt the accounts of miracles in other traditions.  One Christian philosopher, Dallas Willard, suggests that God’s miraculous action may not be restricted to any one religious tradition – or even exclusively to just religious traditions.  He says that if God fits the descriptions proffered by the Christian tradition, then God “is present with and makes Himself known to all peoples. … Christians above all should know of God’s habit of turning up in the wrong company, where according to the official view He absolutely could not be.”�  In sum, the very existence of religious traditions possessing different accounts of the nature and purpose of miracles calls into question all three of the premises in Hume’s argument.  Rather than exploring this line of thought further, we will simply move on to the next objection. 



Second, even if (for the sake of argument) we set aside all of the difficulties above, Hume’s conclusion still doesn’t go through.  Hume’s argument makes the unsupported assumption that miracles must make the truth of the associated religious tradition more probable than not – rather than merely more probable than without the miracle reports.�  If the occurrence of miracle-1 makes religion-1 more probable than not and if miracle-2 makes religion-2 more probable than not – where religion-1 and religion-2 are contrary religions – then the evidence for miracle-1 is evidence against the occurrence of miracle-2 (and visa versa).  However, the miracle enthusiast is not required to say that miracles make a religion more probable than not.  They might say instead that miracles make their associated religion only more probable than it was without the miracles.  Michael Martin speaks to this issue, “Of course, one could escape from Hume’s argument by maintaining that the evidence of the miracles of one religion does not make it more probable than not but only more probable than it was without this evidence.”�  However, Martin goes to explain that this route of escape is not open to many religious adherents.  Many religious advocates understand the miracle reports associated with their respective traditions to be a “solid foundation” for those traditions making them more probable than not.  Yet, even on the supposition that most religious advocates take the miracles associated with their religions to make their religions more probable than not, there is still another (much more serious) difficulty that Hume’s argument must overcome.



Third, Hume’s contrary miracles argument mistakenly assumes that the testimonial evidence for miracles in various religious traditions is all of equal value.  Thus, when David Hume (and Michael Martin) claim that advocates of miracle-based religions overlook the fact that the miracle claims of other miracle-based religions undermine their own tradition, Martin himself has overlooked the fact that the evidential quality of miracle reports in these various traditions is not usually of equal quality.�  Beckwith addresses this concern:

It may be the case that religion A and religion B, contradictory [read: contrary] religious systems each claim that God has ordained its teachings as true via miraculous events.  And given the fact that there is good evidence that the miracles of each religion have occurred, and they are qualitatively equivalent, they would surely cancel each other out.  However, let us suppose that religion A has little or no evidence for its miracles, while the miracles of religion B have very convincing evidence in their favor.  If this is the case, then the miracles of religion A and religion B do not cancel each other out, simply because there  is little or no evidence that the miracles of religion A have occurred.�



Beckwith correctly identifies a withering defect in Hume’s argument – and this objection holds even on the entirely baseless assumption that the previous difficulties can be overcome.  Hume might try to circumvent this objection by showing that all miracle reports are of equal evidential value because they are all entirely without merit (and this is exactly what he seems to assume when examining particular miracle reports).  Unfortunately, he provides no argument to this end – and his assumption is entirely question-begging.  



One can see that there is little of lasting value in Part Two of Hume’s essay.  Consider Earman’s assessment of Hume’s essay.  He writes:

So to be blunt, I contend that ‘Of Miracles’ is an abject failure.  It is not simply that Hume’s essay does not achieve its goals, but that his goals are ambiguous and confused.  …  Worse still, the essay reveals the weakness and the poverty of Hume’s own account of induction and probabilistic reasoning.  And to cap it all off, the essay represents the kind of overreaching that gives philosophy a bad name.�



Hume’s efforts in Part Two of “Of Miracles” produced a loosely conjoined set unwarranted assertions – and no combination of them constitutes a devastating or powerful line of argument against the potential worth or credibility of miracle reports.  Rather than establishing this conclusion with argument and sound inference, Hume pilfers the conclusion with insults, insinuations, and rhetoric.  He attains by a rhetorical heist what he could not obtain through legitimate means.  In sum, whoever is moved by Hume’s rhetoric to reject the possibility of there being miracle reports worthy of investigation is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person which subverts all the principles of his understanding and gives him a determination to believe what is most contrary to custom and experience. 

�

�CHAPTER 7

DAWKIN’S DELUSION – MIRACLES AND RANDOMNESS

Some who are skeptical about the possibility of the miraculous think that an objection to miracles can be formulated by appealing to the notion of randomness.  The view that nature has random elements can also be traced back to the ancient atomists.�  More recently, the view that randomness cannot be purged or eliminated from the natural world is sometimes succored by certain interpretations of quantum physics.  Without directly appealing to either the atomists or to quantum physics, Richard Dawkins argues that random coincidence in nature counts against the possibility of the there being miracles in any robust sense – that is, in the sense of events that supersede or suspend the regular workings of the world.  Dawkins stakes out his position by saying that miracles should not be considered as non-natural events.  Rather, they should be understood in purely naturalistic terms.  “My thesis will be that events that we commonly call miracles are not supernatural, but are part of a spectrum of more-or-less improbable natural events.  A miracle, in other words, if it occurs at all, is a tremendous stroke of luck.  Events don’t fall neatly into natural events versus miracles.”�  Using the notion of an unlikely random coincidence, Dawkins argues that miracles should be understood as merely natural events that are surprising.

So, what do we mean by a miracle?  A miracle is something that happens, but which is exceedingly surprising.  If a marble statue of the Virgin Mary suddenly waved its hand at us we should treat it as a miracle, because all of our experience and knowledge tells us that marble doesn’t behave like that.� 



Dawkins says that while one may mistakenly treat this event as a miracle, such an event is not “classified by science as utterly impossible” but as merely “very improbable.”�  He goes on to explain how science is able to treat such an event as a merely improbable natural event:

In the case of the marble statue, molecules in solid marble are continuously jostling against one another in random directions.  The jostlings of the different molecules cancel one another out, so the whole hand of the statue stays still.  But if, by sheer coincidence, all the molecules just happened to move in the same direction at the same moment, the hand would move.  If they then all reversed direction at the same moment the hand would move back.  In this way it is possible for a marble statue to wave at us.  It could happen.  The odds against such a coincidence are unimaginably great but they are not incalculably great.� 



So, on Dawkins’ view, genuine (or non-natural) miracles are inadmissible because there exist random or coincidental features in the atomic world – and events that are normally thought of as miraculous are really just exceedingly unlikely.



Here we have the makings of a conditional argument against miracles.  As a conditional argument against miracles, this argument appeals to considerations that are not closely related to the notion of a miracle.  Specifically, Dawkins appeals to the notion of randomness in the atomic world in order to rule out the possibility of the miraculous.�  Thus, what can be called “Dawkins’ argument” can be formally stated as follows:

(1)  If nature exhibits essentially random features or processes, then miracles are impossible.

(2)  Nature exhibits essentially random features or processes.

Therefore:

(3)  Miracles are impossible.  [from 1 and 2 by modus ponens]

Bringing the second premise into focus, why exactly should anyone think that nature exhibits fundamentally random processes – or that it is capable of irreducibly random behavior?  One line of argument for this premise can be found in those who endorse interpretations of quantum physics that are irreducibly indeterministic or random.  



	The philosopher of science, Wesley Salmon, lays out a position according to which the historical development of quantum physics provides evidence for the view that there are genuinely indeterminate processes in nature.  He writes that as “quantum theory developed in the first quarter of the [twentieth] century, the idea of a deterministic underlying structure became more and more difficult to defend.”�  Salmon continues:

By now, a large percentage of those who interpret quantum theory maintain that quantum phenomena are fundamentally and irreducibly statistical in character.  To consider a well-worn example, the radioactive decay of a uranium nucleus by spontaneous ejection of an alpha-particle is governed entirely by probability.  …  This is not a matter of human ignorance; it is a fundamental indeterminacy in the world.  I do not mean to assert dogmatically that this is the correct interpretation; I do believe it has to be entertained seriously.� 



If Salmon is right, then the advocate of Dawkins’ argument could endorse the second premise with the empirical evidence of quantum physics.  In other words, if the indeterminism of quantum physics cannot be eliminated, then nature exhibits essentially random features or processes.



Albert Einstein argued that quantum physics is incomplete and that a complete physical theory would eliminate the probabilistic or indeterministic elements of quantum physics.�  A complete physical theory, thought Einstein, would involve hidden variables which were sub-luminal (i.e., hidden or undiscovered interactions that occur at speeds below the speed of light) and that these variables would eliminate the indeterminacy of quantum physics.  John Bell, in his attempt to show that Einstein was right, ended up showing that Einstein was mistaken.  “Bell showed that local hidden variables would, indeed, produce results that contradicted the predictions of quantum mechanics.  His proof was in the form of an inequality in the relationship between the spins of particles.”�  As a result, an initial brush with quantum physics would seem to support Dawkins’ argument – even if Dawkins himself makes no explicit appeal to quantum physical processes.



Unfortunately, the interpretation of quantum physics is no easy task.  Two of the better expositors of contemporary quantum theory, Peter Kosso and Nick Herbert, seem to disagree as to what quantum physics tells us about nature.  Peter Kosso argues that when the results of Bell’s experiment (which were latter confirmed by Allen Aspect) are combined with Einstein’s special theory of relativity, one is provided with evidence for objective randomness in nature.  He writes that Bell “proved conclusively that locality and hidden variables cannot both be true of nature” and that his results “ruled clearly against Einstein’s claim that there are hidden variables and that interactions must all be local” – where local interactions are defined as interactions that ocaur at speeds less than the speed of light.�  Kosso goes on to claim that Bell’s results demonstrate an objective indeterminism in nature:

It [Bell’s theorem] amounts to a demonstration that the quantum mechanical probabilities associated with spin orientation are objective probabilities.  They reflect an inherently indeterminate situation in the nature of things.  …  It is not a weakness in our way of knowing or an incompleteness in the theory.  It is not some aspect of reality that is hidden from us.  The probabilities are part of nature.  It is all there is to know.�



Kosso seems to be quite confident in this position.



Nick Herbert, however, seems to disagree.  Rather than rejecting determinism in nature, Herbert rejects the assumption of local interaction.  According to Herbert, where non-local interaction is a faster-than-light (or superluminal) interaction, Bell managed to devise a “proof which rejects all models of reality possessing the property of ‘locality.’  This proof has since become known as Bell’s theorem.  It asserts that no local model of reality can underlie the quantum facts.  Bell’s theorem says that reality must be non-local.”�  Again, Herbert claims according to Bell’s theorem, “The quantum facts plus a bit of arithmetic require that reality be non-local” and that “faster-than-light connections” are required to explain the facts.�  Recognizing that other interpreters of quantum physics have views that diverge from his, Herbert says “Not all physicists believe Bell’s proof to be an airtight demonstration of the necessary existence of non-local connections.  But the alternatives these critics offer instead seem to be generally obscure and/or preposterous.”�  So quantum physics, rather than offering unequivocal empirical evidence of indeterminism in nature, seems to endorse a much less decisive claim.  Namely, given the empirical results of quantum physics, either there are superluminal hidden variables or there is objective indeterminism in nature.  Yet, even this disjunctive consequent may be too limited, for there are other deterministic interpretations of quantum physics which do not require that the speed of light be exceeded – namely, Hugh Everitt’s many worlds interpretation of quantum physics.�  In sum, quantum physics may or may not provide evidence that nature exhibits essentially random features or processes.  The scientific jury is still in deliberation on this issue – and may continue to be in deliberations for some time.



	Further complicating the position that quantum physics demonstrates objective indeterminism in nature is the impulse to treat quantum theory with ambivalent skepticism or in purely instrumental terms.  John Earman makes the following cautionary comment:

An astounding – and frustrating – feature of the [quantum] theory lies in the contrast between the exquisite accuracy of its empirical predictions on the one hand and the zaniness of its metaphysical ‘consequences’ on the other.  The theory has been used to ‘prove’ not only that determinism is false but that realism fails, that logic is non-classical, that there is a Cartesian mental-physical dualism, that the world has the structure of…forking paths, etc.  One is tempted to say that any theory that proves all of this proves nothing.  But the temptation must be resisted.�



Despite Earman’s warning, many have found themselves unable to resist such temptations.  When the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum physics is construed realistically, one gets indeterminism as a result.  Yet, many throw themselves on an outright instrumentalist (or non-realist) interpretation of quantum physics.  According to instrumentalism, scientific theories are not true accounts of the world; rather, they are merely useful accounts of the world.�  Regarding an instrumentalist reading of quantum physics, William Lane Craig says the following:

If we accept the received Copenhagen interpretation, ontic indeterminacy follows only on a realist construal of that interpretation.  But the orthodox Copenhagen interpretation is notoriously antirealist in orientation.  According to Bohr, there really is no quantum world such as the theory describes.  There is only an abstract quantum physical description.  The theory is purely instrumentalist in nature; it enables us to make accurate predictions but should not be taken as a literal description of the way the world is.�



Craig goes on to assert that antirealism concerning quantum physics doesn’t entail that one must be an antirealist or instrumentalist with respect to all of science.  Moreover, he claims the counterintuitive – even bizarre – results of quantum physics strongly motivates an instrumentalist reading.�  Others may be unwilling to endorse an outright instrumentalist interpretation of quantum physics, but they remain generally ambivalent about the current state of quantum physics.  For example, Roger Penrose says “I believe that one must strongly consider the possibility that quantum mechanics is simply wrong when applied to macroscopic bodies.”�  Penrose continues, claiming that solutions to the perplexities of quantum physics reside in an improved theory – and that such an opinion, while not the received view, was endorsed by many of those who contributed substantially to the development of quantum physics (viz., Erwin Schrödinger, Louis de Broglie and Paul A.M. Dirac).�  In particular, Penrose speculates that there might be some undiscovered law that mediates between the classically governed macroscopic objects and the quantum governed sub-microscopic objects.�  In addition to Penrose, others have offered skeptical statements concerning our understanding of quantum physical processes.  For instance, Richard Feynman makes the following claim:

I think I can safely say that no one understands quantum mechanics…  Do not keep asking yourself, if you can possibly avoid it, ‘but how can it be like that?’ because you will get ‘down the drain’, into a blind alley from which nobody has yet escaped.  Nobody knows how it can be like that.�



Another physicist states that the problems and paradoxes of quantum physics constitute a “glaring indication of the inadequacy of quantum mechanics as a total world-view” and that this should motivate us “to explore the likely direction in which it will break down.”�  While sorting out all the thorny issues of quantum physics lies beyond the scope of this investigation, enough has been said to show that a general appeal to quantum processes is simply inadequate to underwrite the second premise of Dawkins’ argument – namely, that nature exhibits essentially random features or processes.



	Suppose however that we simply grant that nature exhibits essentially indeterministic features or processes.  After all, arguing for a deterministic account of nature usually involves an appeal to the principle of sufficient reason – a principle which, in the eyes of many contemporary philosophers, has fallen into disrepute.�  Will granting indeterminism be enough to procure the conclusion of Dawkins’ argument – viz., that miracles are impossible?  In short, the answer must be “no.”  As it turns out, the first premise of Dawkins’ argument is false.  In other words, it is simply false that the impossibility of miracles is entailed by nature’s possession of essentially indeterministic features.  While many (or even most) relationships in the natural world may be essentially stochastic or probabilistic in nature, all that the miracle enthusiast needs for the possibility of a miracle is a single, deterministic physical regularity.  This is all that is required for the possibility of a genuine suspension or superseding of the regular workings of the world.  



Of course, it makes no sense to say that an indeterministic law of nature (or regularity) is superseded or suspended by the occurrence of some event – because that law (or regularity) actually allows that such events can occur naturally.  It is possible that indeterminism is ubiquitous within the natural world – call this “pervasive randomness.”  If so, then miracles – defined as supersedings or suspensions of the regular workings of the world – are impossible.  In other words, if every portion and every state of nature is ultimately only more or less probable and if there are no natural impossibilities, then there can be no violations of the laws of nature.  However, this claim is not the claim made in the first premise of Dawkins’ original argument.  To claim that nature exhibits some random features or processes is not to claim that nature is pervasively random.  However, Dawkins’ argument can be restructured in order to incorporate the view that nature is pervasively random:

(4)  If nature exhibits pervasive randomness, then miracles are impossible.

(5)  Nature exhibits pervasive randomness.

Therefore:

(3)  Miracles are impossible.  [from 4 and 5 by modus ponens]

While this isn’t exactly what Dawkins’ presents in his original argument, it is close enough to what Dawkins had in mind to call it “Dawkins’ modified argument” or simply “the modified argument.”  It is important to keep in mind that premise (5) is not a claim that nature is often or frequently subject to observable random and disorderly behaviors.  This would run contrary to our best empirical evidence.  Rather, it is the claim that no part of nature and that none of its various states is immune to randomness.



Now that a plausible version of the conditional premise has be generated in (4), one must ask about the status of premise (5).  Is it plausible or even reasonable to think that nature is pervasively random?  Keep in mind that this is akin to ascribing a strange sort of omnipotence to nature.  Dawkins may be willing to ascribe to nature the ability produce an unlikely state of affairs in which a marble statue of the Virgin Mary waves at him, but would he be willing to concede that the same processes could bring it about that this statue walk down off of its pedestal and shake his hand?  Would he say that it could, as a result of random natural processes, go to lunch with him and masticate and digest its meal while discussing economic and political theory?  Would Dawkins say that it is possible for the coincidental atomic movements to turn this same statue into a glass bird that spends the remainder of the day flying around the countryside before returning to its pedestal and turning back into a marble statue of the Virgin Mary?  Perhaps Dawkins might affirm all of this and more, but it is difficult to see on what principled reason he could think that natural processes could bring all of this about.  Not even quantum physics is able to produce these sorts of results.  In fact, quantum physics seems to count against the position that nature is pervasively random.  Kosso explains:

If we are using electrons in the EPR or Bell experimental setup, there certainly are some properties of the thing that, according to quantum mechanics, are determinate at all times.  The electrical charge is one.  The magnitude of spin (distinguished from the orientation of spin) is another.  And mass is a third.  There are no Bell-type proofs of the indeterminateness of these properties.�



Thus, while strenuous interpretive efforts may push the idea that quantum physics gives us evidence of there being some natural probabilistic processes, it doesn’t seem to do anything to license the view that the natural world is filled with pervasive randomness.



Perhaps one could argue that since it is possible that nature is pervasively random, it therefore is pervasively random.  Unfortunately, this is a straightforward non sequitur.  It has the following general form:

(6)  It is possible that P is true.  Therefore, P is true.

Of course, inferences with this form are outrageously bad inferences.  For example, it is possible that the author of this essay has the highest IQ-score in human history, but it simply isn’t true.  Again, it is possible that the philosopher, Bertrand Russell, was Superman, but he wasn’t.  It isn’t clear that even Dawkins would want to say that it is true that nature is pervasively random simply because it is possible that nature is indeterminate in this way.  Such an inference is contrary to the better lights of reason.  Rather than leading the advocate of the modified argument against miracles to a decisive demonstration that miracles are impossible, this maneuver seems to lead the advocate of this argument into a dead end. 



	What if we quit trying to think of supporting reasons for the second premise of the modified argument and simply grant its truth – namely, that it is true that nature exhibits pervasive randomness?  Does this groundless assumption render miracles absolutely impossible?  Yes, if what is meant by “miracle” is a suspension or superseding of the laws of nature or the regular workings of the world.  Only at this point, only upon this egregious and baseless assumption, must the miracle enthusiast either give up the position that miracles are possible or adopt an alternative account of miracles that is compatible with this assumption.  



So, the miracle enthusiast must give up miracles altogether only if there are no other philosophically robust accounts of miracles that are compatible with the assumption of pervasive randomness – an assumption that seems to be unprincipled at best.  This quickly leads to the question of whether or not there are any other adequate accounts of the miraculous that are at the disposal of the miracle enthusiast.  It seems that there are.  A first approximation might go something like this: a miracle is an event brought about by a non-natural power or agency. �  This definition of “miracle” is slightly more robust that than the definition that we have been working with.  However, adopting this sort of definition of the miraculous, in the attempt to make conceptual room for pervasive randomness in nature, creates a certain epistemological difficulty for the miracle enthusiast.  Specifically, with this definition of “miracle” in hand, whenever the miracle enthusiast faces some anomalous event, she must make a decision concerning the classification of this event.  Is this anomalous event a miracle (i.e., an even brought about by non-natural agency) or is this event a random occurrence (i.e., an event brought about by the pervasive randomness of nature)?  Of course, while this question of classification creates a difficulty in the sense that it requires additional epistemological work, it is not an insuperable difficulty for the miracle enthusiast.  The miracle enthusiast will simply need to apply a version of what Elliot Sober calls “the surprise principle.”�  According to this principle, an observation supports one hypothesis (H1) over another hypothesis (H2) only if the observation is more surprising on (H2) than on (H1).  Thus, the miracle enthusiast can respond to Dawkins’ example of the waving statue of the Virgin Mary in the following way.  As the example stands, there seems to be nothing in the mere observation of the waving statue that would privilege the hypothesis that a non-natural agent or power brought about this event over the hypothesis of randomness in nature.�  Yet, suppose that the observation is rather comprehensive.  Suppose it includes all of the additional facts – that Dawkins was praying for a sign from the gods immediately prior to this event, that Dawkins was praying specifically that the gods would cause the statue of Mary to wave at him, and that the statue has never been seen to move previously.  Now, this complex observation would be much more surprising on the randomness-hypothesis than on the hypothesis of non-natural agency or power (i.e., the miracle-hypothesis).�  So, according to the surprise principle, the hypothesis involving a miracle is better confirmed by the observations than the hypothesis involving randomness.  Hence, there can be principled ways in which the miracle enthusiast can reasonably distinguish merely random events from those events which are miraculous.  



To ensure that Dawkins’ position has not been dismissed too hastily, we might consider another attempt to reformulate Dawkins’ argument.  Suppose that the disciple of Dawkins drops the talk about the impossibility of miracles – that is, the impossibility of events brought about by non-natural agency – and replaces it with talk about what is reasonable or rational to believe on the basis of evidence.  A slightly more subtle version of Dawkins’ argument would be the result.�

(7)  If nature exhibits pervasive randomness, then all evidence for alleged miracles is best accounted for and explained by the randomness in nature.

(5)  Nature exhibits pervasive randomness.  [premise granted for the sake of argument]

Therefore,

(8)  All evidence for alleged miracles is best accounted for and explained by the randomness in nature.  [from 5 and 7 by modus ponens]

Another premise is added to the conclusion expressed in (8) in order to complete this new Dawkins-style argument against miracles:

(9)  If all evidence for alleged miracles is best accounted for and explained by the randomness in nature, then it is not (evidentially) reasonable or rational to believe that miracles occur.

Therefore:

(10)  It is not (evidentially) reasonable or rational to believe that miracles occur.  [from 8 and 9 by modus ponens]

Now, premise (9) seems rather sensible – and the conclusions expressed in (8) and (10) are entailed by their premises.  Thus, since the doubtful premise (5) has been granted for the sake of argument, the argument will stand or fall with premise (7).�  How plausible is premise (7)?  As it turns out, it is not plausible at all.  The same consideration discussed earlier – namely, Sober’s surprise principle – suggests counter-examples to premise (7).  While some events might best be explained by randomness in nature, it isn’t the case that all events are best explained by that alleged feature of nature.  If Dawkins, for example, prays often that the statue of the Virgin Mary wave at him or speak to him, then on the assumption that nature is pervasively random, the ensuing event might best be explained by that hypothesis.  Moreover, if Dawkins has not previously prayed for the statue to move but the statue of the Virgin Mary often moves in apparently random ways, then the randomness-hypothesis may be a better hypothesis than the miracle-hypothesis.  However, if Dawkins is not given to petitioning the gods for a sign and the statue has not been seen to move prior to his praying that it wave at him, then the statue’s waving at him (under these conditions) would be better explained by the hypothesis that a non-natural agent is causally responsible for the event than the hypothesis that the event is the product of some random process in nature.  In sum, even if we grant the truth of  the highly questionable premise (5) – i.e., that randomness in nature is pervasive – it does not follow that all the evidence for miracles is best explained by the randomness hypothesis.  In other words, since premise (7) is false, the miracle enthusiast is free to reject the conclusions expressed in (8) and (10) and it can still be reasonable or rational to believe in the occurrence of miracles on the basis of one’s empirical evidence. 



In sum, even if one grants pervasive randomness in nature, this seems to create no decisive in-principle ontological or epistemological difficulties for the miracle enthusiast.  Moreover, there seems to be no reason whatsoever to grant this entirely unwarranted assumption that there is pervasive randomness in nature.  In fact, it seems better simply to jettison such extravagant speculations and hold onto the original definition of “miracle” as a suspension or superseding of the regular workings of the world.  It appears that Dawkins’ argument against miracles was nothing more than a dialectical illusion – one capable of deluding the unsuspecting reader.  There is nothing of substance here that should distress the miracle enthusiast.

�CHAPTER 8

SCIENCE STOPPERS – HAS SCIENCE DISCREDITED THE MIRACULOUS ?

Ernest Hobson writes that the “decay of the belief in miracles which has taken place progressively in modern times is undoubtedly due in large part to the progress of natural science.”�  Moreover, Theodore M. Greene notes that the idea that we are living in a world in which miracles cannot occur “has profoundly influenced the thought and unconscious attitudes of a lot of people, particularly the intelligentsia, but also, in a vague sort of way, the man on the street.”�  For example, theologians like Rudolf Bultmann approvingly opine on the incommensurability of miracles and science: 

Modern man acknowledges as reality only such phenomena or events as are comprehensible within the framework of the rational order of the universe.  He does not acknowledge miracles because they do not fit into this lawful order.  When a strange or marvelous accident occurs, he does not rest until he has found a rational cause.� 



However, neither Hobson, Greene, nor Bultmann provide a satisfactory explanation as to why the progress of natural science should erode justified belief in the possibility of the miraculous.  While these writers do seem to have in mind the vague notion that there is some sort of difficulty in reconciling science and belief in the miraculous, one naturally wonders about the nature of this difficulty.  It is one thing simply to assert these claims, it is quite another thing to provide some reasons for thinking that these claims are true – or even plausible – or even not wildly implausible.  Why, exactly, do miracles fail to fit with the scientific worldview – and where, precisely, is the incompatibility between science and miracles?  It isn’t easy to see what the difficulty is.  Yet, given the pervasiveness of this sort of sentiment, it is appropriate to ask how, and to what extent, the physical sciences actually legitimize current doubts about the miraculous – and to ask whether or not belief in the miraculous is, as Rudolf Carnap claims, out of step with the scientific thinking of our day.�  Whatever argument may be proffered for these claims, it seems to be a conditional argument against the occurrence of miracles – or at least against rational belief in the miraculous.  In other words, if there is an argument to be given here, the following seems to be its general structure: Given some fact about the scientific method or some general features of science, rational or well-grounded belief in the occurrence of miracles is not possible – or, perhaps, miracles simply don’t occur.  Here, some truth about the nature of science or the scientific method is taken to be a defeater for one’s belief that miracles occur.  So, what is it about science that serves as a defeater for the miracle enthusiast?



	Guy Robinson presents a case against the miraculous based on considerations pertaining to the nature of science.�  Unfortunately, the case that Robinson makes against miracles isn’t clearly set out.  Rather, the essay seems to be an intertwining mixture of related, but different, arguments against the miraculous that appeal in various ways to the nature of science.  So, some serious effort needs to be expended untangling these arguments before their merits can be assessed.  Early in the essay, Robinson states the following:

Before what is commonly called the ‘scientific era’ there was a competition and a conflict between religious explanations and what can be called loosely ‘scientific’ explanation…  The religious explanation was taken as sufficient in itself, and as excluding any other.  Describing a phenomena like thunder as the work of God or the anger of the gods removed it from the natural order and assigned it to the supernatural.�



Later, Robinson reflects on what would happen if a scientist attempted to apply this sort of pre-scientific thinking to anomalous events.

…notice what would happen to the scientist if he allowed himself to employ the concept of an irregularity in nature or of a miracle in relation to his work.  He would be finished as a scientist.  And this would not be simply because his scientific colleagues would ridicule him and ignore his work (which they would), but because he could no longer work as a scientist as soon as he allowed himself to invoke the concept of miracle to explain some result he had got.�  



Robinson goes on to add that a miracle “is, and will remain, from the point of view of science an empty and unusable concept.  It can have no role within science and it can be given no role by science.”�  Taken together, these passages seem to express the lineaments of an argument which we can call the argument from scientific practice.  Leaving aside the contentious claim that an explanation of a miracle is necessarily a religious explanation, this argument can be stated much more clearly as follows:

(1)  Miracles are events such that their supernatural explanations lie beyond the scope of the natural sciences.

(2)  If miracles are events such that their supernatural explanations lie beyond the scope of the natural sciences, then a miracle is not a concept that can be employed in the natural sciences. 

(3)  If a miracle is not a concept that can be employed in the natural sciences, then any scientist who invokes the concept of a miracle (as an explanation) is not really doing natural science and is not (in doing so) working as a scientist.

From these premises we get the conclusion:

(4)  Any scientist who invokes the concept of a miracle (as an explanation) is not really doing natural science and is not (in doing so) working as a scientist.  [from 1, 2, and 3]

This argument clearly entails its conclusion.�  In brief, since miracles lack natural explanations, miracles themselves cannot be employed as scientific explanations.  Moreover, all of the premises of this argument seem to be extraordinarily plausible.  In other words, it seems that this argument gives us excellent reason to believe the conclusion expressed in (4).�



Unfortunately, the conclusion does not even come close to showing that miracles do not occur or that (if they do occur) it isn’t possible to have adequate evidence for their occurrence.  In order to get a result along these lines, one needs to supplement the argument from scientific practice with additional premises.  Specifically, consider the following:

(5)  Only scientific beliefs are justified beliefs.

(6)  If only scientific beliefs are justified beliefs and miracles are events such that their supernatural explanations lie beyond the scope of the natural sciences, then no one can have a justified belief that a miracle has occurred.

The addition of these premises generates the following alternative conclusion:

(7)  No one can have a justified belief that a miracle has occurred.  [from 1, 5, and 6]

In this argument, premises (2) and (3) become superfluous, but the conclusion does follow from the remaining premises.  However, this modification to Robinson’s scientific practice argument employs a premise that is implausible in excelsior – specifically, premise (5). 



Premise (5), which asserts that only scientific beliefs are justified beliefs, can be seen to be false when one considers the following question:  On what grounds do we think that some of our beliefs are scientific while our other beliefs are not scientific?  Regardless of how we try to answer this question, there are serious difficulties besetting premise (5).  If there are justified beliefs outside of the scope of science that help us to determine which beliefs are scientific and which beliefs aren’t, then it is not true that only scientific beliefs are justified beliefs – and premise (5) is false.  If, on the other hand, there are no justified beliefs outside of the scope of science that help us to determine which beliefs are scientific and which beliefs aren’t, then science itself must tell us what is and is not genuinely scientific.  As it turns out, science does not do this – that is, science does not tell us which beliefs are scientific beliefs and which are not.  On this issue, Mikael Stenmark says the following:

Science cannot exclude the possibility that there are dimensions of reality which are neither describable in scientific language nor accessible to scientific explanations, simply because that issue is beyond the competence of science.  We must also remember that the issue is not whether one can claim that science gives an exhaustive account of reality, but whether that claim is a scientific claim.  But it cannot be a scientific claim since it cannot be evaluated by means of scientific investigation and experimentation.  Rather it must be an extra-scientific claim, a philosophical claim…� 

 

Since there is no experiment that can be conducted that will tell us what beliefs are properly scientific, determining the scope of science is a philosophical question falling within the purview of the philosophy of science.�  Thus, it is not a scientific question.  So, if there are no justified nonscientific beliefs that help us determine which of our beliefs are scientific, then we do not have any principled way of determining which of our beliefs are scientific and which are not scientific.  Recall that premise (5) asserts that only scientific beliefs are justified.  So, if there is no nonscientific way to judge whether or not any particular belief is scientific (and, therefore, justified), then we cannot determine whether any of our beliefs are justified – and since this is clearly false, premise (5) is also false.�  Thus, this modification of Robinson’s argument from scientific practice seems to have no merit in demonstrating that belief in the occurrence of a miracle cannot be justified.



	An advocate of this argument might attempt to salvage it by proposing that premise (5) is too strong and that it needs to be made weaker (and more plausible) as follows:

(5.1)  The justification for scientific beliefs always have better (or more) justification than nonscientific beliefs.

Altering premise (5) in this way requires that premise (6) also be modified.

(6.1)  If the justification for scientific beliefs always have better (or more) justification than nonscientific beliefs and miracles are events such that their supernatural explanations lie beyond the scope of the natural sciences, then no one can have a justified belief that a miracle has occurred.

The conjunction of premise (1) – viz., that the explanations for miracles fall outside of the purview of the natural sciences – with premises (5.1) and (6.1) entail the desired conclusion:

(7)  No one can have a justified belief that a miracle has occurred.  [from 1, 5.1, and 6.1]

Given that the word “miracle” in this argument means a suspension or superseding of the regular workings of the world (or the laws of nature), premise (6.1) seems plausible.  Unfortunately, while premise (5.1) is slightly more credible than the highly implausible premise (5), premise (5.1) is not without its own difficulties.  It is implausible to think that our scientific beliefs are more plausible than our mathematical beliefs or more plausible than our first-person phenomenological beliefs – e.g., “I feel hungry right now.”  These beliefs seem to possess some sort of privileged status, immediacy, or obviousness that does not accompany most of our scientific beliefs.  Moreover, it is not even manifestly true that miracle beliefs cannot be as well justified or better justified than some of our scientific beliefs.  Robinson has not provided any reason to think that evidence for the occurrence of a miracle couldn’t be procured – specifically, evidence that is at least as good or stronger than the evidence one has for some scientific belief.  So, without some supporting argument for (5.1), this second modification to Robinson’s argument from scientific practice is, at best, an exercise in begging the question.�  



The question-begging nature of premise (5.1), which says that the justification of scientific beliefs is always better than the justification accruing to nonscientific beliefs, can be teased out in another way.  The only reason to think that (5.1) is true is if one already thinks that the scientific account of the world is, or will be, complete and exhaustive – so that nothing more could possibly be added to it.  Of course, if one assumes the very thing that needs to be proved, then one will obviously get the result that belief in the occurrence of miracles could never be justified.  In the first modification of Robinson’s argument, the question-begging presumption of scientism is stated overtly in premise (5).  However, in this second modification of the argument, the question-begging presumption of scientism is made slightly more implicit in (5.1).  Only if there is nothing beyond the scope of scientific inquiry (so that anything could be included in the scientific account of the world) is it reasonable to think that premise (5.1) is true.  Of course, this is simply the question-begging (and self-defeating) position of scientism.�  However, Robinson gives us no reason to think that any of this is true. 



Given that Robinson’s argument from scientific practice is either irrelevant to the discussion or (with modifications) question-begging, perhaps there is some other argument found in Robinson’s essay that would advance his desired conclusion.  As it turns out, there does seem to be the makings of another argument in the following passage:

The problem posed by the secular miracle [i.e., the scientifically inexplicable event] has got to be an unsolvable one – not just unsolved – and unsolvable without any restriction laid on the means to be used in solving it, neither on the concepts nor on the theories, excepting that the means, the theories and the concepts, must be ‘scientific’ rather than religious.�



Robinson apparently intends – by his use of the phrase “secular miracle” – to consider scientifically inexplicable events irrespective of their potential religious associations.  Robinson continues:

And here one has the outlines of the crux upon which I hope to break the concept of a secular miracle, because it is not any sort of happening that is a candidate for miraclehood, but it is only those occurrences and those properties which are of the right type for a scientific explanation whose permanent failure to get one would constitute a miracle.�



Having laid out the central point that Robinson wishes to use in breaking the notion of a miracle, he further spells out his argument:

But if … one describes a secular miracle as something permanently excluded from scientific explicability one would presumably only be happy in ascribing permanence to this exclusion if it were necessary and conceptual.  Secular miracles will then have to be both included in and excluded from the scientifically explicable on conceptual grounds.�



Using these three passages we can state the essential features of this argument – which we can call the scientific explicability argument.  From the first and third passages, we get the first two premises of his argument:

(8)  Miracles are scientifically inexplicable events.

(9)  Scientifically inexplicable events are events that are not of the right type to receive scientific explanations.

Therefore:

(10)  Miracles are events that are not of the right type to receive scientific explanations.  [from 8 and 9]

In the second passage above, Robinson suggests that a miracle must be an event that “permanently” fails to receive a “scientific explanation” – by which, he presumably means a miracle is an event that is scientifically inexplicable in the sense that it could be scientifically explained but never is scientifically explained.  Given this, Robinson adds another premise:

(11)  Scientifically inexplicable events (i.e., events that permanently fail to receive a scientific explanation) are events that are of the right type to receive scientific explanations.

Robinson concludes:

(12)  Miracles are events that are of the right type to receive scientific explanations.  [from 8 and 11]

This, of course, produces the following contradiction:

(13)   Miracles are and are not of the right type to receive scientific explanations. [from 10 and 12]

Of course, it is no surprise that we ended up with the contradiction expressed in (13), because Robinson starts off with contradictory premises – specifically, premise (9) contradicts premise (11).  In any case, since there are no true contradictions, Robinson concludes that the concept of a miracle is incoherent, given that the concept of a miracle must be both attached to the notion of scientific explicability and detached from the notion of scientific explicability.  On the basis of this reasoning, such as it is, Robinson concludes that miracles could never occur.



While Robinson suggests that there may be other senses of the word “miracle” that are related to the religious outlook, he claims (rightly) that these other senses of the term are entirely unrelated to the notion of a miracle we are considering here.�  Perhaps Robinson is thinking that the use of the word “miracle” might be helpful in expressing someone’s emotive state or something else along these lines.  However, he does not say this and it is unlikely that these other (ontologically emaciated) uses of this term are of any relevance to our (or his) discussion.  



In any case, the focus should remain on the scientific explicability argument.  Is this argument sound?  Does it really show that the notion of a miracle is incoherent given scientific considerations?  Ignoring the fact that Robinson’s argument starts off with contradictory premises, the answer to these questions is still “No” – because Robinson simply confuses metaphysics with epistemology.  The continued failure of an event to receive a scientific or naturalistic explanation is a necessary condition for having a reason to think that the event in question is a genuine miracle.  However, even if some event is labeled a “miracle,” there is no way to remove the epistemic possibility (however improbable) that some future discovery or scientific revolution will reveal a naturalistic explanation of the event – even if such a scenario is ontologically impossible on the condition that the event in question is a genuine miracle.  This is an ordinary, even pedestrian, fact about empirical matters.  Consider, for example, the following analogies.  There seems to be no way to rid ourselves of the mere epistemic possibility that the big bang cosmological model is wrong – even if this model is correct and even if all of our best evidence points to the truth of this cosmological model.  Again, to use a more exotic example, there seems to be no way to remove the epistemic possibility (however improbable) that we are all brains located in the vats of a powerful mad scientist causing us to have the empirical experiences that we are currently having – even if it really is the case that we are not in that hypothetical situation.  These are all empirical claims – and, like all good empirical claims, they are defeasible (i.e., revisable).  This defeasibility is a virtue and not a vice.  In short, the fact that some alleged miracle might be found out not to be a miracle after all (i.e., that the miracle claim could be falsified) is a good thing.  It is this feature of miracle claims makes that them substantial and interesting. 



	So, what does this detour concerning the differences between the epistemological status of a claim and the ontological status of a claim show us about Robinson’s scientific explicability argument above.  Quite simply, it shows that premise (11) is false.  In other words, it is false that events that are permanently scientifically inexplicable are of the right type to receive a scientific explanation (at least if they are genuine miracles).  However, if Robinson insists that premise (11) is true because the scientifically inexplicable events referred to there are simply events that have not currently been explained, then his argument commits the fallacy of equivocation.  This can be seen in the fact that premise (8) can be read in two different ways [as (8.1) and (8.2) below] – ontologically and epistemically:  genuine miracles really are scientifically inexplicable, but alleged miracles might receive a scientific explanation, and so, might not be genuine miracles.  Utilizing these distinct readings of (8), Robinson’s original argument is transformed into the following symmetrical argument that possess the virtue of having all true premises:

(8.1)  Genuine miracles are scientifically inexplicable events. 

(9.1)  Scientifically inexplicable events are events that are not of the right type to receive scientific explanations.

(10.1)  Therefore, genuine miracles are events that are not of the right type to receive scientific explanations.  [from 8.1 and 9.1]

And:

(8.2)  Alleged miracles are events that might turn out to be scientifically explicable.

(11.1)  Events that might turn out to be scientifically explicable are events that might be of the right type to receive scientific explanations.

(12.1)  Therefore, alleged miracles are events that might be of the right type to receive scientific explanations.  [from 8.2 and 11.1]

However, the final conclusion, which is the conjunction of (10.1) and (12.1) contains no contradiction:

(13.1) Genuine miracles are events that are not of the right type to receive scientific explanations and alleged miracles are events that might be of the right type to receive scientific explanations. [from 10.1 and 12.1]

Not only is this conclusion not a contradiction, this is a conclusion that is fully endorsed by the miracle enthusiast.  Robinson’s dilemma for the miracle enthusiast dissolves right before our eyes.  Moreover, if scientists attempt, but fail, to provide naturalistic explanations for an alleged miracle, then they further strengthen the (non-scientific) hypothesis that the event in question is a genuine miracle.  Yet, as with all substantial empirical claims, the specter of potential falsification (however slight it may be) remains an ever-present possibility.



	Of course, Robinson will not let his argument be cast aside so easily.  He says, in an attempt to confuse the notions of a genuine miracle and an alleged miracle, that “the concept of scientific explicability does not define a class which is of the right sort to have a complement class; there is no class of the [scientifically] not-explicable.”�  It seems that Robinson’s unstated conclusion is that there are no events that fail to be scientifically explicable.  Of course, if there were no class of scientifically explicable things, then there would be no class complement of things that fail to be scientifically explicable.  Yet, why would Robinson think that there is no class of the scientifically explicable?  He proffers the following rational:

To have a class complement, a class must either have a finite extension or else it must have a criterion that unambiguously settles its membership or the applications of the class concept.  But the class of the scientifically explicable satisfies neither of these conditions.  There is no criterion that settles whether something is explicable or not, only whether it is explained.�



So, on this account, there are explained events and unexplained events, but all events (on Robinson’s view) are, in fact, scientifically explicable.  Three objections to be brought to bear on this line of reasoning.



First, Robinson is again confusing issues of ontology with issues of epistemology.  Just because one is not sure about what criterion is the right one for determining what is explicable and what isn’t, it does not follow that there is no criterion.  For example, even though there is debate over what criterion should be used to demarcate unjust actions from just actions, it does not follow that there is no criterion for this demarcation – nor does it follow that there are no just or unjust actions.  To reiterate this point, even though the class of just actions is not finite and even though there seems to be no clearly agreed upon criterion that unambiguously settles the question of membership for any particular act in the class of just or unjust actions, this does not entail that there is no class (or class compliment) of just acts nor does it entail that there are no just or unjust actions.  Analogously, Robinson cannot simply declare that there are no such things as scientifically inexplicable events just because identification or classification of such events is difficult or because there are disputed cases.  Second, Robinson ignores the fact that we often employ incomplete criteria in order to determine classification for many individual things – even though unclear cases will remain.  For example, a bachelor is an unmarried male of marriageable status, so a non-bachelor would be a person who fails to meet one or more of these criteria (e.g., a married man or a woman).  However, it is not clear whether or not a priest counts as a bachelor.  Civic laws do not prohibit a priest from leaving the priesthood in order to marry.  In fact, some priests do precisely this.  So, while there are clear cases of individuals that would not count as bachelors (e.g., three year old children) because they are not of marriageable status, it still isn’t exactly clear what is involved in the notion of being of marriageable status.  Nevertheless, there are things that are bachelors – and, presumably, there may even be some way to settle whether priests are bachelors or not.  But, then, there seems to be no difficulty in the corresponding issue of scientifically explicable and inexplicable events.  Third, even though Robinson says that there is no criterion that settles whether something is explicable or not, only whether it is explained, he is quite mistaken.  There is not even a definitive and agreed upon criterion that settles whether something is scientifically explained (as opposed to explainable).  What it counts to be an explanation is itself an issue of stiff debate.�  Nevertheless, many things have been scientifically explained and many things remain to be scientifically explained.  Yet, if Robinson is unwilling to say that no events have ever been explained (simply because there is no clearly agreed upon criterion that delineates the class of explained beliefs from those that remain unexplained), then Robinson should not say that there are no scientifically inexplicable events just because there is no definitive criterion of scientific explicability.  In short, Robinson’s comments on classes and class compliments does nothing to revive his scientific argument against miracles. 



	Another argument based on considerations concerning science can be found in the first part of Robinson’s essay.  He doesn’t really develop the argument so much as pass over it in whirlwind fashion.  Consider this passage, that is quoted above, in relation to the argument from scientific practice.  Embedded within this passage one can find the makings of another argument against the miraculous.

Before what is commonly called the ‘scientific era’ there was a competition and a conflict between religious explanations and what can be called loosely ‘scientific’ explanation in that people were then more ready to see the hand of God or gods in what happened, and, having set this down as the cause, were not inclined to look for any other.� 



Later in the essay, Robinson says that one of the problems with invoking the concept of a miracle to explain something is that “scientific development would…be stopped.”�  The idea expressed in these passages seems to be that an appeal to the miraculous serves as a science-stopper (i.e., something that inhibits or impedes future scientific investigation).  For example, if we say that God is the one who causes thunder and lighting, then we obstruct and impede legitimate scientific investigation into the atmospheric causes of thunder and lightning.  This claim might be summarized as follows:

(SS)  If one appeals to the miraculous in order to explain an event, then the search for natural explanations (which is the task of science) is undermined.  

Thus, religious beliefs should be private and personal – that is, they should be humbled, so to speak – so science can proceed unhindered.  We can call this the “science-stopper claim.”  Now, this isn’t quite yet an argument against the occurrence of miracles or against rational belief in the occurrence of such events.  However, one might supplement this claim with pragmatic considerations in order to generate an argument against rational belief in the miraculous.  Specifically, given the pragmatic importance of scientific investigation (for, perhaps, increasing our stock of true beliefs about the world, or for improving our ability to provide for our material needs), the truth of (SS) might be seen as a pragmatic defeater for the rationality of believing in the occurrence of miracles.  On this account, in as much as belief in the occurrence of miracles impedes our ability to understand or manipulate the environments in which we find ourselves, it is not prudent to hold such beliefs.



As it turns out, this objection to the miraculous is simply a straw-man argument (i.e., attacking a position that looks like the actual position, but the position attacked is not as plausible as the actual position).  The science-stopper claim can be understood in two different ways: 

(SS1)  If one makes an indefeasible (or unrevisable) appeal to the miraculous in order to explain an event, then the search for natural explanations (which is the task of science) is undermined.  

and

(SS2)  If one makes a defeasible (or revisable) appeal to the miraculous in order to explain an event, then the search for natural explanations (which is the task of science) is undermined.  

Now, (SS1) is a science stopper.  If true, then whenever one makes an appeal to the miraculous, that position cannot be given up or revised.  Certainly, such a position might impede scientific inquiry into the occurrence of some event – and this, in all likelihood, would cut against prudential considerations.  Indefeasible dogmatism of any sort is rarely justifiable on pragmatic grounds.  However, this is not the case for (SS2).  If the appeal to the miraculous is the best explanation available, then there is no need to revise it – but there is nothing to say that one cannot continue to search for other, perhaps better, explanations for the events in question.  There might be cases in which an appeal to the miraculous explanation is superior to the natural explanations on hand (or vice versa).  For example, there might be cases in which the natural explanations are ad hoc, artificial, overly complicated, awkward, poorly supported, radically unintuitive, inconsistent with other beliefs that have independent conformation, or any combination of these.  On the other hand, if a natural explanation is discovered that does a better job than the appeal to the miraculous, then the original appeal to the miraculous should be given up and replaced with the superior explanation.  The lesson to be learned here is not that the appeal to miracles is (pragmatically) irrational or unjustified, but that our explanations should not be offered as indefeasible (or unrevisable) explanations.  In short, the claim expressed in (SS1) is true but irrelevant – and the claim expressed in (SS2) is obviously false.  Thus, neither of these claims can be employed in constructing a case against the occurrence of miracles – or against rational belief in occurrence of miracles. 



	One last argument remains to be disentangled from the others found in Robinson’s essay – namely, the capriciousness argument.  In addition to the allegations that Robinson makes above, he claims that, in invoking the concept of a miracle to explain something, “scientific development…would be made completely capricious, because it would be a matter of whim whether one invoked the concept of a miracle or irregularity to explain an awkward result.”�  As it turns out, this particular objection is occasionally given by others.  For example, David Hull, in the science periodical, Nature, asserts that if one allows “reference to God or miraculous forces to explain the first origin of life or the evolution of the human species,” or, presumably, any other event, one has “no way of limiting this sort of explanation.”�  Here, Hull seems to be saying that appeals to the miraculous are infectious, or contagious or malignant – in some way that is undesirable or unacceptable.  Again, G.E. Moore seems to put forward a variant of this argument – at least on E.D. Klemke’s reading of Moore.�  Moore endorses a strong conditional claim – namely: 

Moore’s Conditional:  If a miracle is ever possible, it would follow that one can never (legitimately) claim that any particular thing is the cause of any other thing.�  

Accordingly, since Moore thinks that some things can be legitimately claimed to be the cause of other things (for instance, when we make causal inferences based on scientific observation), he concludes that miracles are not possible.  While one can see why Moore would think that the denial of the consequent is true, why would he endorse the conditional as a whole?  Presumably, no appeal to the miraculous can be a principled appeal – so that such an appeal is essentially capricious and unmanageable.  Moreover, and just as importantly, such an appeal is seen as infectious or endemic insofar as it tends to spread into other areas of thought.  The following should suffice as a rigorous statement of the argument:

(14)  Scientific investigation and development is (and must be) principled, reasoned and judicious.

(15)  An appeal to the miraculous is (essentially and endemically) arbitrary, erratic and unprincipled.

(16)  Given that scientific investigation and development is (and must be) principled, reasoned and judicious and that an appeal to the miraculous is (essentially and endemically) arbitrary, erratic and unprincipled, any appeal to the miraculous would obstruct scientific inquiry (or overthrow our ordinary knowledge of specific causal connections).

Therefore:

(17)  Any appeal to the miraculous would obstruct scientific inquiry (or overthrow our ordinary knowledge of specific causal connections).  [from 14, 15, and 16 by conjunction and modus ponens] 

Moreover:

(18)  If any appeal to the miraculous would obstruct scientific inquiry (or overthrow our ordinary knowledge of specific causal connections), then any appeal to the miraculous is irrational and untenable – that is, belief in the possible occurrence of miracles is illegitimate or intellectually unacceptable.

Therefore:

(19)  There can be no appeals to the miraculous that are rational – that is, belief in the possible occurrence of miracles is illegitimate or intellectually unacceptable.  [from 17 and 18 by modus ponens]

According to this line of reasoning, any commitment to science or scientific reasoning (however slight) is incompatible with belief in the occurrence of miracles.  It is almost as if the proponent of this sort of argument envisions someone who believes in the occurrence of a miracle as being noetically spastic or as having the intellectual equivalence of Turret’s syndrome.  In as much as science is a rational enterprise that ought to be adopted, miracles ought to be considered irrational hangovers of a credulous and unscientific time – hangovers that impede scientific progress.  



In evaluating the capriciousness argument, our attention will be focused entirely on the truth or falsehood of its premises – given that it is a deductively valid argument.  In particular, premise (15) will command the lion’s share of our attention.  The fact that premise (15) is false can be shown on conceptual grounds and on empirical grounds.  



First, it is simply false (on conceptual grounds) that the appeal to the miraculous is essentially unprincipled or arbitrary or erratic.  In fact, rational appeal to the miraculous is available to the proponent of miracles in that she can appeal to what is referred to as “the surprise principle.”�  According to this principle, an observation supports one hypothesis (H1) over another hypothesis (H2) only if the observation is more surprising on (H2) than on (H1).  So, if one has two competing hypotheses, and on one hypothesis some observed result would be expected or anticipated and on another hypothesis the same observation is unexpected and surprising, then the observed result confirms the former hypothesis more than the latter hypothesis.  With respect to surprise or expectation, the former hypothesis is a superior or better hypothesis.�  For example, in trying to explain the occurrence of some event, if the hypothesis that some event is a miracle makes the occurrence of that event less surprising than the hypothesis that there is some unknown natural cause, then that event confirms the miracle-hypothesis more than the hypothesis that the event was brought about by purely natural causes.  



While this principle is alone sufficient to demonstrate that premise (15) is false, there are other criteria that the miracle enthusiast could employ as principled and rational guidelines for prescribing degrees of confidence to her various beliefs concerning miracles.  For example, the fit of one’s hypothesis with independently confirmed background beliefs, or considerations of the simplicity or elegance of one’s hypotheses, are other principles that one can use to proportion one’s beliefs in a way that is rational, consistent, regular, judicial and sensible.  Moreover, there is no reason to think that such principles dictate that one adopt indefeasible beliefs –  that is, beliefs that are unrevisable.  Additionally, there are no a priori reasons to think that one will always be guided by such principles to adopt a naturalistic hypothesis over hypotheses that involve the miraculous.  To suggest otherwise is simply to beg the question.  So, one can easily see that the appeal to a miracle is not necessarily evidentially unprincipled or erratic.  It can be guided by principles of confirmation, simplicity, and fit with one's background beliefs.



Lydia McGrew, provides an insightful discussion that unveils the faulty thinking in the capriciousness argument.  She begins by stating the objection.  “Claims for the miraculous…often illicit a horrified response from naturalistic scholars.  If, say the historians, we allow the possibility that a miracle has occurred, it will be the death of historical inquiry; there will be then no principled reason to rule out the idea that the Miracle Worker makes stones or words in documents jump around to create misleading archeological effects.”�  McGrew continues, “If we admit that (say) God” brought about some miracle, then “we will have to admit on equal terms the possibility that He has been monkeying with our lab equipment.”�  After stating this version of the capriciousness argument, McGrew suggests that the error in this line of thought can be brought out in the following analogy:

	I have some friends who own a gun, which they used to keep in a gun case in their apartment.  One day, the husband of the couple went to look at the gun and found it gone.  He questioned his wife, who said that she hadn’t touched it.  They turned the apartment upside-down, searching for it, to no avail.  They racked their memories, but they were confident that they had not taken the gun out of the apartment on any occasion. 



	Then the wife remembered the handyman.  He had come to do some work and had been left alone in the apartment not long ago; certainly it was possible that he had taken the gun.  On the other hand, they hesitated to suspect him.  The handyman was a relative of their landlady, who had always seemed an honest person.  They had never heard of any complaint about the handyman from anyone else, nor had they ever missed anything before when he had been in their apartment to do work.  … 



	But the stubborn fact remained; the gun was gone.  It was possible that one of them was lying to the other.  …  It was possible that, despite their thorough search, the gun was still somewhere in the apartment.  But…as the search went on over a period of days, the relative merits of the theft hypothesis grew.  The husband delicately broached the subject to the handyman, who, after some attempts at evasion, returned the gun.�



McGrew explains that even after this incident, her friends did not blame the handyman every time the car keys went missing, or blame him when the last piece of cake went missing, because, “it would not be rational to apply the ‘handyman hypothesis’ to every missing object.”�  McGrew concludes that “those who believe in some historical miracles are in a similar position to my friends,” and that “the hypothesis of … supernatural intervention in our normally stable world becomes reasonable when attempts to explain the evidence without such a hypothesis become ludicrous.”�  While all of this looks fairly straightforward and sensible, it seemingly eludes Robinson, Moore and their comrades.



In addition to the conceptual demonstration of the falsity of premise (15), which mistakenly claims that the appeal to the miraculous is endemically arbitrary in that one will appeal to miracles indiscriminately, one can also see that this premise is false on empirical grounds.  The history of the development of contemporary science itself shows us that this claim is false.  Concerning this issue, Denis Alexander writes:

The natural philosophers [i.e., scientists] of 17th-century Europe were nearly all Christians who believed in a God who occasionally carried out miracles.  Some may have believed that such miracles were confined to the biblical era, whereas others may have believed that God continued to carry out miracles very occasionally.  But the general consensus of belief was in a miracle-working God.  Far from a belief in a miracle-working God stimulating belief in a plethora of miracles, the early natural philosophers were generally quite opposed to such a move.�



Here, then, one finds empirical evidence in direct conflict with the assertion of premise (15) that the appeal to the miraculous is prone to spread out over the remainder of one’s beliefs like an intellectual plague.  This assertion must be made in direct opposition to readily available empirical data.�  In sum, we can see that (15) can be faulted both on conceptual grounds and on empirical grounds.  Given that (15) is obviously false, there is no reason to accept the conclusion expressed in (17) – and without (17), one has every right to reject the conclusion in (19).  



Some might argue that the past success of science, in providing natural explanations for alleged miracles, supports (inductively or abductively) the conclusion that all apparent miracles have naturalistic explanations.  This could be called the “progress of science argument.”  Unfortunately, it isn’t clear that such an argument can even get off the ground.  There seem to be few cases in which science actually provides such explanations.  For example, the appearances of comets were once thought to be divine omens, but we now have astronomical explanations for these events.  However, it isn’t clear that comets were ever understood as being miraculous – as opposed to merely providential events  (i.e., events in which God acts in the world by setting up the initial conditions of the universe in a certain way so that no laws are suspended).  Consider another example.  The Greeks thought that lightning was caused by Zeus.  Lightning is now explained by the scientific theory of electricity.  Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to take the Greek explanation as miraculous because the Greek gods were viewed as mortal and subject to the laws of the cosmos.  On this issue, John Frame comments, “Polytheistic religions have personal gods, but these personal gods are not ultimate; they are finite, themselves subject to larger forces.”�  Here, science did not supplant a miraculous explanation.  Rather, it supplanted an inadequate naturalistic explanation (that happened to involve naturalistic gods).  Additionally, even if science does provide naturalistic explanations for some events that were once considered to be miraculous, this doesn’t show that science has provided naturalistic explanations for the majority of alleged miracles.  An enormous amount of empirical work would need to be done in order to establish this latter claim.  Moreover, even if it were somehow shown that science has explained naturalistically most of what was once thought to be miraculous, it doesn’t follow from this alone that science will always provide the best explanation for every alleged miracle.  It seems possible that there be cases of alleged miracles in which a non-naturalistic explanation might have features that override inductive considerations about the past performance of science in this area.  In short, its seems science should be applied to alleged miracles on a case by case basis.  Thus, when a specific naturalistic cause is discovered for a specific alleged miracle, then one should adjust one’s beliefs accordingly.  However, this certainly doesn’t entail the generalization that all apparent miracles have naturalistic explanations or that non-naturalistic explanations can never be superior to naturalistic ones in certain instances.  In short, this approach does not provide us with a successful argument against the possibility miracles – or against one’s having good evidence for the occurrence of a miracle.



The progress of science objection is closely related to another objection that could be made against miracles – namely, the god of the gaps objection or, in this case, the supernaturalism of the gaps objection.  On this line of reasoning, it is claimed that the only reason that anyone believes that a miracle has occurred is because she doesn’t know the real explanation (i.e., the scientific or naturalistic explanation).  Here, one must understand that “god-of-the-gaps” is just a fancy name for the fallacy we call “appeal to ignorance.”  So, the objection is just that an appeal the miraculous employs the very poor reasoning that merely because one doesn’t know that some event wasn’t caused by God (or some other supernatural agent), the event must be caused by God (or some other supernatural agent).  



However, crying “god of the gaps” at every turn is a poor substitute for thinking carefully about difficult issues.  Moreover, the accusation carries with it the implicit assumption that all events must (in principle) be explained in naturalistic terms.  However, not all appeals to ignorance are fallacious.  For example, nobody can legitimately tell a student that they are fallaciously appealing to ignorance if they say there is no elephant in the classroom after they come up empty-handed in an extensive and careful search of the classroom for indications of an elephant.  In similar fashion, if qualified, skeptical and honest individuals conduct an extensive and probing search for a naturalistic explanation of some particular event and come up empty handed, then it is the naturalist who fallaciously appeals to ignorance by insisting that this particular event can only be explained by naturalistic hypotheses.  The irony here is thick enough to cut with a knife.  The naturalist (in this case) is committing the very fallacy that he attributes to the miracle enthusiast.  Merely assuming that everything must be explained in naturalistic terms is its own special instance of an appeal to ignorance:  “we don’t know that the event cannot be explained in naturalistic terms, so the event must have a naturalistic explanation.”  This is just naturalism of the gaps reasoning – and it is quite fallacious.  So, it is those who make this sort of claim that beg the question – not the miracle enthusiast (who can and should hold miracle beliefs in a defeasible manner).



One might, however, attempt to construct an argument against miracles that appeals to the nature of scientific evidence for the laws of nature.  In short, such an argument attempts to say that since miracles are rare and instances of the laws of nature are regular, one should not believe that miracles occur – or one should not believe that one can have good evidence for the occurrence of a miracle.�  Consider the following statement of this argument:

(1)  Miracles are rare.

(2)  The scientifically established laws of nature are regular.

(3)  The evidence for the regular is always greater than the evidence for the rare.

Therefore:

(4)  The evidence for scientifically established laws of nature is always greater than evidence for miracles. 

Since evidence for scientifically established laws of nature will always be greater than evidence for miracles – on this line of thought – one should never give credence to the view that miracles occur or to the view that miracles can be well evidenced.  Of course, the problem with this argument is that premise (3) is false.  This premise mistakenly takes frequency and evidence to be entirely co-extensive.   Merely because it is rare that one be dealt a rare hand in a card game, it does not follow that one should disbelieve one’s sensory evidence that one is, in fact, holding a rare hand of cards – nor does it follow that one should always disbelieve the testimony of another person to the effect that they had been dealt such a hand.  In sum, premise (3) is not only false – it is manifestly false. 



	At this point, our discussion of whether or not science has discredited the miraculous will shift direction just slightly.  Rather than discrediting miracles, science might (in some cases) be ambivalent as to the occurrence of a miracle and (in other cases) might indirectly benefit by the potential admission of miracles.  We will look at each of these in turn.  First, with respect to scientific indifference or ambivalence concerning miracles, Ninian Smart argues that it is incorrect to think that the scientist is interested in every single exception to the laws of nature. �  According to Smart, science is essentially experimental and, as such, is focused on kinds or sorts of events – that is, events that are repeatable.  Since, according to Smart, there is no way to ensure the reoccurrence of miraculous events, “they are not experimental” or “repeatable,” and Smart concludes that miracles “are particular, peculiar events occurring in idiosyncratic situations.  They are not small-scale laws [i.e., generalizations].  Consequently they do not destroy large-scale laws. … they do not have the genuine deadly power of the negative instance.”�  If Smart is right, then the scientist should simply register a bland indifference towards the occurrence of an alleged miracle.  



Second, with respect to the benefit that might be procured for scientific investigation on the admission that miracles are possible, R.F. Holland introduces a thought experiment according to which it has been rigorously verified that a particular horse does not eat or drink, yet continues to work hard and thrive.�  Holland argues that trying to alter our current well-established theories of nutrition and biology in order to account for this anomaly would be ill-advised.  In other words, it is unlikely that any modification to our present understanding of the world would be able to account for such an event – so that any attempted modification to our current theories of nutrition or biology would actually leave us empty handed.  

These [scientific] conceptions form a part of a common understanding which is well-established and with us to stay.  Any number of discoveries remain to be made by zoologists, and plenty of scope exists for conceptual revision in biological theory, but it is a confusion to think that it follows from this that we are less than well enough acquainted with, and might have serious misconceptions about, what is and is not possible in the behavior under familiar conditions of common objects with which we have a long history of practical dealings.�  



The idea seems to be that by considering the event miraculous, the possibility of scientific progress is safeguarded.  That is, on Holland’s account, some (though not all) potential anomalies are such that if one force-feeds them into our current scientific theories, one doesn’t always get a new more powerful theory or scientific paradigm that encapsulates the anomalies (along with all the ordinary events that the theories previously explained).  Rather, treating all anomalies in this way might rend and shred the old theories leaving one empty handed when it comes to explaining the ordinary events that these theories are normally used to account for – and this is especially so when the theories are extremely well-evidenced by the ordinary events.  For example, it is exceedingly unlikely that our present biological, nutritional, and zoological theories could be modified in such a way that they could both account for Holland’s nutrition-deprived horse (mentioned earlier) and remain sufficiently general enough to account for ordinary cases of animal nutrition.



It appears as if the arguments of Smart and Holland serve as defeaters for the view that science has discredited the possible occurrence of miracles.  Yet, even if they are both wrong, the prior consideration of arguments attempting to establish that thesis shows that such a position is simply untenable.  Nevertheless, science does have something valuable to contribute to the miracle enthusiast.  Denis Alexander writes that the value of “scientific training is that it can instill an innate and healthy scepticism that is not easily fooled by the latest claim to some extraordinary event having occurred.”�  In other words, training in science can curb a gullible disposition, foster clear thinking about strange events, and give one the conceptual tools necessary rigorously to test claims concerning the miraculous.  The best way to critique miracle claims is through case by case examination.  Empirical matters simply require empirical investigation.  However, this is a far cry from the view that science gives us some sort of in principle argument against the possibility of miracles – and it certainly does nothing to eliminate the possibility of there being credible evidence for the occurrence of a miracle.  In other words, science provides no principled way to sweep the conceptual table clear of the possibility of the miraculous and an “open mind should not be closed merely by a large accumulation of counter-examples.”�

�CHAPTER 9

SOME CONCLUDING NOTES ON THE MIRACULOUS

The initial question which we set out to answer was simply this:  “Are there any decisive arguments that would rule out rational or principled belief in miracles prior to an empirical investigation?”  In answering this question, we examined a number of the better arguments that attempt an affirmative (albeit premature) answer to this question.  Some of these arguments – such as the argument put forward by Spinoza and Keller’s moral argument – do not defeat rational or principled belief in the occurrence of miracles generally – but would (if successful) defeat only rational or principled belief in divinely ordained miracles.  However, on their arguments, one still might be rational in believing in the occurrence of a miracle that is brought about by non-divine supernatural beings.  Nevertheless, even with these more modest conclusions, Keller’s argument and Spinoza’s argument failed to be persuasive – much less decisive.  Other arguments focus on miracle reports rather than on miracles themselves – viz., Hume’s conditional arguments against miracle reports in the second part of his essay, “Of Miracles,” and his categorical argument in the first part of that essay.  However, Hume fails to show that miracle reports will always be implausible as a matter of principle (in the first part of his essay).  Moreover, Hume fails to establish even the more modest conclusion (in the second part of his essay) that the actual historical records that we possess concerning alleged miracles is unworthy of serious investigation.   As we saw, scientific arguments against the miraculous – such as those offered by Dawkins and Robinson – possess little or no merit.  Finally, the McKinnon-style conceptual argument against miracles that attempts to show that miracles are logically absurd is the worst of all the arguments presented against miracles – despite the fact that this kind of argument, repeated by McKinnon and legions of others, has been (in some respects) the most popular of all the arguments against miracles.  So, all of the arguments examined, both conditional and categorical arguments, as well as ontological and epistemic arguments, proved to be defective or wanting in some respect or other.



Given this abysmal track record, the history of arguments against the miraculous begins to look more like the history of wishful thinking rather than the results of impartial, sound and unbiased scholarship.  Nevertheless, perhaps someone, somewhere may eventually provide some argument that would perform the function of rendering belief showing us that miracles are impossible or that no genuine evidence can be accumulated for one’s belief in the occurrence of a miracle.  However, the inductive evidence is unpromising.  If the possibility of rational or principled belief in the possibility of miracles has so easily withstood such a sustained and determined assault, then it seems exceedingly unlikely that others will succeed where so great a philosophical army has failed.  Less dramatically, our tentative conclusion is that there seems to be no argument that successfully sweeps the table clean – that makes rational belief in the occurrence of miracles, as a matter of principle, impossible.  However, a few cautionary notes are required here.  First, nothing said in the course of this investigation demonstrates that miracles are possible – only that, for all we know, they are possible.  Second, nothing in the course of this investigation demonstrates that any miracles have ever occurred – i.e., that miracles are actual.  Third, this instigation has not even attempted to give an apodictic (or certain) demonstration that there never could be any arguments that would rule out miracles as a matter of principle.  Finally, nothing here has attempted to show that there could be an alleged miracle whose falsification is immune to empirical investigation.  Thus, the position argued here is compatible with the view that, for any alleged miracle, the right sort of evidence would show that it is not, in fact, a miracle.  It is always possible that such evidence might be discovered.  Of course, the contingency of any miracle claim is an intellectual virtue of that claim and not an intellectual vice.  With these qualifications in mind, one can see that the conclusions of this investigation are quite modest.  Namely, as far as we know, miracles are possible and that it might be rational to believe in the occurrence of such an event given that one has sufficient empirical evidence.  Secondarily, and as a corollary of this conclusion, if one wants to know whether or not a miracle has occurred, then one should conduct an empirical investigation – i.e., one must go out into the world and look.  So, while a decisive refutation of the miraculous might eventually emerge, our best inductive evidence suggests otherwise.
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The question which addressed in this dissertation can be stated as follows:  Are there any arguments that would rule out rational or principled belief in miracles – as events that suspend or supersede there regular workings of the world – prior to an empirical investigation into the occurrence of any particular alleged miracle? 

In answering this question a number of arguments against miracles and against there being any credible miracle reports are examined.  These include the arguments of David Hume, Alistair McKinnon, Benedict De Spinoza, James A. Keller, Richard Dawkins, Guy Robinson, and many others.  The kind of arguments examined include moral and theological arguments against the miraculous as well as scientific and conceptual arguments against the miraculous.  None of these arguments accomplish the goal of demonstrating that belief in the miraculous is essentially unprincipled or irrational – or intellectually suspect in any other way.  In short, all of these arguments prove to be defective.

Given this survey of arguments, it appears that there is a good inductive case against there being any other argument that can succeed where all of these arguments have failed.  In other words, the tentative conclusion is that there seems to be no argument that successfully makes rational belief in the occurrence of miracles, as a matter of principle, impossible.  So, given that one has sufficient empirical evidence for the occurrence of a miracle, it is rational to believe in the occurrence of such an event.  In sum, if one wants to know whether or not a miracle has occurred, the inductive results of this survey suggest that one must conduct an empirical investigation – i.e., one must go out into the world and look.  
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