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Introduction


The possibility that miracles have happened—that God has acted in history—continues to fascinate. Every year at Easter, major news magazines feature cover stories on the Christian belief in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. And every year academic conferences are convened, more sermons are preached, scholars from various traditions are queried, laypersons—believers and unbelievers—are polled, and the perception that a verdict remains uncertain is reinforced.

Contemporary interest in miracles is not merely an armchair phenomenon. Millions of infirm journey to Lourdes and other places each year, not only desiring but expecting a miracle of physical healing. Countless others trek to Eastern Europe to witness alleged apparitions of the Virgin Mary at Medjugorje. Religious believers regularly speak quite literally of “smaller-scale” miracles happening in their everyday experience: answers to prayer, remarkable provisions of basic needs and a variety of strange coincidences that seem to betoken the interference of some divine agent or agents in the world.

Within the academy, the whole subject of miracles has recently undergone a strange reversal of fortune. While theologians and biblical scholars of liberal persuasion perpetuate a virulent skepticism about the miraculous, many professional philosophers openly affirm God’s miraculous involvement in human affairs. As David Shatz has observed, “A religious philosopher can exude greater tranquility and confidence today than at any other time in recent decades.”1

As it happens, many of the most fundamental questions about miracles are philosophical in nature. These questions can be usefully organized into two categories. The first category relates to concerns about whether it is reasonable to think that miracles have occurred. Six specific concerns fit into this category: (1) Can Christianity be credible if miracles are not possible?2 (2) Even if miracles have happened in the past, can it be reasonable for anyone other than eyewitnesses to believe in miracles? (3) May not the distinguishing features of a miracle be so difficult to discern that even eyewitnesses to miraculous events would not be able to identify them as miraculous? (4) Are not the grounds for concluding that miracles are actual different from the grounds for concluding that miracles are possible? (5) Is the concept of a miracle even intelligible? (6) Is the idea of “divine intervention” compatible with the nature of a perfect God?3

The second category focuses on the role that miracles might play in supporting other religious beliefs. Here are some questions that might be asked in this regard: (1) Can miracles be used in an independent argument for the existence of God? (2) Do miracles add confirmation to the proposition that God exists? (3) Can miracles be employed as evidence for other religious beliefs besides the belief that God exists? (4) Do miracles confirm divine revelation? (5) Do the miracle traditions of competing religions cancel each other out so that no tradition can rely on miracles as evidence?

Both sets of questions are the focus of close critical attention in this book. With the exception of part one, all chapters are written by Christian intellectuals; and with the exception of Robert Newman, whose training is in astrophysics, all contributors are professional philosophers. In this introduction we first present a sketch of the recent history of intellectual interest in miracles within three disciplines. We then describe the overall organization of the book, illustrating the logical progression of each chapter and its contribution to a comprehensive argument that God has indeed acted in history.

One problem with brief discussions of intellectual trends, especially when they cover more than a century of thought, is that such overviews regularly require much generalizing. Realizing that gaps in coverage are unavoidable, we nevertheless attempt to give here an accurate, if sketchy, summary of some major movements in theology, philosophy and historical studies as they relate to current scholarly discussion of the miracles question.


Theological Trends

As with most topics, critical theological scholarship has never been uniform in its conclusions about the topic of miracles. This applies not only to the subject of the historicity of such occurrences, which has probably occasioned the most controversy, but also to such other issues as the relation between miracles and faith on the one hand, and between miracles and mythology on the other. Even a consensus about how best to define a miracle has proven elusive.

While many notable intellectuals have produced intricate arguments for the factuality of miracles, the last few centuries have also witnessed numerous attempts to disallow on various grounds any divine intervention in history. A brief survey of a few of the more notable attempts to deny the actuality of miracles illustrates the general character of such critical approaches.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, deism was popular in England, while certain similar trends could be found also in France and Germany. Classical deists generally opposed belief in divine intervention in history, whether in the form of prophecy or miracles, for such belief seemed to them to violate the canons of reason. Divine intervention was often regarded as superfluous or gratuitous in that it implied that God’s original creation was somehow defective. Sometimes alternative schemes were advanced in order to explain the supernatural components of traditional beliefs.4

In the nineteenth century, deistic polemics gave way to classical Protestant liberalism. During this period, the chief examples of naturalistic responses to Jesus’ miracles evolved. This century also witnessed a crescendo of published “lives of Jesus,” which typically construed Jesus as a great example for living while repudiating all supernatural elements associated with Jesus, along with traditional dogmatic theology.

Continuing a number of earlier deistic tendencies, the predominant approach to miracles in the early liberalism of the nineteenth century was rationalistic in nature. Heinrich Paulus (1761-1851), for instance, who published his two-volume life of Jesus in 1828, accepted as historical a fair amount of the New Testament text, but substituted naturalistic explanations for the miraculous element.

In his watershed publication Life of Jesus Critically Examined (1835), David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874) presented a serious challenge to the classic approach of Paulus. Strauss replaced the rationalist method with a mythical strategy that called into question many Gospel reports concerning the historical Jesus. He held that the Gospels were mythological in nature, depicting transcendental ideas in seemingly historical garb in order to articulate essentially inexpressible truths. This mythical approach popularized by Strauss and others denied the basic historicity of the Gospels. It also undermined earlier rationalist strategies, since they assumed the factual reliability of much of the Gospels.5

Deism and liberalism manifested a common impulse to modify orthodox Christianity. Traditional miracle claims were cleverly reinterpreted rather than simply cast aside. This practice exemplified a type of methodological naturalism, which acknowledged the reality of God in some general (perhaps mystical) sense, without assigning any role to God in the production of the tradition. Thus, these scholars presumed to conduct their investigations as if there were no supernatural realm. It was but a short step from such a perspective to full-blown metaphysical naturalism that altogether denied anything beyond the natural order.

The demise of liberalism occurred in the early twentieth century. An optimistic anthropology, which held that humankind was gradually evolving to ever higher levels of sophistication, was crushed by the stark realities of World War I and the realization that something was seriously amiss within human nature. Those who clung tenaciously to the earlier idealism surmounted the horrific implications of the greatest slaughter of human lives in history, only to be confronted by World War II and a repetition of the carnage.

This troublesome climate was furthered by the publication in 1918 of Epistle to the Roman.6 by Karl Barth (1886-1968). This work, calling for renewed belief in the sovereignty of God and the sinfulness of persons, struck a theological nerve that called an entire generation of theologians away from groundless trust in the goodness of human faculties back to a revitalized focus on God. Neo-orthodoxy, the movement inspired by Barth, surged to the forefront of theological discussions. Though this movement replaced several liberal theological emphases, Barth and those who followed him expressed less interest in the historicity of miracles. They favored instead a strict divorce between the demand for evidence and concern for a purified religious faith. Ensuing decades saw a decline of interest in the search for the historical Jesus in general and in the examination of his miracles in particular.7

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), in his 1941 essay “New Testament and Mythology,” popularized the theological methodology of demythologization, taking the discussion of miracles into a new arena.8 Biblical descriptions of supernatural events came to be regarded as crucial indicators of early Christian belief that should be viewed separately from the issue of their historicity. So the transcendent language of the Bible was not to be discarded; rather, it was to be reinterpreted in terms of its existential significance for living and decision-making in the modern world.9

Many theologians in the grip of Bultmann’s existential approach continued his research program for some years. But by the mid-1950s, signs of dissatisfaction appeared and new strategies emerged, acknowledging the importance of at least a minimum number of historical facts from the life of Jesus. A particularly influential movement both rejected the nineteenth-century quest for the historical Jesus and presented a modest critique of contemporary mythical approaches.10

Other scholars went further in their critique of the dominant research of the first half of the century. Some reached conclusions that seemed more sympathetic to the stance of traditional Christian approaches to certain supernatural elements contained in the Gospels. Wolfhart Pannenberg (b. 1928) led a group of thinkers who argued forcefully for the concept of God’s revelation in time-space history.11 Jürgen Moltmann (b. 1926) and others emphasized a new eschatological perspective, one that acknowledged the importance of God’s part in both past and present history.12

While the last few decades of the twentieth century have witnessed the efflorescence of various approaches to the study of miracles, much of recent critical theological thought has been more open to some sense of God’s acting in history. Although there is no identifiable consensus among current scholars, there has been a somewhat positive assessment of the need to investigate the historicity of Jesus. This is due in no small measure to a fresh awareness of and appreciation for the Jewish background and context of Jesus’ life and teachings.13 One notable exception to this trend is the position adopted by the controversial Jesus Seminar. Acknowledging the need for further research into the historical Jesus, these scholars favor a return to a mythical approach to the Gospels, more in concert with the methodologies of Strauss and Bultmann.14




Philosophical Trends

While the above developments dominated the theological landscape during the period we have been considering, other emphases were prominent in philosophical environs. Logical positivism emerged on the European continent (namely, in Austria) in the first third of the twentieth century and quickly gained influence, especially in England. Inspired by such earlier thinkers as David Hume (1711-1776), Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and Auguste Comte (1798-1857), the Austrian philosopher Moritz Schlick (1882-1936) provided leadership to the fledgling group, called the Vienna Circle, in the 1920s.

British philosopher A. J. Ayer (1910-1989) popularized many similar ideas with his 1936 volume Language, Truth and Logic. This small book acquainted many with the “verification principle.” According to this standard, a meaningful statement was either analytic—a statement expressing a necessary truth known strictly a priori (as in deductive logic, mathematics or tautological statements)—or empirically verifiable (such as many scientific statements). Any statements that could not be deemed meaningful by one or the other of these standards were counted as altogether meaningless pseudostatements because they were incapable of the requisite verification.15

Early positivists, applying this criterion, judged that there was no room for the disciplines of theology or normative ethics, or for the study of traditional topics in the philosophy of religion and metaphysics. The subject of miracles, accordingly, was judged unfit for serious philosophical discussion and analysis. Religious discourse and inquiry were sealed off from scholarly discussion, since these activities did not conform to the requisite standard of meaningfulness.16

Positivism, however, soon suffered several debilitating setbacks within philosophical ranks. One problem in particular plagued the postivist method: its own verification principle was self-referentially defeating. That is, the principle itself could not be counted as meaningful on its own terms, since the statement expressing the principle was neither empirically verifiable nor analytically true!17 As a result, many philosophers who still thought that positivism had made beneficial contributions to the enterprise of epistemology turned to less rigid applications of the verificationist criterion. Others dispensed with the positivist criterion altogether, replacing it with more realistic and practicable principles for the rational regulation of belief. Today much work in philosophy is devoted to the problem of improving our stock of beliefs, or exercising responsibility in our belief-forming practices, or meeting our obligations as seekers of truth.18

There is currently no consensus among contemporary philosophers regarding the significance and evidential value of the concept of miracles. While every conceivable position is represented by some philosopher or other, attempts to defend belief in the existence of God, the reality of miracles and personal immortality have been vigorously resumed by many.19 The founding of the large and influential Society of Christian Philosophers in 1978 illustrates the resurgence of Christian philosophy in recent decades. Theological topics “banned” under the aegis of positivism now enjoy frank discussion and forthright defense by avowedly orthodox philosophers who are prominent in the American Philosophical Association. The subject of miracles is favored with fruitful discussion, much of it in support of a traditional Christian understanding of these supernatural events.20




Historical Trends

A half-century before the logical positivism of the Vienna Circle, a different sort of positivism had infiltrated the discipline of historiography.21 This version emphasized painstaking analysis and objective research, and was believed to culminate in the discovery of the hard, cold facts of history. It was thought that by strict adherence to the available data, the past could be reconstructed in the same unbiased fashion that was practiced in the other sciences. Some even believed that there were historical laws just as surely as there were other natural laws.

Leading the positivist charge was German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886), who held that the study of history was a science and that it therefore needed to employ scientific methods suitably adapted to its own subject matter. Von Ranke boldly envisioned the reconstruction of the past in exact terms, without interference from prejudice or other subjective biases.

By the end of the nineteenth century, however, a relativist tendency began to sweep historical studies, in strict opposition to this objectivist trend. Over against positivism, this later emphasis was characteristically embedded in philosophical idealism, often explicitly associated with the traditions of Immanuel Kant and G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831). Over the next few decades this more recent movement criticized the view that historical inquiry was a science. Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) was an early proponent of this emerging position.

In contrast to positivism, the new outlook not only enumerated several differences between historical and scientific techniques but also emphasized the more subjective role of the historian. Factors such as one’s personal preferences, preconceptions, moral opinions and overall worldview were thought to contribute much more to the writing of history than was previously believed. And while it was thought that history could often be reconstructed in factual terms, especially where historians of differing views agreed, the interpretation of past events was regarded as a realm where the subjective tendencies were paramount. One prominent trend among historians such as Benedetto Croce (1866-1952) and Robin Collingwood (1889-1943) was to view all history as contemporary, to be relived in the modern historian’s own thoughts.22

Since the middle of the current century, a kind of synthesis has taken place, with historians pursuing the facts of the past by utilizing the more objective tools of historical research on the one hand, while also attempting to take seriously the limitations imposed by various sorts of subjective factors on the other hand. Thus, always mindful of the limiting influence of contemporary cultural biases and preoccupations, as well as other considerations that restrict the perception of historical reality, it is now widely agreed that historians may fruitfully investigate the past and make reasonable (if sometimes provisional) judgments about what really happened.23

The question of miracles has not generally been directly considered in this specific debate about historical practice. But certainly there are major ramifications here for any thesis that encourages the examination of the past in order to determine whether reliable data point to such events in history. One large question is whether this discipline can undertake the investigation of alleged miracles in a responsible manner.




Critical Approaches to Miracles

Springing directly from theological, philosophical and historiographical trends like those delineated above are a number of critical attitudes toward miracles that deserve independent discussion. Six such approaches will be set forth in this section. These responses to the miracle question often are made by more than one group, and there is some evidence of overlap between them. The critical approaches set forth here are addressed in various places throughout this volume.

Miracles rationalized. One of the most common responses to miracle claims is to attempt to explain them away. As long as there have been miracle reports, there have been efforts to provide thoroughly naturalistic explanations for the alleged supernatural elements of these reports. Often the scenario for the nonsupernatural portion of a report is readily accepted, but elaborate descriptions of “what really happened” are imposed on the more contentious “miraculous” material.

Miracles as myth. A more radical approach, frequently the reverse of the previous position, is to question the entire report in which a miracle claim is embedded. In other words, not only the miracle component of a tradition but even the surrounding so-called historical material is seen as something other than an accurate, historical description. Often the supposition is that mythology is the telling of seemingly factual events in terms that could not otherwise be expressed without resorting to transcendent terminology, especially in ancient cultures.

Miracles and sense experience. Most would agree that empirical data are needed to reach reliable conclusions about scientific and historical matters. But some researchers insist on the more radical claim that only the evidence of empirical facts is admissible in the assessment of scientific and historical theories. Miracle claims are expected to meet this same restrictive and ultimately specious standard. Such an approach is occasionally combined with the suggestion that while the historian’s discipline is an excellent vehicle for seeking knowledge about the past, this discipline must resist investigations of the supernatural, since there can be no empirical access to it.

Miracles and interpretation. It has also been popular to assert, in contrast to the previous view, that even when the data of the past can be known, the correct interpretation of historical facts may not be. And to know the actual significance of an event regarded by some to be a miracle is doubly difficult, for both factual and interpretive reasons. Miracles are, by definition, acts of God. But to know the mind of God or his purposes is the most challenging interpretive activity in which a scholar could engage.

Miracles and faith. Regardless of whether or not we can have knowledge of the past, some hold that historical information is irrelevant to the act of faith. No proof of any kind can justify the sort of belief required for the religious life, which is a private, inward, subjective affair. It is sometimes claimed that faith is opposed to evidence, and perhaps even opposed to a factual basis of any sort. Faith, properly speaking, launches out into the unknown, stepping out without a known foundation.

Miracles and evidence. A final approach emphasizes the value of evidence in assessing miracle claims. Many scholars think that in some sense philosophical arguments and/or historical evidence can (or should) be offered in favor of miracles. One version of this approach maintains that the evidence is great enough to establish a strong probability for miracles (or for a particular miracle), even for interested unbelievers who are willing to look at the data. Others hold that belief in miracles is at least rational, whether or not there is enough evidence to compel assent.

These six contemporary attitudes toward the subject of miracles coincide with a wide variety of critical positions, both scholarly and popular. Keeping them in view, as well as the trends that preceded them, will be useful in following the discussion of miracles in this volume.




The Organization of the Book

Many individuals have been commissioned to prepare chapters for this volume. In order to forestall the impression that the contributions are arranged haphazardly, we include the following explanation of their order. It would doubtless be possible to benefit from this book without reading the chapters in consecutive order. Nevertheless, there is a logic to the sequence that the reader should be aware of. The placement of each chapter reflects the natural ordering of topics, and it also advances the argument here developed on behalf of miracles.

The chapters of part one introduce the reader to the problem of miracles by letting two famous antagonists present the case against miracles. Writing in the eighteenth century, David Hume boldly confessed:

I flatter myself, that I have discovered an argument of a like nature, 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. For so long, I presume, will the accounts of miracles and prodigies be found in all history, sacred and profane.24


Hume’s influence on the contemporary attitude toward miracles cannot be overstated. As American philosopher C. S. Peirce observed, “The whole of modern ‘higher criticism’ of ancient history in general, and of Biblical history in particular, is based upon the same logic that is used by Hume.”25 Chapter one is an unabridged reprint of Hume’s essay “Of Miracles,” first published in 1748 as Section X of his Philosophical Essays Concerning the Human Understanding (better known by its 1758 title, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding). This selection is the most widely reprinted piece of literature on miracles of all time. There is a notable tendency among contemporary critics of miracles to rehabilitate arguments first launched by Hume over two centuries ago. That is only one indication that Hume’s essay constitutes a remarkably complete summary of the polemic against miracles. Any reflective person prepared to read the other chapters in this book should therefore be familiar with Hume’s own brief “treatise” on miracles.26

Hume’s negative evaluation of miracles is extended by contemporary British philosopher Antony Flew in chapter two. While Flew does not hesitate to criticize Hume when he thinks the arguments are misguided, he also is quite generous in his praise for the genius of Hume’s attack on miracles. In Flew, David Hume has found an influential twentieth-century voice. The material in chapter two updates Flew’s extensive critical work on miracles. In many respects, the chapters by Hume and Flew set the agenda for the rest of the book. The chapters in parts two through four develop a systematic case for miracles that can be regarded as a collective response to the challenge thrown down in part one. The chapters in part two deal primarily with conceptual issues, including the definition and possibility of miracles. Several of these chapters interact explicitly and in detail with the arguments of chapters one and two.

No adequate exploration of the topic can begin without a thorough investigation of the concept of a miracle. In chapter three, Richard Purtill identifies several defining features of a miracle and examines the crucial relationship between a miracle and the laws of nature. He explains why influential definitions proposed by David Hume and Alastair McKinnon are inadequate. Purtill concludes by describing the theoretical advantages of a theistic understanding of natural laws over the perspective of metaphysical naturalism (the view that there is nothing outside of nature).

Whereas Purtill focuses on Hume’s definition of miracle—and on one question-begging argument against miracles implicit in Hume’s definition—Norman Geisler presents a thorough critique of Hume’s argument that belief in miracles is irrational because miracles are, by definition, too rare to overcome the evidence of experienced regularities. Geisler’s essay in chapter four also responds to Flew’s contention that repeatable events have greater evidential value than nonrepeatable events and that miracles are therefore devoid of evidential value.

Every historian knows about “the mischief wrought by time.”27 The accurate reconstruction of the past from data available in the present is always a tricky business. But the challenge is compounded when the object of historical inquiry is an alleged miracle of great religious significance. In chapter five, Francis Beckwith considers the question, Can history be inspected for the occurrence of miracles? He begins with an examination of two arguments about the historian’s craft. One argument is that since miracles refer to the agency of a supernatural being and a supernatural being is empirically inaccessible, it transcends the limits of properly historical investigation to conclude that a miracle has happened. The other argument requires a subjectivist conception of the historian’s practice, according to which all historical judgments are relativized to the historian’s own subjective evaluations of the meaning and importance of alleged events of history.

Beckwith then sympathetically weighs the claim that belief in the past occurrence of a miracle requires greater evidence than belief in the past occurrence of ordinary events. He is careful, however, to point out that the threshold of evidence appropriate for belief in past miracles is not in principle unattainable. Finally, he examines a worry that was famously articulated by Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923) and has more recently been emphasized by Antony Flew: if no miracle could be identified in the present, then there can be no basis for judging that a miracle occurred in the past.

The very specific difficulty of identifying a miracle, whether past or present, is the focus of chapter six, written by Winfried Corduan. Having a satisfactory definition of miracle should not be confused with having a reliable method for determining whether a given event is or was a miracle. The concept of a miracle may be coherent without being exemplified, and the concept of a miracle may be exemplified without being identifiable as a miracle by some human observer. Corduan’s criteria for the identification of an act of God in history emphasize the significance and implications of a believer’s worldview. He suggests that a religious believer is in a better position than an unbeliever to recognize a bona fide act of God, especially if the unbeliever accepts a naturalistic worldview (according to which miracles are impossible) and the evidence for the reality of a miracle is not strong enough to overcome the naturalistic prejudice. He allows, however, that the evidence that an event is a miracle may be so strong that even the naturalist may be able to identify the event as miraculous. Thus, much depends on (1) the degree of evidence that a miracle has occurred and (2) the specific character of one’s worldview.

The relevance of one’s worldview for assessing miracle claims is further explored by Ronald Nash in chapter seven. Nash extends the discussion, however, by setting forth the basic features of a worldview and then contrasting the worldviews of theism and metaphysical naturalism in terms of these features. He thus begins the general task of constructing a theistic context for thinking about miracles, which is the central thrust of part three. His chapter includes an argument that metaphysical naturalism is internally inconsistent and is therefore an inadequate general basis for repudiating miracles. While he acknowledges that problems internal to metaphysical naturalism do not entail that theism is true, he observes that a proper appreciation of the weak justification for naturalism should encourage a greater openness to the possibility of rational belief in miracles.

It has been widely assumed, among believers and unbelievers alike, that the concept of a miracle can play no useful role in the practice of science. J. P. Moreland argues in chapter eight that this is a mistake. He extends the earlier discussion of naturalism and miracles by arguing that methodological naturalism, no less than metaphysical naturalism, is an unacceptable position. The methodological naturalist holds that all scientifically investigated events must be explained strictly in terms of the operation of natural laws, so that no reference can be made to divine action in order to explain events that occur in the natural world, even by scientists who believe in God.

Central to Moreland’s case for “theistic science” is the idea that divine action, like human action, is to be understood in terms of libertarian agency. God’s free acts leave scientifically detectable gaps in the natural world—gaps that cannot be eliminated by the procedures of methodological naturalism. Thus, the scientist may, precisely as a scientist interested in explaining events that occur in the natural world, infer that God is the direct agent-cause of at least some of those events. This result is important not only for the practice of science but also for the general problem of identifying certain events as miraculous.

The discussion through chapter eight illustrates the value of natural theology for supporting belief in miracles, but no direct argument for theism is attempted until chapter nine. In this chapter, David Beck sketches an argument for the existence of God that is especially germane to the question, Has God acted in history? Beck observes that any argument for the existence of God that would support the possibility of miracles must be an argument for the existence of a personal agent with sufficient power, intelligence and moral concern to produce a miracle. He then arranges three traditional arguments for the existence of God in linear fashion, with each consecutive argument contributing to an increasingly rich conception of God. Beck concludes that this type of case for theism shows that miracles are possible. He leaves open the question whether miracles may be considered probable on theism.

One potential repudiation of the claim that miracles are possible, even assuming that theism is true, is the argument that God could not be an agent that causes events to take place in the natural physical and temporal world. The idea is that because God does not have a body and does not exist in time, God cannot be meaningfully thought to act in the physical world at a particular time. Stephen Davis takes up this challenge in chapter ten. Davis develops a model of divine action that makes sense of the possibility of an immaterial and timeless agent acting in the spatio-temporal context of human history.

With chapter eleven a distinct shift takes place. Whereas earlier chapters are concerned with defending the possibility of miracles, Douglas Geivett focuses on two new questions: Are there good reasons to think that miracles have happened? and, Can miracles count as evidence for other religious beliefs? These questions concern the evidential value of miracles, and Geivett describes two very different ways of thinking about this issue.

One approach holds that miracles provide evidence that God exists. According to this approach, if there is good evidence to believe that an event which cannot be explained naturalistically has actually taken place, then that is evidence that the event is a miracle and that God therefore exists. The other approach moves in the other direction, arguing that background evidence that God exists may justify the expectation that God would produce a miracle. This is because a benevolent deity of sufficient power and intelligence can be expected to alleviate features of the human condition by producing a revelation that provides the requisite religious knowledge. Miracles help to confirm that this expectation has been satisfied by a particular candidate revelation.

Even with this decided shift away from questions about the mere possibility of miracles to questions about the actual occurrence of miracles, there is no detailed consideration of evidence for specific miracles until part four. Chapters twelve through sixteen complete this investigation of miracles by focusing on the specific evidence for miracles within the Christian tradition. David Clark begins this task in chapter twelve. He evaluates the claim that because competing religious traditions appeal to the evidential support of miracles, the peculiar miracle claims of a particular religious tradition cannot be used to confirm the truth of that tradition. This is the suggestion that the evidential force of the miracles of one tradition would cancel the evidential force of the miracles of another tradition.

Clark explores the relation between the concept of miracle and the thought structures of the world’s various religions, arguing that many religious traditions lack the conceptual space for miracle. He also develops criteria for comparing the relative strength of competing miracle claims within alternative religious perspectives, even when they have room conceptually for miracle. Finally, he suggests that Christianity, with its miracle of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, occupies a superior position epistemically vis-à-vis other religious traditions. This judgment invites close attention to the detailed evidence for the resurrection.

Before this evidence for the crowning miracle of Christianity is considered, however, two other miracles of the Christian tradition are brought into focus: fulfilled prophecy and the Incarnation. As Stuart Hackett has remarked, “An unusually provocative subset of the miraculous in general confronts us in the phenomenon associated with predictive prophecy.”28 This is confirmed by the sampling of evidence for fulfilled prophecy conducted by Robert Newman in chapter thirteen. To be sure, fulfilled predictions are a type of miracle. First there is the prediction and then there is the fulfillment. But what precisely is the miraculous component of a fulfilled prediction? Both the prediction and the fulfillment are needed in order to identify the operation of divine agency and conclude that a miracle has occurred. We should not conclude that a miracle had happened if the predictive component was not complemented by fulfillment; and certainly no event could count as “fulfillment” if the event was not first “pre-dicted.” In some sense, then, it is the combination of prediction and fulfillment that constitutes the phenomenon of fulfilled prophecy as miraculous.

It is possible, however, that both the prediction and the fulfillment are discrete miraculous events. First, if the predictive “insight” is itself caused by God—such that the prophet’s knowledge of future events is not the result of the operation of human cognitive faculties—then the foresight of the prophet, quite apart from the fulfillment of his prophecy, would itself be miraculous, though the procurement of such knowledge about the future could not be identified as a miracle without the fulfillment.29

Second, the fulfillment of the prophet’s predictive message may be miraculous, even if the prophet did have some purely human faculty of predictive insight. Such fulfillment would be most easily identifiable as miraculous in those cases where, as Newman says, the detailed fulfillment of the prediction could not have been staged by clever human actors. While both the prediction (or knowledge) of future events and their fulfillment may require explanation in terms of miracle, Newman concentrates on the fulfillment aspect. He considers three classes of fulfilled prophecies: (1) historical parables, such as the prophet Hosea’s marriage to Gomer, which functioned as a large-scale object lesson describing God’s covenant relationship with Israel and Israel’s future in relation to that covenant; (2) “twin cities prophecies” that allow a comparison of the historical destinies of two ancient cities mentioned together in the same passage of Scripture (for example, Tyre and Sidon, Babylon and Nineveh, Memphis and Thebes, Ekron and Ashkelon); and (3) prophecies concerning the Messiah of Israel fulfilled in the historical figure Jesus of Nazareth.

Newman’s arrangement of material is important. For if the fulfillment of messianic prophecy by Jesus is the crucial test case for fulfilled prophecy,30 then one must answer the charge that Israel’s doctrine of the Messiah does not anticipate literal fulfillment in a future historical figure like Jesus.31 To the degree that a prejudice against the miraculous nature of fulfilled prophecy lies behind this charge, the objection may be rebutted by appealing to evidence for other types of fulfilled prophecy (such as the “twin cities” fulfillments).

Since Newman’s chapter focuses on the evidence of fulfillment and not on epistemological questions about fulfilled prophecy, we make two additional observations. First, the fulfillment of predictive prophecy is empirical evidence against the a priori claim that even divine knowledge of future contingents (including counterfactuals of human freedom) is impossible. Thus, any argument for this impossibility must respond to the counterexamples embodied in evidence of fulfilled prophecy.

Second, there are at least three values peculiar to fulfilled prophecy construed as miraculous: (1) it confirms God’s production of a revelation for humanity in the Old and New Testaments, (2) it confirms God’s sovereign involvement in historical contingencies affecting individuals and nations in considerable detail, and (3) it builds confidence in God’s Word about future events that remain to be fulfilled (for example, the Second Coming of Jesus Christ and the general resurrection of both believers and unbelievers). These promises ought to be taken seriously and their personal significance weighed carefully in light of the past fulfillment in detail of prophecy recorded centuries earlier.

Turning to the doctrine of the Incarnation of Jesus Christ in chapter fourteen, John Feinberg argues that the classical Chalcedonian formulation regarding the two natures of Jesus Christ is coherent. While he does not attempt to produce evidence that this traditional doctrine of the Incarnation is true, he does seek to demonstrate that a plausible account of the doctrine can be spelled out. Feinberg relies heavily on the work of Christian philosopher Thomas V. Morris, adopting his two-minds thesis but revising his position on Jesus’ temptation as a man.

In chapter fifteen, William Lane Craig presents the historical evidence for the empty tomb of Jesus and shows how this evidence supports belief in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Craig begins with the evidence for the historicity of the burial tradition. He then turns to the historicity of the empty-tomb tradition, marshaling no fewer than six independent arguments that support this tradition. He concludes with a careful consideration of the question, If the tomb of Jesus was found empty, how did this situation come to be? Naturalistic replies are discovered to be wholly inadequate.

The case for the resurrection of Jesus is further strengthened by the material presented by Gary Habermas on the postresurrection appearances of Jesus in chapter sixteen. Habermas produces nine lines of evidence for the historicity of the resurrection appearances reported in the New Testament. Four of these derive from the historically reliable testimony of the apostle Paul; the other five consist in independent corroborations of Paul’s testimony. It is argued that Jesus did appear alive again to his followers after his death and that these were bodily appearances in the most literal sense. Throughout this chapter, emphasis is placed on the historical support for these claims.

As the reader can see from this survey of the contents, close consideration has been given in this book to the sequencing of chapters. This arrangement was part of the original conception of this project, and the authors for each chapter were commissioned because of their expertise in each case. We count it a great privilege to have worked so closely with such fine scholars and experienced authors. We recognize that each chapter is the result of many years of careful scholarship, and we are grateful for the valuable contributions of these faithful individuals.

Our families also deserve special acknowledgment here. As authors and editors of past publications, we have had occasion before to praise them for the extra measure of support they have provided. This time around, however, the strength of family has been particularly meaningful to us. Finally, we wish to thank those who helped in the production of the manuscript—John Bloom, Marti Chavarria, Carolyn Crawford, Jim Hoover and others at IVP, Jeff Lehman, Steve Porter and Dan Yim.
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Part 1

There is, in Dr. Tillotson’s writings, an argument against the real presence, which is as concise, and elegant, and strong as any argument can possibly be supposed against a doctrine, so little worthy of a serious refutation. It is acknowledged on all hands, says that learned prelate, that the authority, either of the scripture or of tradition, is founded merely in the testimony of the apostles, who were eyewitnesses to those miracles of our Savior, by which he proved his divine mission. Our evidence, then, for the truth of the Christian religion is less than the evidence for the truth of our senses; because, even in the first authors of our religion, it was no greater; and it is evident it must diminish in passing from them to their disciples; nor can any one rest such confidence in their testimony, as in the immediate object of his senses. But a weaker evidence can never destroy a stronger; and therefore, were the doctrine of the real presence ever so clearly revealed in scripture, it were directly contrary to the rules of just reasoning to give our assent to it. It contradicts sense, though both the scripture and tradition, on which it is supposed to be built, carry not such evidence with them as sense; when they are considered merely as external evidences, and are not brought home to every one’s breast, by the immediate operation of the Holy Spirit.

Nothing is so convenient as a decisive argument of this kind, which must at least silence the most arrogant bigotry and superstition, and free us from their impertinent solicitations. I flatter myself, that I have discovered an argument of a like nature, 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. For so long, I presume, will the accounts of miracles and prodigies be found in all history, sacred and profane.

Though experience be our only guide in reasoning concerning matters of fact; it must be acknowledged, that this guide is not altogether infallible, but in some cases is apt to lead us into errors. One, who in our climate, should expect better weather in any week of June than in one of December, would reason justly, and conformably to experience; but it is certain, that he may happen, in the event, to find himself mistaken. However, we may observe, that, in such a case, he would have no cause to complain of experience; because it commonly informs us beforehand of the uncertainty, by that contrariety of events, which we may learn from a diligent observation. All effects follow not with like certainty from their supposed causes. Some events are found, in all countries and all ages, to have been constantly conjoined together: Others are found to have been more variable, and sometimes to disappoint our expectations; so that, in our reasonings concerning matter of fact, there are all imaginable degrees of assurance, from the highest certainty to the lowest species of moral evidence.

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 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. A hundred instances or experiments on one side, and fifty on another, afford a doubtful expectation of any event; though a hundred uniform experiments, with only one that is contradictory, reasonably beget a pretty strong degree of assurance. In all cases, we must balance the opposite experiments, where they are opposite, and deduct the smaller number from the greater, in order to know the exact force of the superior evidence.

To apply these principles to a particular instance; we may observe, that there is no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even necessary to human life, than that which is derived from the testimony of men, and the reports of eyewitnesses and spectators. This species of reasoning, perhaps, one may deny to be founded on the relation of cause and effect. I shall not dispute about a word. It will be sufficient to observe that our assurance in any argument of this kind is derived from no other principle than our observation of the veracity of human testimony, and of the usual conformity of facts to the reports of witnesses. It being a general maxim, that no objects have any discoverable connection together, and that all the inferences, which we can draw from one to another, are founded merely on our experience of their constant and regular conjunction; it is evident, that we ought not to make an exception to this maxim in favor of human testimony, whose connection with any event seems, in itself, as little necessary as any other. Were not the memory tenacious to a certain degree; had not men commonly an inclination to truth and a principle of probity; were they not sensible to shame, when detected in a falsehood: Were not these, I say, discovered by experience to be qualities, inherent in human nature, we should never repose the least confidence in human testimony. A man delirious, or noted for falsehood and villainy, has no manner of authority with us.

And as the evidence, derived from witnesses and human testimony, is founded on past experience, so it varies with the experience, and is regarded either as a proof or a probability, according as the conjunction between any particular kind of report and any kind of object has been found to be constant or variable. There are a number of circumstances to be taken into consideration in all judgments of this kind; and the ultimate standard, by which we determine all disputes, that may arise concerning them, is always derived from experience and observation. Where this experience is not entirely uniform on any side, it is attended with an unavoidable contrariety in our judgments, and with the same opposition and mutual destruction of argument as in every other kind of evidence. We frequently hesitate concerning the reports of others. We balance the opposite circumstances, which cause any doubt or uncertainty; and when we discover a superiority on any side, we incline to it; but still with a diminution of assurance, in proportion to the force of its antagonist.

This contrariety of evidence, in the present case, may be derived from several different causes; from the opposition of contrary testimony; from the character or number of the witnesses; from the manner of their delivering their testimony; or from the union of all these circumstances. We entertain a suspicion concerning any matter of fact, when the witnesses contradict each other; when they are but few, or of a doubtful character; when they have an interest in what they affirm; when they deliver their testimony with hesitation, or on the contrary, with too violent asseverations. There are many other particulars of the same kind, which may diminish or destroy the force of any argument, derived from human testimony.

Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the testimony endeavors to establish, partakes of the extraordinary and the marvelous; in that case, the evidence, resulting from the testimony, admits of a diminution, greater or less, in proportion as the fact is more or less unusual. The reason why we place any credit in witnesses and historians, is not derived from any connection, which we perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a conformity between them. 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. The very same principle of experience, which gives us a certain degree of assurance in the testimony of witnesses, gives us also, in this case, another degree of assurance against the fact, which they endeavor to establish; from which contradiction there necessarily arises a counterpoise, and mutual destruction of belief and authority.

I should not believe such a story were it told me by Cato, was a proverbial saying in Rome, even during the lifetime of that philosophical patriot.2 The incredibility of a fact, it was allowed, might invalidate so great an authority.

The Indian prince, who refused to believe the first relations concerning the effects of frost, reasoned justly; and it naturally required very strong testimony to engage his assent to facts, that arose from a state of nature, with which he was unacquainted, and which bore so little analogy to those events, of which he had had constant and uniform experience. Though they were not contrary to his experience, they were not conformable to it.3

But in order to increase the probability against the testimony of witnesses, let us suppose, that the fact, which they affirm, instead of being only marvelous, is really miraculous; and suppose also, that the testimony considered apart and in itself, amounts to an entire proof; in that case, there is proof against proof, of which the strongest must prevail, but still with a diminution of its force, in proportion to that of its antagonist.

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a 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. Why is it more than probable, that all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, and is extinguished by water; unless it be, that these events are found agreeable to the laws of nature, and there is required a violation of these laws, or in other words, a miracle to prevent them? Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever happen in the common course of nature. It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should die on a sudden: because such a kind of death, though more unusual than any other, has yet been frequently observed to happen. But it is a miracle, that a dead man should come to life; because that has never been observed in any age or country. There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. And as a 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 rendered credible, but by an opposite proof, which is superior.4

The plain consequence is (and it is a general maxim worthy of our attention), “That no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous, than the fact, which it endeavors to establish; and even in that case there is a mutual destruction of arguments, and the superior only gives us an assurance suitable to that degree of force, which remains, after deducting the inferior.” When anyone tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediately consider with myself, whether it be more probable, that this person should either deceive or be deceived, or that the fact, which he relates, should really have happened. I weigh the one miracle against the other; and according to the superiority, which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject the greater miracle. If the falsehood of his testimony would be more miraculous, than the event which he relates; then, and not till then, can he pretend to command my belief or opinion.




Part II

In the foregoing reasoning we have supposed, that the testimony, upon which a miracle is founded, may possibly amount to an entire proof, and that the falsehood of that testimony would be a real prodigy: But it is easy to show, that we have been a great deal too liberal in our concession, and that there never was a miraculous event established on so full an evidence.

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 which circumstances are requisite to give us a full assurance in the testimony of men.

Secondly. We may observe in human nature a principle which, if strictly examined, will be found to diminish extremely the assurance, which we might, from human testimony, have, in any kind of prodigy. The maxim, by which we commonly conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that the objects, of which we have no experience, resemble those, of which we have; that what we have found to be most usual is always most probable; and that where there is an opposition of arguments, we ought to give the preference to such as are founded on the greatest number of past observations. But though, in proceeding by this rule, we readily reject any fact which is unusual and incredible in an ordinary degree; yet in advancing farther, the mind observes not always the same rule; but when anything is affirmed utterly absurd and miraculous, it rather the more readily admits of such a fact, upon account of that very circumstance, which ought to destroy all its authority. The passion of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency toward 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 satisfaction at second-hand or by rebound, and place a pride and delight in exciting the admiration of others.

With what greediness are the miraculous accounts of travelers received, their descriptions of sea and land monsters, their relations of wonderful adventures, strange men, and uncouth manners? But if the spirit of religion join itself to the love of wonder, there is an end of common sense; and human testimony, in these circumstances, loses all pretensions to authority. A religionist may be an enthusiast, and imagine he sees what has no reality: he may know his narrative to be false, and yet persevere in it, with the best intentions in the world, for the sake of promoting so holy a cause: or even where this delusion has not place, vanity, excited by so strong a temptation, operates on him more powerfully than on the rest of mankind in any other circumstances; and self-interest with equal force. His auditors may not have, and commonly have not, sufficient judgment to canvass his evidence: what judgment they have, they renounce by principle, in these sublime and mysterious subjects: or if they were ever so willing to employ it, passion and a heated imagination disturb the regularity of its operations. Their credulity increases his impudence: and his impudence overpowers their credulity.

Eloquence, when at its highest pitch, leaves little room for reason or reflection; but addressing itself entirely to the fancy or the affections, captivates the willing hearers, and subdues their understanding. Happily, this pitch it seldom attains. But what a Tully or a Demosthenes could scarcely effect over a Roman or Athenian audience, every Capuchin, every itinerant or stationary teacher can perform over the generality of mankind, and in a higher degree, by touching such gross and vulgar passions.

The many instances of forged miracles, and prophecies, and supernatural events, which, in all ages, have either been detected by contrary evidence, or which detect themselves by their absurdity, prove sufficiently the strong propensity of mankind to the extraordinary and the marvelous, and ought reasonably to beget a suspicion against all relations of this kind. This is our natural way of thinking, even with regard to the most common and most credible events. For instance: There is no kind of report which rises so easily, and spreads so quickly, especially in country places and provincial towns, as those concerning marriages; insomuch that two young persons of equal condition never see each other twice, but the whole neighborhood immediately join them together. The pleasure of telling a piece of news so interesting, of propagating it, and of being the first reporters of it, spreads the intelligence. And this is so well known, that no man of sense gives attention to these reports, till he find them confirmed by some greater evidence. Do not the same passions, and others still stronger, incline the generality of mankind to believe and report, with the greatest vehemence and assurance, all religious miracles?

Thirdly. It forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and miraculous relations, that they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous nations; or if a civilized people has ever given admission to any of them, that people will be found to have received them from ignorant and barbarous ancestors, who transmitted them with that inviolable sanction and authority, which always attend received opinions. When we peruse the first histories of all nations, we are apt to imagine ourselves transported into some new world; where the whole frame of nature is disjointed, and every element performs its operations in a different manner, from what it does at present. Battles, revolutions, pestilence, famine and death, are never the effect of those natural causes, which we experience. Prodigies, omens, oracles, judgments, quite obscure the few natural events, that are intermingled with them. But as the former grow thinner every page, in proportion as we advance nearer the enlightened ages, we soon learn, that there is nothing mysterious or supernatural in the case, but that all proceeds from the usual propensity of mankind toward the marvelous, and that, though this inclination may at intervals receive a check from sense and learning, it can never be thoroughly extirpated from human nature.

It is strange, a judicious reader is apt to say, upon the perusal of these wonderful historians, that such prodigious events never happen in our days. But it is nothing strange, I hope, that men should lie in all ages. You must surely have seen instances enough of that frailty. You have yourself heard many such marvelous relations started, which, being treated with scorn by all the wise and judicious, have at last been abandoned even by the vulgar. Be assured, that those renowned lies, which have spread and flourished to such a monstrous height, arose from like beginnings; but being sown in a more proper soil, shot up at last into prodigies almost equal to those which they relate.

It was a wise policy in that the false prophet, Alexander, who though now forgotten, was once so famous, to lay the first scene of his impostures in Paphlagonia, where, as Lucian tells us, the people were extremely ignorant and stupid, and ready to swallow even the grossest delusion. People at a distance, who are weak enough to think the matter at all worth enquiry, have no opportunity of receiving better information. The stories come magnified to them by a hundred circumstances. Fools are industrious in propagating the imposture; while the wise and learned are contented, in general, to deride its absurdity, without informing themselves of the particular facts, by which it may be distinctly refuted. And thus the impostor above mentioned was enabled to proceed, from his ignorant Paphlagonians, to the enlisting of votaries, even among the Grecian philosophers, and men of the most eminent rank and distinction in Rome: nay, could engage the attention of that sage emperor Marcus Aurelius; so far as to make him trust the success of a military expedition to his delusive prophecies.

The advantages are so great, of starting an imposture among an ignorant people, that, even though the delusion should be too gross to impose on the generality of them (which, though seldom, is sometimes the case) it has a much better chance for succeeding in remote countries, than if the first scene had been laid in a city renowned for arts and knowledge. The most ignorant and barbarous of these barbarians carry the report abroad. None of their countrymen have a large correspondence, or sufficient credit and authority to contradict and beat down the delusion. Men’s inclination to the marvelous has full opportunity to display itself. And thus a story, which is universally exploded in the place where it was first started, shall pass for certain at a thousand miles distance. But had Alexander fixed his residence at Athens, the philosophers of that renowned mart of learning had immediately spread, throughout the whole Roman empire, their sense of the matter; which, being supported by so great authority, and displayed by all the force of reason and eloquence, had entirely opened the eyes of mankind. It is true; Lucian, passing by chance through Paphlagonia, had an opportunity of performing this good office. But, though much to be wished, it does not always happen, that every Alexander meets with a Lucian, ready to expose and detect his impostures.

I may add as a fourth reason, which diminishes the authority of prodigies, that there is no testimony for any, even those which have not been expressly detected, that is not opposed by an infinite number of witnesses; so that not only the miracle destroys the credit of testimony, but the testimony destroys itself. To make this the 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 it 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. According to this method of reasoning, when we believe any miracle of Mahomet or his successors, we have for our warrant the testimony of a few barbarous Arabians: And on the other hand, we are to regard the authority of Titus Livius, Plutarch, Tacitus, and, in short, of all the authors and witnesses, Grecian, Chinese, and Roman Catholic, who have related any miracle in their particular religion; I say, we are to regard their testimony in the same light as if they had mentioned that Mohammedan miracle, and had in express terms contradicted it, with the same certainty as they have for the miracle they relate. This argument may appear over subtle and refined; but is not in reality different from the reasoning of a judge, who supposes, that the credit of two witnesses, maintaining a crime against any one, is destroyed by the testimony of two others, who affirm him to have been two hundred leagues distant, at the same instant when the crime is said to have been committed.

One of the best attested miracles in all profane history, is that which Tacitus reports of Vespasian, who cured a blind man in Alexandria, by means of his spittle, and a lame man by the mere touch of his foot; in obedience to a vision of the god Serapis, who had enjoined them to have recourse to the Emperor, for these miraculous cures. The story may be seen in that fine historian;5 where every circumstance seems to add weight to the testimony, and might be displayed at large with all the force of argument and eloquence, if anyone were now concerned to enforce the evidence of that exploded and idolatrous superstition. The gravity, solidity, age, and probity of so great an emperor, who, through the whole course of his life, conversed in a familiar manner with his friends and courtiers, and never affected those extraordinary airs of divinity assumed by Alexander and Demetrius. The historian, a contemporary writer, noted for candor and veracity, and withal, the greatest and most penetrating genius, perhaps, of all antiquity; and so free from any tendency to credulity, that he even lies under the contrary imputation, of atheism and profaneness: The persons, from whose authority he related the miracle, of established character for judgment and veracity, as we may well presume; eyewitnesses of the fact, and confirming their testimony, after the Flavian family was despoiled of the empire, and could no longer give any reward, as the price of a lie. Utrumque, qui interfuere, nunc quoque memorant, postquam nullum mendacio pretium. To which if we add the public nature of the facts, as related, it will appear, that no evidence can well be supposed stronger for so gross and so palpable a falsehood.

There is also a memorable story related by Cardinal de Retz, which may well deserve our consideration. When that intriguing politician fled into Spain, to avoid the persecution of his enemies, he passed through Saragossa, the capital of Arragon, where he was shown, in the cathedral, a man, who had served seven years as a doorkeeper, and was well known to everybody in town, that had ever paid his devotions at that church. He had been seen, for so long a time, wanting a leg; but recovered that limb by the rubbing of holy oil upon the stump; and the cardinal assures us that he saw him with two legs. This miracle was vouched by all the canons of the church; and the whole company in town were appealed to for a confirmation of the fact; whom the cardinal found, by their zealous devotion, to be thorough believers of the miracle. Here the relater was also contemporary to the supposed prodigy, of an incredulous and libertine character, as well as of great genius; the miracle of so singular a nature as could scarcely admit of a counterfeit, and the witnesses very numerous, and all of them, in a manner, spectators of the fact, to which they gave their testimony. And what adds mightily to the force of the evidence, and may double our surprise on this occasion, is, that the cardinal himself, who relates the story, seems not to give any credit to it, and consequently cannot be suspected of any concurrence in the holy fraud. He considered justly, that it was not requisite, in order to reject a fact of this nature, to be able accurately to disprove the testimony, and to trace its falsehood, through all the circumstances of knavery and credulity which produced it. He knew, that, as this was commonly altogether impossible at any small distance of time and place; so was it extremely difficult, even where one was immediately present, by reason of the bigotry, ignorance, cunning, and roguery of a great part of mankind. He therefore concluded, like a just reasoner, that such an evidence carried falsehood upon the very face of it, and that a miracle, supported by any human testimony, was more properly a subject of derision than of argument.

There surely never was a greater number of miracles ascribed to one person, than those, which were lately said to have been wrought in France upon the tomb of Abbé Paris, the famous Jansenist, with whose sanctity the people were so long deluded. The curing of the sick, giving hearing to the deaf, and sight to the blind, were everywhere talked of as the usual effects of that holy sepulcher. But what is more extraordinary; many of the miracles were immediately proved upon the spot, before judges of unquestioned integrity, attested by witnesses of credit and distinction, in a learned age, and on the most eminent theater that is now in the world. Nor is this all: a relation of them was published and dispersed every where; nor were the Jesuits, though a learned body, supported by the civil magistrate, and determined enemies to those opinions, in whose favor the miracles were said to have been wrought, ever able distinctly to refute or detect them.6 Where shall we find such a number of circumstances, agreeing to the corroboration of one fact? And what have we to oppose to such a cloud of witnesses, but the absolute impossibility or miraculous nature of the events, which they relate? And this surely, in the eyes of all reasonable people, will alone be regarded as a sufficient refutation.

Is the consequence just, because some human testimony has the utmost force and authority in some cases, when it relates the battle of Philippi or Pharsalia for instance; that therefore all kinds of testimony must, in all cases, have equal force and authority? Suppose that the Caesarean and Pompeian factions had, each of them, claimed the victory in these battles, and that the historians of each party had uniformly ascribed the advantage to their own side; how could mankind, at this distance, have been able to determine between them? The contrariety is equally strong between the miracles related by Herodotus or Plutarch, and those delivered by Mariana, Bede, or any monkish historian.

The wise lend a very academic faith to every report which favors the passion of the reporter; whether it magnifies his country, his family, or himself, or in any other way strikes in with his natural inclinations and propensities. But what greater temptation than to appear a missionary, a prophet, an ambassador from heaven? Who would not encounter many dangers and difficulties, in order to attain so sublime a character? Or if, by the help of vanity and a heated imagination, a man has first made a convert of himself, and entered seriously into the delusion; who ever scruples to make use of pious frauds, in support of so holy and meritorious a cause?

The smallest spark may here kindle into the greatest flame; because the materials are always prepared for it. The avidum genus auricularum ,7 the gazing populace, receive greedily, without examination, whatever soothes superstition, and promotes wonder.

How many stories of this nature have, in all ages, been detected and exploded in their infancy? How many more have been celebrated for a time, and have afterwards sunk into neglect and oblivion? Where such reports, therefore, fly about, the solution of the phenomenon is obvious; and we judge in conformity to regular experience and observation, when we account for it by the known and natural principles of credulity and delusion. And shall we, rather than have a recourse to so natural a solution, allow of a miraculous violation of the most established laws of nature?

I need not mention the difficulty of detecting a falsehood in any private or even public history, at the place, where it is said to happen; much more when the scene is removed to ever so small a distance. Even a court of judicature, with all the authority, accuracy, and judgment, which they can employ, find themselves often at a loss to distinguish between truth and falsehood in the most recent actions. But the matter never comes to any issue, if trusted to the common method of altercation and debate and flying rumors; especially when men’s passions have taken part on either side.

In the infancy of new religions, the wise and learned commonly esteem the matter too inconsiderable to deserve their attention or regard. And when afterwards they would willingly detect the cheat, in order to undeceive the deluded multitude, the season is now past, and the records and witnesses, which might clear up the matter, have perished beyond recovery.

No means of detection remain, but those which must be drawn from the very testimony itself of the reporters: and these, though always sufficient with the judicious and knowing, are commonly too fine to fall under the comprehension of the vulgar.

Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no testimony for any kind of miracle has ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof; and that, even supposing it amounted to a proof, it would be opposed by another proof; derived from the very nature of the fact, which it would endeavor to establish. It is experience only, which gives authority to human testimony; and it is the same experience, which assures us of the laws of nature. When, therefore, these two kinds of experience are contrary, we have nothing to do but subtract the one from the other, and embrace an opinion, either on one side or the other, with that assurance which arises from the remainder. But according to the principle here explained, this subtraction, with regard to all popular religions, amounts to an entire annihilation; and therefore we may establish it as a maxim, that no human testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle, and make it a just foundation for any such system of religion.

I beg the limitations here made may be remarked, when I say, that a miracle can never be proved, so as to be the foundation of a system of religion. For I own, that otherwise, there may possibly be miracles, or violations of the usual course of nature, of such a kind as to admit of proof from human testimony; though, perhaps, it will be impossible to find any such in all the records of history. Thus, suppose, all authors, in all languages, agree, that, from the first of January 1600, there was a total darkness over the whole earth for eight days: suppose that the tradition of this extraordinary event is still strong and lively among the people: that all travelers, who return from foreign countries, bring us accounts of the same tradition, without the least variation or contradiction: it is evident, that our present philosophers, instead of doubting the fact, ought to receive it as certain, and ought to search for the causes whence it might be derived. The decay, corruption, and dissolution of nature, is an event rendered probable by so many analogies, that any phenomenon, which seems to have a tendency toward that catastrophe, comes within the reach of human testimony, if that testimony be very extensive and uniform.

But suppose, that all the historians who treat of England, should agree, that, on the first day of January 1600, Queen Elizabeth died; that both before and after her death she was seen by her physicians and the whole court, as is usual with persons of her rank; that her successor was acknowledged and proclaimed by the parliament; and that, after being interred a month, she again appeared, resumed the throne, and governed England for three years: I must confess that I should be surprised at the concurrence of so many odd circumstances, but should not have the least inclination to believe so miraculous an event. I should not doubt of her pretended death, and of those other public circumstances that followed it: I should only assert it to have been pretended, and that it neither was, nor possibly could be real. You would in vain object to me the difficulty, and almost impossibility of deceiving the world in an affair of such consequence; the wisdom and solid judgment of that renowned queen; with the little or no advantage which she could reap from so poor an artifice: All this might astonish me; but I would still reply, that the knavery and folly of men are such common phenomena, that I should rather believe the most extraordinary events to arise from their concurrence, than admit of so signal a violation of the laws of nature.

But should this miracle be ascribed to any new system of religion; men, in all ages, have been so much imposed on by ridiculous stories of that kind, that this very circumstance would be a full proof of a cheat, and sufficient, with all men of sense, not only to make them reject the fact, but even reject it without further examination. Though the Being to whom the miracle is ascribed, be, in this case, Almighty, it does not, upon that account, become a whit more probable; since it is impossible for us to know the attributes or actions of such a Being, otherwise than from the experience which we have of his productions, in the usual course of nature. This still reduces us to past observation, and obliges us to compare the instances of the violation of truth in the testimony of men, with those of the violation of the laws of nature by miracles, in order to judge which of them is most likely and probable. As the violations of truth are more common in the testimony concerning religious miracles, than in that concerning any other matter of fact; this must diminish very much the authority of the former testimony, and make us form a general resolution, never to lend any attention to it, with whatever specious pretense it may be covered.

Lord Bacon seems to have embraced the same principles of reasoning. “We ought,” says he, “to make a collection or particular history of all monsters and prodigious births or productions, and in a word of every thing new, rare, and extraordinary in nature. But this must be done with the most severe scrutiny, lest we depart from truth. Above all, every relation must be considered as suspicious, which depends in any degree upon religion, as the prodigies of Livy: And no less so, every thing that is to be found in the writers of natural magic or alchemy, or such authors, who seem, all of them, to have an unconquerable appetite for falsehood and fable.”8

I am the better pleased with the method of reasoning here delivered, as I think it may serve to confound those dangerous friends or disguised enemies to the Christian Religion, who have undertaken to defend it by the principles of human reason. Our most holy religion is founded on Faith, not on reason; and it is a sure method of exposing it to put it to such a trial as it is, by no means, fitted to endure. To make this more evident, let us examine those miracles, related in scripture; and not to lose ourselves in too wide a field, let us confine ourselves to such as we find in the Pentateuch, which we shall examine, according to the principles of these pretended Christians, not as the word or testimony of God himself, but as the production of a mere human writer and historian. Here then we are first to consider a book, presented to us by a barbarous and ignorant people, written in an age when they were still more barbarous, and in all probability long after the facts which it relates, corroborated by no concurring testimony, and resembling those fabulous accounts, which every nation gives of its origin. Upon reading this book, we find it full of prodigies and miracles. It gives an account of a state of the world and of human nature entirely different from the present: Of our fall from that state: Of the age of man, extended to near a thousand years: Of the destruction of the world by a deluge: Of the arbitrary choice of one people, as the favorites of heaven; and that people the countrymen of the author: Of their deliverance from bondage by prodigies the most astonishing imaginable: I desire any one to lay his hand upon his heart, and after a serious consideration declare, whether he thinks that the falsehood of such a book, supported by such a testimony, would be more extraordinary and miraculous than all the miracles it relates; which is, however, necessary to make it be received, according to the measures of probability above established.

What we have said of miracles may be applied, without any variation, to prophecies; and indeed, all prophecies are real miracles, and as such only, can be admitted as proofs of any revelation. If it did not exceed the capacity of human nature to foretell future events, it would be absurd to employ any prophecy as an argument for a divine mission or authority from heaven. So that, upon the whole, we may conclude, that the Christian Religion not only was at first attended with miracles, but even at this day cannot be believed by any reasonable person without one. Mere reason is insufficient to convince us of its veracity: And whoever is moved by Faith to assent to it, 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.
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