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Chapter 1 Introduction  

 

 

1.1 Research question and the aim of the project  

 

Miracle stories are an important part of nearly all religious traditions.
1
 They are 

believed to have taken place in history, and religions rely heavily on their existence. For 

example, in the Shrimad Bhagavad Purana, one of the eighteen great Puranas (dharmic texts), 

we can read about Krishna’s miraculous circle dance in which he manifests copies of himself, 

enabling him to dance with 16,000 girls (gopis), each one thinking that Krishna is dancing 

only with her.
2
 In Islam many miracles are recorded in the Qur’an, which itself is said to be 

the greatest of miracles, being of such beauty that no ordinary human poet could have created 

such a text: 

 

This Qur’an is not such (a writ) as could be composed by anyone but God. It confirms 

what has been revealed before, and is an exposition of (Heaven’s) law. Without any 

doubt, it’s from the Lord of all the worlds.
3
 

 

The importance of miracle stories also applies to the Christian religion to which I 

intend to limit myself in this study. The Gospels record thirty-five miracles that Jesus is said 

to have performed, including twenty-three miraculous healings and nine nature miracles (for 

example walking on water, stilling a storm, multiplying food, and turning water into wine), 

and even three occasions on which Jesus brought the dead back to life. At the heart of 

Christian convictions lies the story of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, in which he was raised 

from the dead to an eternal life of glory in the heavens. Paul writes about the crucial 

importance of the resurrection for Christian faith: 

But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you say 

that there is no resurrection of the dead?
 
If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not 

even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless 

and so is your faith.
4
 

                                                           
1
 A generally warranted definition of ‘religion’ is not agreed upon in scholarly literature. To get an 

impression of the complexity and diversity of the concept, see for example Harrison, P. (1990). 

‘Religion’ and the religions in the English Enlightenment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 

Masuzawa, T. (1993). In search of dreamtime: The quest for the origin of religion. Chicago: Chicago 

University Press; Pals, D.L. (1996). Seven theories of religion. New York: Oxford University Press; 

Preus, S.J. (1987). Explaining religion: Criticism and theory from Bodin to Freud. New Haven, 

Connecticut : Yale University Press; Clarke, P.B. and Byrne, P. (1993). Religion defined and 

explained. New York: St. Martin’s Press, pp. 3-27. 
2
 For an example of a story of this so-called rasa lila dance see http://vrindavan.de/rasadance.htm. 

3
 Translation by Ahmed Ali (from http://www.alquranverse.com/10/37/Yusuf_Ali).  

4
 1 Cor. 15:12-14. In this study most quotations from the Bible are from the New International 

Version-UK (NIVUK). 

http://vrindavan.de/rasadance.htm
http://www.alquranverse.com/10/37/Yusuf_Ali
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The subject of miracles is regularly discussed in the debate between science
5
 and 

Western theology. It takes place in the wider sphere of what is sometimes depicted as a 

conflict between, on the one hand, scientific research and, on the other, faith and religion, 

more specifically Christian theology. Maybe the most familiar of these presumed conflicts is 

the creation versus evolution debate, also called the ‘1860 Oxford evolution debate’ which 

took place seven months after the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species 

by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for 

Life (1859). Several prominent British scientists and church leaders participated, including 

Thomas Huxley and Bishop Samuel Wilberforce. According to the popular version of this 

debate, a rather heated exchange took place in which Wilberforce asked Huxley whether it 

was through his grandfather or his grandmother that he claimed his descent from a monkey. In 

this version Wilberforce is sketched as an ignorant theologian who is silenced by the scientist 

Huxley by rebutting him that he would not have been ashamed to have a monkey for an 

ancestor but that he would be ashamed to be of human descent from a person who obscures 

the truth.
6
 

For me, the starting point of a research project on the subject of miracles was a series 

of live debates on the existence of God and specifically on biblical miracles between the so-

called New Atheists and a number of religious opponents from different Christian traditions, 

such as Richard Swinburne (Orthodox), William Lane Craig (Evangelical Protestant) and 

Alister McGrath (Anglican). On the part of the atheist camp (represented by Richard 

Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris and Daniel Dennett), the question was constantly 

raised as to whether their religious opponents really believe that miracles have actually 

happened such as Christ’s virgin birth and his resurrection. I found it interesting to observe 

that on the part of the religious opponents there were different strategies of answering this 

question. What I wondered in a first impression of these debates which usually led to a 

stalemate about facts and evidence for or against miracles, was whether the emphasis on the 

factual occurrence of miracles does not distract from, what I thought was, the more important 

question about the religious significance of miracle stories. I also wondered why these types 

                                                           
5
 Before the middle of the nineteenth century ‘science’ referred to every area of human knowledge. In 

earlier centuries the concept ‘natural philosophy’ was used. ‘Science’ or ‘natural science’ in a modern 

(from the late nineteenth century onwards) English definition can be described as ‘any systematic field 

of study or body of knowledge that aims, through experiment, observation and deduction, to produce 

reliable explanation of phenomena with reference to the material or physical world’, taken from: 

Lafferty, P. and Rowe, J. (Eds.). (1993). ‘Science’, in: The Hutchinson dictionary of science. Oxford: 

Helicon, pp. 523-524. Another, similar definition: Science is ‘the systematic observation of natural 

events and conditions in order to discover facts about them and to formulate laws and principles based 

on these facts’, from: Morris, C. (Ed.) (1992). ‘Science’, in: Dictionary of science and technology. San 

Diego, California: Academic Press. 
6 However, this popular version is controversial since it can be argued that Wilberforce had studied 

Darwin’s publication thoroughly before the debate took place which is apparent from his extensive 

review of Darwin’s book which was published five weeks before the debate. See Wilberforce, S. 

(1860). ’(Review of) ‘On the origin of species’’, in: Quarterly Review, pp. 225-264. Darwin even 

appreciated critical remarks by Wilberforce and is said to have made adjustments in The variation of 

animals and plants under domestication (1868), according to Lucas, J.R. (1979). ‘Wilberforce and 

Huxley: A legendary encounter’, in: Historical journal, 22, pp. 313-330. See also McGrath, A. 

(1998a), p. 15. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Darwin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/On_the_Origin_of_Species
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Henry_Huxley
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of debates were arranged in such a way that suggests that there would be an opposition 

between science and theology or religion, as was the case in the evolution debate. This 

prompted me to delve deeper into this topic and to take a closer look at these and also other 

arguments of proponents and opponents of miracles and to determine and justify my own 

position. 

The research question of this study is: Given the focus on the factuality of miracles in 

the current debate which leads to an impasse, how can we find another approach by which 

the religious significance of miracles can be retrieved? I will first discuss the first part of this 

question by showing that there is a focus on factuality and evidence which does lead to an 

impasse, and then I will make a proposal for an alternative approach. 

In order to determine the presence of a focus on factuality and evidence in the debate, 

it will be necessary to present, analyse and then evaluate a selection of important arguments 

of opponents and proponents of miracles. This task will be carried out in chapters 2-5 that will 

answer the following two sub-questions:  

1. What are the specific arguments against miracles and how convincing are they? 

(chapters 2 and 4) 

2. What (kind of) responses have been given to this critique on miracles in a variety 

of Western theological traditions and how can these arguments be evaluated? 

(chapters 3 and 5) 

As I approach the subject from a philosophical angle, I will concentrate on how 

arguments are constructed and how they are used in the debate. But it goes without saying 

that I am not an objective analyst. This will be apparent in particular from my answer to the 

third sub-question that will be raised: 

3. Based on the analyses and evaluations of the different points of view which show 

that there is an emphasis on factuality which leads to a gridlock in the current 

debate, what could be an approach that could break the impasse and helps to 

further the debate? (chapter 6) 

 

With this study I intend to contribute to the miracle debate, firstly by clarifying a 

number of important points of view and, secondly, by indicating a constructive route of an 

alternative approach in which the suggested opposition between science and Western 

theology is denied. I will not be able to fully elaborate this approach within the framework of 

this study, but I will be able to outline it in broad lines and, in a critical consideration, I will 

discuss possible objections. 

 

The title of this study is Miracles in the age of science: A philosophical analysis and 

evaluation of arguments used in the debate between science and Western theology. 

In Western theology, the miracles of Christ’s birth, ascension and resurrection have become 

the nucleus of the Christian confession until today, but the factuality of these events has been 

increasingly problematised especially since the period of the Enlightenment, culminating in, 

for example, the New Atheist critique of miracles. The German theologian Rudolf Bultmann 

once posed the problem of miracles in our post-Enlightenment Western world as follows. 
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We cannot use electric lights and radios and, in the event of illness, avail ourselves of 

modern medical and clinical means and at the same time believe in the spirit and 

wonder world of the New Testament.
7
 

In this quotation the ‘spirit and wonder world’ of the Bible refers to a particular 

cultural context with a worldview that is quite different from the situation we are living in 

now. The biblical writings mention a three-storey structure of heaven, earth and hell, a world 

in which gods and demons can interfere directly and which is rushing towards a cosmic 

catastrophe in its last days. Consequently, it became increasingly difficult and even suspect to 

believe in the biblical miracles in the Western world, in many philosophical, scientific and 

even in a number of theological circles. 

In the second half of the previous century the subject of miracles even seemed dealt 

with for good. Ernst Käsemann phrased this consensus as follows: 

We may say that today the battle is over, not perhaps as yet in the arena of church life, 

but certainly in the field of theological science. It has ended in the defeat of the concept 

of miracle which has been traditional in the Church.
8
 

However, I intend to show that the ‘battle’ Käsemann is referring to, was not over at 

all. Firstly, it may have been considered over in liberal theological circles by those who fully 

embraced the scientific critique of the impossibility of miracles, but the conflict was certainly 

not over from the side of conservative traditions such as in the Roman Catholic Church, the 

Orthodox Churches and in Evangelical Protestant churches. Miracles remained the 

cornerstone of Christianity in these traditions, a view defended against all ‘modernistic’, 

liberal attempts to deny miracles on scientific grounds. 

Secondly, the battle continued and was even intensified by a remarkable renaissance 

of natural theology at the end of the twentieth and in the early twenty-first century by the 

construction of ingenious arguments in favour of miracles by a number of Christian 

philosophers such as Richard Swinburne, and theologians William Lane Craig and Alister 

McGrath. During this more recent period, much attention has been paid to the debate about 

the existence of God and miracles, partly due to the scientifically based criticism of the New 

Atheists.  

But Käsemann rightly pointed out that although the ‘concept of miracle’ had ended in 

many Western academic circles, many people continued to believe in miracles in church life. 

Surveys confirm this point, but there is no agreement among Christians on how miracles can 

be accounted for.
9
 Within Christianity in the West, some believe in God while, at the same 

time, it is admitted that diseases, earthquakes and other disasters can be explained by 

scientific causes. Some lost their faith in God because of the influence of scientific arguments, 

while others found their beliefs unharmed or even strengthened by the search for natural 

causes of physical events. People who understand a miracle as an unusual, unexpected, awe-

                                                           
7
 Bultmann, R. (1984), pp. 4-5. 

8
 Käsemann, E. (1964), p. 48.  

9
 See for an example of such a recent survey: Religion among millenials (2010) by the Pew Research 

Center, at: https://www.pewforum.org/2010/02/17/religion-among-the-millennials/. This research 

shows that, for example, nearly 80% of US citizens believe in miracles. 

https://www.pewforum.org/2010/02/17/religion-among-the-millennials/
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producing act of God can also differ significantly on the nature of the divine activity. Some 

assume that God directly manipulates the natural order while others believe that he 

predetermines that the natural order will bring about the event. Believers differ even more on 

the natural explicability of the event itself. Some assume that the type of event in question is 

permanently inexplicable by science, while others maintain that the event itself may have a 

completely natural explanation.
10

 

The various ways of dealing with miracles in Western theology become clear when 

looking at the different theological positions. Besides these views in theological circles, the 

subject of miracles is a crucial question in our understanding of natural processes, for 

example: Do we think of the world as a closed system in which miracles are impossible as 

violations of the natural order, or do we leave open the possibility of inexplicable 

occurrences? Does science exclude the spiritual realm of angels, saints and evil demons? Is 

modern quantum mechanics compatible with a number of religious ideas? 

Different approaches to this subject have been offered and the mainline positions will 

be explained and evaluated in this study as a contribution to the debate that is as alive as it 

was centuries ago. 

 

 

1.2 An overview of intended chapters  

 

 

In order to answer the research question I will first outline the main arguments against 

miracles. In this chapter I will begin by explaining the rationalistic (Spinoza) and empirical 

(Hume) arguments since the New Atheists rely on these much older arguments which are 

therefore needed for completeness (Chapter 2). 

I will then give a detailed explanation of the rebuttal of this criticism from a number of 

theological positions in which miracles are defended (Chapter 3). How did a number of 

important Western theologians and philosophers deal with the arguments against miracles, 

representing a wide variety of Christian traditions? In this chapter I will not limit myself to 

the opponents of the New Atheists, but I will also look at a selection of other arguments in 

Western theology to give a more complete picture of the debate. This selection is based on the 

criteria of the originality (does the argument add new elements or another way of reasoning) 

and the quality of the argument. 

I will start by outlining the view of the Roman Catholic Church (3.1). In this study I 

will call this the classical or traditional Roman Catholic argument in favour of miracles. Then 

I will pay attention to two different argumentations of the Protestant dialectical theologians, 

the Lutheran Rudolf Bultmann (3.2) and the Reformed theologian Karl Barth (3.3) who both 

sought to disclose the ancient biblical writings in a post-Enlightenment era. Barth specifically 

opposed traditional Roman Catholic reasoning while Bultmann targeted in particular liberal 

Protestant arguments. The position of liberal Protestant theology will therefore also be 

clarified in this section. Next I will continue with the contribution of the philosopher of 

religion (and Orthodox Christian) Richard Swinburne who defends miracles in an analytical 

                                                           
10

 Distinctions in theistic positions in this paragraph are based on Basinger, D. (2011), pp. 17-35. 
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approach (3.4). This will be followed by a contribution of the systematic theologian Karl 

Heim who sought to argue for the reasonableness of miracles from developments in modern 

physics (3.5). Then there are a number of theologians who defend miracles as occurrences 

that have taken place in history on the basis of scriptural and historical evidence. From this 

category I have chosen the Evangelical Protestant William Lane Craig (3.6). Finally, I will 

pay attention to the work of Alister McGrath. He is an interesting contributor to the debate, 

not just because he is a scientist and (an Anglican) theologian, but also because he is a former 

atheist who became a Christian and who now seeks a fruitful dialogue between science and 

Christian faith (3.7).  

After the presentation of the main arguments against and in favour of miracles, 

Chapter 4 will offer an extensive internal critical analysis of each of the arguments of Chapter 

2. In this evaluation I will discuss the arguments from a philosophical angle by looking at 

epistemological issues and by considering reflections from the philosophy of science. This 

will result in a number of reservations against these critics of miracles concerning their 

emphasis on miracles as factual ‘violations’ of ‘natural laws’ and of ‘human experience’. 

However, a number of critical points will remain. In this chapter I will also briefly look at the 

current state of scientific evidence for miracles since this is a subject that also plays a part in 

the debate. 

In Chapter 5 I will continue with a critical analysis of the proposals of those who 

defend the occurrence of miracles against the scientific counterarguments presented in 

Chapter 3. Do these proposals pay attention (and if so how) to the scientific criticisms against 

miracles and how can these approaches be evaluated? Do these proposals confirm my first 

impression that the miracle debate focuses on the question of factuality and evidence, or has 

there also been fundamental criticism of such an evidentialistic approach by pointing to 

another approach? 

In the last chapter of this study (Chapter 6) I will first argue that the emphasis on 

factuality in the miracle debate can be clarified from the context of the Enlightenment and that 

it does indeed lead to an impasse (6.1). Then I will continue by suggesting another approach 

by rather focussing on the religious significance of miracle narratives, such as from the Bible. 

In this specific hermeneutical approach the question will be about what the narratives about 

miracles signify, and how they can still be meaningful in today’s Western context without 

losing sight of the factual or physical aspect of miracles (6.2). Finally, I will address three 

critical questions that could be raised against such an approach (6.3). 
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Chapter 2 Arguments against the occurrence of miracles 

 
 

 

2.1 Spinoza’s radical rationalism 

 

 

2.1.1 ‘Natural law’ as a necessarily true proposition
1
 

The modern debate on miracles cannot be understood without some background of 

much earlier views on the subject. This becomes clear when the arguments against miracles 

are considered as used by the New Atheists. They refer specifically to Spinoza and Hume as 

their source of argumentation. Therefore, in Sections 2.1 and 2.2 I will first pay attention to 

these arguments. 

 

In the seventeenth century many philosophers with a progressive outlook committed 

themselves to a renewal in natural philosophy. For instance, Galileo, Descartes and Newton 

framed explanations of natural phenomena exclusively in terms of matter in motion. In this 

philosophy, nature is assumed to work predictably in causal chains, on the basis of immutable 

fixed laws in a mechanistic framework.  

But even in this progressive approach, no philosophy of nature could totally dispense 

with the divine. It was assumed that, although nature operates with nomological necessity, it 

was still God’s creation, kept within his influence with providential supervision. Generally, 

God was still believed to break free from the regular workings of his own creation to work 

wonders in the world. This would be criticised by the philosophical and, at that time, radical 

position of Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677). His argument of the impossibility of miracles will 

be sketched by an indication of his philosophical stance. 

Like many of his predecessors, Spinoza maintains that everything that exists is either a 

substance or a mode (or property). A substance is something that needs nothing else in order 

to exist or to be conceived. It is an independent entity, both conceptually and ontologically.
2
 

                                                           
1
 In this section I will concentrate on the later works of Spinoza, the Ethics (published after his death, 

abbreviated as E) of 1677 and the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (abbreviated TTP) of 1670. 
2 E1d3. The concept ‘substance’ in philosophy is used in two ways. It can literally refer to that which 

‘stands under things’ (from the Latin sub-stantia, the equivalent of the Greek οὐσία, ‘being’), in a 

philosophical system about what forms reality basically. For example, in Plato’s philosophy the Forms 

and in Hume’s philosophical system impressions and ideas can be regarded as substances. ‘Substance’ 

can also refer to a specific kind of fundamental entity, for example ‘object’ which however is not 

acknowledged in all philosophical systems. For example, an ‘object’ is acknowledged in some systems 

as a basic notion but not in systems in which objects are understood in more fundamental terms, such 

as a series of events. See Crane, T. and Farkas, K. (Eds.). (2004). Metaphysics: a guide and anthology, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, Part II, ‘Being’; Hoffman, J. and Rosenkranz, G.S.(1994). Substance 

Among Other Categories. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
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A mode or property is something that needs a substance in order to exist.
3
 For example, being 

angry is a mode that needs a substance which can be angry. It cannot exist on its own and 

therefore it is a dependent entity or mode. 

According to the traditional view, there are many substances in the universe, each with 

its own modes or properties. According to Descartes, for example, a man is a substance which 

has the modes or properties of being angry, white or black, intelligent, and so on. Spinoza, 

however, rejects this view and argues that there is only one substance, ‘God or Nature’ (Deus 

sive Natura).
4
 This argument is as follows. 

  

1. Every substance has at least one attribute (Premise 1, E1d4). 

2. Two substances cannot share the same nature or attribute (Premise 2, E1p5). 

3. God has all possible attributes (Premise 3, Definition of ‘God’, E1d6). 

4. God exists (Premise 4, E1p11). 

5. Conclusion from 1-4: no other substance, other than God, can exist (E1p14). 

 

People, rocks, and so on are not substances in his view, but are just modes or 

properties of this single substance. The one substance is merely ‘people-like’ in some places, 

and ‘rock-like’ in other places. In other words, God (or Nature) is everything and everybody. 

He is, as Spinoza calls it, ‘Nature’s naturing’ (natura naturans). 

Consequently, for Spinoza God is not a transcendent being as in traditional 

metaphysics, but he is immanent in and equal to Nature.
5
 The one substance, God or Nature, 

is absolutely infinite and so he must exist in every way so that something can exist.
6
 Spinoza 

infers that the one substance must have an infinite number of attributes.
7
 An attribute, 

according to Spinoza, is just the essence of substance in some way conceiving or describing 

the substance.
8
 An attribute is an essence, a ‘what it is to be’ that kind of thing. When we 

consider substance one way we conceive of its essence as extension, and when we consider it 

another way we conceive of its essence as thought. Although substance has an infinite number 

of different attributes, Spinoza argues that human beings only know about two of them: 

extension (extensio) and thought (cogitatio). 

Following Descartes in his Principia Philosophiae, Spinoza’s reasoning demonstrates 

a geometric order, as is announced in the subtitle of the Ethics. He starts with some given 

definitions, followed by axioms and concepts, and derives propositions, on the basis of which 

he draws conclusions. Although it may look as if Spinoza aims at philosophical certainty 

                                                           
3
 E1d5. 

4
 After the first draft of this study it was pointed out to me that Descartes presumably anticipates 

Spinoza’s position on this point in his Principia Philosophiæ I, 51 where he writes: ‘And there is only 

one substance which can be understood to depend on no other thing whatsoever, namely God’ (Et 

quidem substantia quae nulla plane re indigeat, unica tantum potest intelligi, nempe Deus). 
5
 In this study I follow the generally accepted understanding of ‘traditional metaphysics’: the study of 

‘being as being’ (from Metaphysics, Book IV, by Aristotle), examining what can be asserted about any 

being insofar as it is. Spinoza denied traditional philosophical conceptions of God. His view is that 

everything that exists is a ‘mode’ of God or Nature and thus that God is not ‘above’ or ‘behind’ the 

world. 
6
 E1d6. 

7
 E1p9. 

8
 E1d4. 
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based on deduction according to Euclid’s model in the Elements
9
, it has been argued that this 

was merely a matter of strategy in a period during which the method of mathematical analysis 

was regarded as the ‘best and safest way to trace and teach the truth’.
10

 Klever, for example, 

concludes: 

Spinoza explicitly establishes that there is no noticeable difference between the 

definition (…), the axiom and the proposition. From the combination of this statement 

with his earlier confession, that the geometrical manner is only for the sake of a clear 

and brief demonstration, we may conclude, that the organization of the material more 

geometric is not ontologically prefabricated but simply a matter of strategics. This 

pedagogical-strategical character of the geometrical structure in Spinoza’s philosophy 

not only explains the often very different orderings of the material (…) but also his 

nonchalance or carelessness in terminology.
11

 

 Differences between axioms and propositions can therefore be regarded as relative. 

The whole complex of these items, combined in a terminological looseness, is a consequence 

of the one definition of God, who Spinoza maintains is the one perfectly clear idea from 

which other ideas are produced. God is the fundamental, eternal, infinite substance of reality 

and the first cause of all things. Everything else is a ‘mode’ of God or Nature, invariably and 

necessarily determined. There is nothing that escapes God or Nature. 

This results in a scheme of deterministic necessity in which the ‘laws of nature’ are 

universally valid, and thus there can be no exceptions to their way of operation.
12

 There are no 

purposes within Nature. Nothing happens for any ultimate reason or to serve any goal or 

overarching plan. In his theology, the implication of this view is that God has no plans and 

does not act purposively. This serves as a warning to all opportunistic preachers who play on 

people’s hopes and fears by threatening them with God’s wrath, now or in eternity, or by 

trying to earn his rewards. But because in Spinoza’s view God is identical with the universal, 

active causal principles of Nature, he draws the, at that period radical, conclusion that the 

anthropomorphic conception of God and all claims about personal immortality and divine 

reward and punishment are nothing but superstitious fiction. In contrast, Spinoza offers an 

exploratory strategy of Scripture aimed at true knowledge that will set Man free of the 

superstition, indoctrination, suppression and corruption which he observes in many religious 

circles. 

What might cause confusion is that when Spinoza writes about the origin of his 

(necessarily true) ideas, he mentions that ‘definitions of natural objects must be deduced from 

                                                           
9
 In his Elements, Euclid presents a logically coherent framework, including a system of rigorous 

mathematical proofs. 
10

 My translation of ‘optimam esse tutissimamque veritatis indagandae atque docendae viam’, the 

opening sentence of the preface of the Ethics. 
11

 Klever, W. (1986), p. 178. 
12

 In TTP, chapter 4, Spinoza discusses two definitions of a ‘law’. Here he states that there are laws 

which are dependent on a ‘natural necessity’ (necessitas naturae) and those which are based on human 

decrees which are important in his political philosophy. In this section I concentrate on his first 

definition which is used in the argument on the impossibility of miracles. 
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the different workings of nature’.
13

 This can also be the case when he uses the proposition that 

‘the order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of things’
14

, in 

which ‘things’ refer to bodily states. Does he appeal to empiricism in these remarks? Spinoza 

would deny this by maintaining that knowledge of universal natural laws and thus of God 

cannot be induced from sensory experience. On the contrary, this knowledge precedes sensory 

experience and is therefore present in each one of us. 

Although Spinoza’s point of view contains some clearly classical ideas (substances, 

modes, attributes), it is easy to understand why his position can be called radical.
15

 First of all, 

the implications of his denial of traditional metaphysics are far-reaching. Spinoza rules out 

God’s providence and revelation, along with the workings of spirits, angels and demons. He 

also denies the immortality of the soul and that moral values are divinely begotten. 

Apart from this theological radicalism, Spinoza is also well known for his 

psychological, social and political views. His Ethics states that our happiness and well-being 

lie in a life of reason and not in an existence in which people are enslaved by passions or in 

the pursuit of superficial goods. True life in freedom, according to Spinoza, is suppressed by 

the superstitions that pass as religion. All of these new ideas informed Spinoza’s 

understanding, not just about what is the best way to lead one’s life, but also how politics and 

religion should be arranged. Freedom of thought, speech and press, the foundation of true 

democracy, were the ultimate valued goods that Spinoza wished for all.  

In contrast to what Spinoza observed in politics and in religion, in the Tractatus 

Theologico-Politicus (TTP) he argues how religion and other forms of discourse can be 

brought into harmony. Traditionally it was accepted that this harmony is guaranteed when it is 

recognised that God is the transcendent creator and ruler of heaven and earth. Through divine 

revelation in Scripture access is begotten to the commandments by which Man is supposed to 

order individual and collective lives. It was also agreed upon that God can wilfully act in the 

world by miracles. 

What distinguishes Spinoza’s philosophy most of all from this traditional view is his 

radical position from which he proposes a new way as to how people can understand 

Scripture. It was especially his denial of the occurrence of miracles that caused an immense 

opposition. The historian Jonathan Israel remarks: 

No other element of Spinoza’s philosophy provoked as much consternation and outrage 

in his own time as his sweeping denial of miracles and the supernatural. In fact, Spinoza 

stands completely alone among the major European thinkers before the mid-eighteenth 

century in ruling out miracles.
16

 

Even Hobbes who had expressed his own doubts about the biblical miracles is claimed 

to have said that, after reading the Tractatus, Spinoza’s opinion ‘had outthrown him a bar’s 

length, for he durst not write so boldly’.
17

 Hobbes was far more diplomatic in his writings 

                                                           
13

 TTP 7, 99.25: ‘ex diversis naturae actionibus definitiones rerum naturalium concludendae sunt’. 
14

 E 2p7: ‘ordo et connection idearum idem est ac ordo et connection rerum’. 
15

 These paragraphs are based on the work on Spinoza by Israel, J. (2001), Nadler, S. (2001, 2011) and 

Klever, W. (1986, 1999, 2010). 
16

 Israel, J. (2001), p. 218. 
17

 Cited by Nadler, S. (2011), p. 77, originally taken from Aubrey, J. (1898). 
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about miracles than Spinoza by defining a miracle as a ‘work of God (besides His operation 

by the way of nature, ordained in the Creation), done for the making manifest to His elect the 

mission of an extraordinary minister for their salvation’.
18

 He does not clearly state that 

miracles are impossible, but seems more concerned about people who are easily misled by 

those who take advantage of their credulity. Furthermore, Hobbes does not rule out that 

astounding events can also occur by means of magic.
19

 

John Locke was even more traditional in his point of view. Although he maintains a 

reason-based Christianity, he still embraces doctrines such as creation in time, reward and 

punishment in the hereafter, and Christ’s miracles.
20

 He agrees with Jean le Clerc, an 

internationally-acknowledged master of the new historical critical method of Bible exegesis, 

in selecting a diminished core of what was considered as indisputable miraculous events, 

substantiated by evidence. Locke thus confirms the evidential role of miracles, insisting that 

‘the miracles that Christ did, are a proof of His being sent from God, and so His religion the 

true religion’.
21

 As will become apparent, Hume would argue specifically against this 

approach of defending the truths of Christianity by means of miracles. 

As we will see in the next section, Hume’s denial of miracles can also be called 

radical. He takes the same stance as Spinoza in maintaining that people should be aware of 

the negative influences which religion can have on people’s emotional, intellectual and 

physical state, but adopts a far more conservative political stance by harmonising his views 

with the current social and political order.
22

 

Spinoza’s radical view of Scripture is that it is nothing more than human literature, 

nevertheless with a profound ethical meaning. At the end of the Ethics he states what true 

religion is essentially about which he expresses as reaching the state of blessedness. 

Blessedness is not the reward of virtue, but virtue itself; nor do we enjoy it because we 

restrain our lusts; on the contrary, because we enjoy it, we are able to restrain them.
23

 

According to Spinoza, a close analysis of the Bible is not inconsistent with the libertas 

philosophandi (freedom of philosophising), the freedom of thought and speech which is not 

harmful to piety. He aimed to demonstrate that Scripture is not a source of ‘natural truth’, but 

propagates only a simple moral message, ‘Love thy neighbour’, and when people realise this 

they will see that faith is something other than natural philosophy. This is an important point. 

Spinoza states that the Bible teaches obedience to a moral message and does not offer 

                                                           
18

 Hobbes, Th. (1994), III 37. 
19

 Ibid, XXXVII. 
20

 See and listen to an interesting debate on the subject by, among others, Jonathan Israel and Steven 

Nadler at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v29FVZ0rry8. 
21

 Locke, J. (1823), 6: 401. See also Locke, J. (1958). 
22

 Spinoza (in e.g. TTP 10, G.III, 242) also limits freedom to the extent that overthrowing the 

government, disobedience of its laws or doing harm to fellow citizens is not to be tolerated. This 

position is said to leave a ‘considerable gap for unreasonable censorship’, according to Nadler, S. 

(2011), p. 211. 
23

 E5p42: ‘Beatitudo non est virtutis praemium, sed ipsa virtus; nec eadem gaudemus, quia libidines 

coercemus; sed contra quia eadem gaudemus, ideo libidines coercere possumus’. Text obtained from: 

https://users.telenet.be/rwmeijer/spinoza/works.htm?lang=E .Translation from Spinoza, B. de (1985), 

p. 616. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v29FVZ0rry8
https://users.telenet.be/rwmeijer/spinoza/works.htm?lang=E
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knowledge. Thus, philosophy and religion, reason and faith, are two distinct and exclusive 

spheres, and neither should step into the domain of the other. Not without sarcasm he writes: 

 

Scriptural doctrine contains no lofty speculations, nor philosophic reasoning, but only 

very simple matters, such as could be understood by the slowest intelligence. (13:5) 

I am consequently lost in wonder at the ingenuity of those whom I have already 

mentioned, who detect in the Bible mysteries so profound that they cannot be explained 

in human language, and who have introduced so many philosophic speculations 

into religion that the Church seems like an academy, and religion like a science, or 

rather a dispute. (13:6) It is not to be wondered at that men, who boast of possessing 

supernatural intelligence, should be unwilling to yield the palm of knowledge to 

philosophers who have only their ordinary faculties.
24

 

 

 

2.1.2  The argument of the impossibility of miracles 

 

Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus was published anonymously in 1670. In the 

sixth chapter of this work he outlines his argument against miracles. In building up his 

argument
25

, Spinoza starts with reference to ‘the common man’ (vulgus), the man who is of 

the opinion that God’s power and providence occur and are proved by miracles which are 

defined as transgressions of natural laws. According to the viewpoint of the common man, 

miracles are considered to be outside the natural order (extra naturae ordinem). This 

presupposes the existence of two powers (potentias), God and Nature. He states that common 

people imagine the power of God to be like that of some royal monarch who can intervene in 

his kingdom and that this power consists of force and energy.
26

 But Spinoza claims that 

miracles are not such interventions by God, but only regarded to be (imaginando) phenomena 

that cannot be explained naturally. When events take place people are not accustomed to 

(opera naturae insolita), they call these unusual phenomena ‘miracles‘. In fact, common 

people can only adore God and attribute all things to his power by removing (tollendo) natural 

causes. Spinoza openly ridicules the credulity of the masses and, what he thinks are, the 

nonsensical opinions of what most people believe: 

                                                           
24

 This translation of the TTP from: http://www.yesselman.com/ttpelws3.htm#CHXIII . 
25

 I will offer his argument in English translation and will put the original Latin text in brackets at 

some crucial parts in a footnote. Latin text from: http://spinozaetnous.org/wiki/Tractatus_theologico-

politicus. 
26

 The Latin reads: ‘quod Dei potentiam tanquam regiae cujusdam majestatis imperium, naturae autem 

tanquam vim et impetum imaginentur’. This is an interesting comparison. Does Spinoza refer to a 

common political opinion at that time here that the aristocrats, such as God, are some separate being or 

class, able to use their powers as they please to intervene in social and/or historical processes? Spinoza 

would deny this categorically. 

http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#quibble
http://www.yesselman.com/e2elwes.htm#40:23_reason
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#RATIONAL
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#quibble
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#Religion
http://www.yesselman.com/ttpelws2.htm#CHVI
http://www.yesselman.com/ttpelws3.htm#CHXIII
http://spinozaetnous.org/wiki/Tractatus_theologico-politicus
http://spinozaetnous.org/wiki/Tractatus_theologico-politicus
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They have no single sound idea concerning either God or nature, they confound God’s 

decrees with human decrees, they conceive nature as so limited that they believe Man to 

be its chief part (praecipuam partem esse credit)!
27

 

According to Spinoza, miracle stories are not just purely mental constructions but they 

were even made up (fingere), ‘starting with the early Jews, to create and sustain the idea that 

Jews believe themselves to be God’s favourites among Mankind and the causa finalis for 

which God created and directs all things’. All who believe this, Spinoza accuses of being 

stupid (stultitia) and arrogant. He opposes those who defend the occurrence of events contrary 

to nature based on a belief in the supernatural, since for him God is equal to Nature and not 

transcendent ‘above’ or ‘behind’ the natural world. After having opposed these, according to 

him, misleading opinions about miracles, Spinoza intends to demonstrate the following: 

I. That nature cannot be contravened, but that she preserves a fixed and immutable 

order, and at the same time I will explain what is meant by a miracle (miraculum). 

II. That God’s nature and existence, and consequently his providence, cannot be 

known from miracles, but (…) they can all be much better perceived from the fixed and 

immutable order of nature. 

III. That by the decrees and volitions, and consequently the providence of God, 

Scripture (as I will prove by Scriptural examples) means nothing but nature’s order 

following necessarily from her eternal laws.  

IV. Lastly, I will treat (…) the method of interpreting Scriptural miracles, and the 

chief points to be noted concerning the narratives of them. 

Thesis I: 

Spinoza maintains that everything that happens, takes place by the power of God’s 

decrees and his will. Since there can be no inconsistency in God, it must follow that nothing 

can happen against his decree or will. Because miracles are only regarded to be events that 

cannot be explained naturally, they are always relative to the opinions of the people present 

(ad hominum opiniones). But if this is so, then God cannot be known from miracles because 

they rely on people’s ignorance. 

This argument opposed mainline traditional theology formulated by Augustine and 

Thomas Aquinas. Augustine described a miracle initially as ‘anything which appears arduous 

or unusual, beyond the expectation or ability of the one who marvels at it’.
28

 Such an event 

was not contrary to nature but rather contrary to our knowledge of nature. In this view, a 

miracle had to have an unknown cause and it had to be unusual. According to him, the 

expression ‘contrary to nature’ may be understood in two ways. If it is understood to mean 

‘contrary to the divinely established and universal order of things’, then it is obvious, that 

God cannot act in this way as he would act against himself. But it can also be understood as 

‘contrary to what an observer knows about nature’. However, if we examine what Augustine 

included in the workings of the universal order in nature, we find in De Trinitate that God 

                                                           
27

 TTP 6, 4. 
28

 De utilitate credendi, 16.3. This and the following paragraph with translations are based on 

Goodich, M.E. (2007), pp. 13-14. 

http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#Idea
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#Nature_and_Miracles,
http://www.yesselman.com/ttpelws2.htm#6:9
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#Deus
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#EXISTENCE
http://www.yesselman.com/ttpelws2.htm#6:9
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#Volition
http://www.yesselman.com/glosindx.htm#Scripture
http://www.yesselman.com/ttpelws2.htm#6:9
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makes ‘transformations’ in the natural world which only appear to be miracles by revealing 

himself when making use of saints and angels.
29

 Miracles such as the transformation of water 

into wine he regarded as nothing more than an acceleration of the normal processes of nature, 

assuming that the seeds (semina seminum), already inherent in nature, are activated. Apart 

from this ‘natural explanation’, he also asserted in De Civitate Dei that the saints, by means of 

their miracles, could bring humanity closer to God than his angels would be able to which 

could be stimulated by prayer or by the power of grace.
30

 

Thomas Aquinas aimed at a more precise definition of ‘miracle’ and stressed that the 

essence of a miracle is not in the observer, as Augustine had maintained, but in the event 

itself. He referred to the Aristotelian doctrine of the intrinsic ‘qualities’ or ‘powers’ of 

substances.
31

 While agreeing with Augustine that a miracle is not contrary to nature, Aquinas 

argued that a miracle was nevertheless ‘apart from the order implanted in things’.
32

 An event 

is a miracle if ‘we observe the effect but do not know its cause’.
33

 In line with Aristotelian 

cosmology, Aquinas posed a hierarchy prioritizing Aristotle’s four causes. The first and 

highest one became the final efficient cause, or simply the first cause which, Aquinas 

presumed, is God. The second, third and fourth cause became the efficient, the material and 

the formal cause. He maintains that a miracle must go beyond the order usually observed in 

nature, but a miracle is not contrary to nature in any absolute sense, since it is in the nature of 

all created things to be responsive to God’s will. God may act outside of the normal pattern or 

laws of nature as we know them. 

At this point in Aquinas’ argument it can be observed that the concept of a 

‘supernatural intervention’ by God, demons and saints has already become more common in 

the thirteenth century.
34

 Miracles, in his view, do not confirm or prove the truth of testimonial 

claims that accompany them, but serve to convince the human intellect that only God can do 

acts which are clearly against the natural order. In order to resolve the problem of causation, 

whether the actor of a miracle was God, an angel or a demon, Aquinas suggests that we need 

the help of divine grace, or the spirit of prophecy, in order to enable the ‘discernment of 

spirits’.
35

 

                                                           
29

 Augustine (1968), III 4-10, V 11-12. 
30

 Augustine (1963), X and XII. 
31

 Aquinas’ most extensive treatment of the subject is in De potentia in ten articles, repeated with 

minor changes in the Summa theologiae. 
32

 Summa contra gentiles, III, 100.1. Translations in this paragraph are from Bourke, V. in: Aquinas, 

Th. (1991).  
33

 Ibid., III, 101.1. 
34

 Argument based on Deneffe, A. (1922), Lubac, H. de (1946), Saler, B. (1977), Bartlett, R. (2008) 

and Harrison, P. (2006). 
35
 Summa theologiae, II. 11, q. 174, art. 6 ad 3m. Following Jerome and Augustine, Aquinas 

maintains that in the Church ‘at all times there have not been lacking persons having 

the spirit of prophecy, not indeed for the declaration of any new doctrine of faith, but for the direction 

of human acts‘. Translation from: http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3174.htm. 
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Thesis II: 

Contrary to these traditional views, Spinoza declined all forms of transcendent 

causality. He points out that Scripture itself shows that miracles can be explained by natural 

causes but also that, if not understood correctly, believing in miracles as violations by God 

can lead to idolatry, religious confusion and misunderstanding, even to the illusion that Man 

is the culmination of the changing course of nature.
36

 True knowledge of God can only arise 

out of ‘clear and distinct ideas’. Belief in miracles, such as proposed in traditional Church 

teaching, ‘would make us doubt everything and lead us to atheism’.
37

 Put into a simple 

syllogism, Spinoza’s argument so far can be abbreviated as follows: 

 

Premise 1: God’s decrees = natural laws (Deus sive Natura). 

Premise 2: God’s decrees or natural laws cannot be violated. 

Premise 3: Miracles are defined as ‘violations of natural laws.’ 

Conclusion: Miracles are impossible by definition.  

 

From the given premises Spinoza even deducts that miracles are absurd because it 

would be foolish to think that God would contravene himself. Note that Spinoza shows the 

untenability of the definition of a miracle as a ‘violation’ or exception of laws which, as he 

presumed, were universally valid. Formulated in this way ‘miracle’ is an unclear concept. On 

a metaphysical level, the idea of substance (God = Nature) is necessary and therefore 

excludes any exception. Instead, he approaches the subject from an anthropological and 

epistemological angle.
38

 Miracles should not be understood as violations of natural laws or of 

God’s own decrees, but they are relative to people’s knowledge of natural processes which 

explains why all sorts of miracle stories can be found in all ages and cultures.  

 

Thesis III: 

After this exposition, Spinoza now turns to the Bible, in order to show that his 

approach finds support when one looks carefully at miracle narratives. He explains that the 

Bible often attributes causes directly to God but also that it can very clearly be shown from 

the texts that ‘God’s actions’ are meant to refer to natural causes. For example, God tells 

Noah that he will ‘set His bow in the cloud’
39

, referring to the rainbow which was an event 

that caused ‘wonder’ but that can now be explained as a natural phenomenon. What some 

people call a ‘miracle’ can always be explained by natural causes and some of these 

explanations are even mentioned in the text itself. For example, the plague of boils wrought 

against the Egyptians can be explained by Moses who spread ashes in the air.
40

 The plague of 

locusts could have been brought about by ‘an east wind on the land all that day and 
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 TTP 6/18. 
37

 TTP 6/28. 
38

 Remark based on Klever, W. (1999), pp.177-178 and Israel, J. (2001), p. 220. 
39

 Genesis 9:12-17. 
40
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all that night’
41

 and the splitting of the Red Sea by adding in the text that God ‘caused the sea 

to go back by a strong east wind’.
42

 

Spinoza then offers an explanation of how these stories came about and why they were 

framed to look like a violation of the order of nature.  

Scripture, as we have shown, does not aim at explaining things by their natural causes, 

but only at narrating what appeals to the popular imagination, and doing so in the 

manner best calculated to excite wonder, and consequently to impress the minds of the 

masses with devotion. If, therefore, events are found in the Bible which we cannot 

refer to their causes, nay, which seem entirely to contradict the order of nature, 

we must not come to a stand, but assuredly believe that it happened naturally.
43

 

It is not the aim of Scripture to explain things by their natural causes since the Bible is 

a book of faith. As an example, Spinoza refers to an extract from the Psalms: 

1 
Praise the LORD, my soul. 

 LORD my God, you are very great; 

 you are clothed with splendour and majesty. 
2 

The LORD wraps himself in light as with a garment; 

 He stretches out the heavens like a tent 
3 

and lays the beams of his upper chambers on their waters. 

 He makes the clouds his chariot 

 and rides on the wings of the wind. 
4 

He makes winds his messengers, 

 flames of fire his servants.
44 

The language used is poetic, and not descriptive. The purpose of this poetic language 

is to inspire people, to strengthen them, to offer them hope and move them to ‘love one 

another’. Stories about miracles are therefore to be understood as an ethical awakening which 

function socially as a binding factor and as a motivational force in political change.
45

 True 

believers (or philosophers) would see clearly through the imagined constructs or prophetic 

representations. They would seek understanding from clear concepts in order to reach true 

salvation which lies solely in virtue and peace of mind. Only those activities (opera) in nature 

which we clearly understand advance our knowledge of God and constitute a clear 

(clarissime) expression of God’s will and decrees. 
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 Exodus 10:13. 
42

 Exodus 14:21. 
43

 TTP 6, 21: ‘non est, res per causas naturales docere, sed tantum eas res narrare, quae imaginationem 
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Spinoza continues his analysis by pointing out that many forms of literature can be 

found in Scripture. Some parts are poetic in form, such as the Psalms or the Book of 

Lamentations, while others are of a historical nature, such as Kings or Judges. Nevertheless, 

all are written from the perspective of faith. He concludes his demonstration of his third thesis 

by saying that if in Scripture something is incongruent with natural laws and the perspective 

of faith, the text must have been corrupted, or we must ‘believe it to have been foisted into the 

Sacred Writings by irreligious hands’.
46

 

 

Thesis IV: 

What follows next is a new element in Spinoza’s clarification of miracle stories. When 

stories are told, it is quite common that the account of what happened becomes mixed with 

the narrator’s own worldview, personal judgment, prejudice and/or interest.
47

 To confirm this, 

as an example, he refers to the story of Joshua stopping the sun. In that age people still 

thought that the earth stood still and that the sun and other celestial objects moved around it. 

According to Spinoza, the Jews constructed the miracle story in an ancient geocentric 

worldview which explains why Scripture says that the sun stood still. In their understanding 

this would clearly be an unnatural event and thus framed within the limited knowledge of 

nature in that era. The purpose of the story is to move people to devotion, and not to point out 

that God ‘stops the sun’. 

But, according to him, there was also another purpose of telling the story this way. 

Being surrounded by ‘heathens’ who worshipped the sun as their god, the Jews made up 

(fingere) this part of the story to show that the sun is not a god, but that there is another power 

(numinis), the god of the Jews, who ordered it to interrupt its natural course. 

Spinoza’s analysis of this biblical text concludes with the argument that one should 

not believe things to be real which are in fact only ‘prophetic representations’ or symbolic and 

imaginary parts of a story.
48

 For example, he quotes the stories of Mount Sinai which 

‘was completely in smoke, because the LORD descended upon it in fire’
49

 and of Elijah and 

Elisha where
 
‘it happened, as they continued on and talked, that suddenly a chariot of 

fire appeared with horses of fire, and separated the two of them; and Elijah went up by a 

whirlwind into heaven’.
50

 

In addition, he says there may be confusion based on anthropomorphism, for instance 

when it is said that ‘God is jealous, and the LORD avenges; The LORD avenges and is furious. 

The LORD will take vengeance on His adversaries, And He reserves wrath for His enemies’.
51

 

God is ascribed to have human capacities such as feelings, a will and an intellect but this not 

to be taken literally. This also applies to his ‘acts’ in miracle narratives. But this expression 

should not be taken literally since God does not ‘act’ as humans do, according to reason or 

purpose. 
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 TTP 6, 23 reads: ‘credendum id a sacrilegis hominibus Sacris Literis adjectum fuisse’. 
47
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50
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Aristotle’s final cause, that a given phenomenon can be explained and understood with 

reference to a goal or purpose, had become a cornerstone of medieval theologians who argued 

that this idea fitted very neatly into the biblical narratives of God’s creation. The final cause 

was adapted to the Christian doctrine of a God who made the world according to a certain 

plan, analogous to a human craftsman who makes artefacts to fulfil certain purposes. But, 

Spinoza maintains, the ascribed transcendence and anthropomorphic capacities, if taken 

literally, can become misguided religious beliefs because they obscure the truth of God as an 

immanent, impersonal power, thus preventing human beings from attaining genuine 

happiness, or ‘blessedness’.
52

 

The claim that God ‘rules’, that he is ‘sovereign’, and that he can freely use his power 

to ‘suspend’ the natural order can, in Spinoza’s view, also become a dangerous way of 

manipulating the ignorant masses.
53

 Describing God in an image as a ‘sovereign’ who can 

make these exceptions as he pleases, could even be misused by worldly sovereigns as a seal 

of divine authority of their own rule.
54

 It is only by true knowledge which includes true ideas 

of the laws of nature that Man is able to become free of these manipulations. 

 

 

2.1.3 A rational explanation of Joshua stopping the sun 

 

How does Spinoza explain miracle stories about events that are clearly not in 

agreement with known natural laws? As an example, we will look at his explanation of the 

story in Joshua, Chapter 10. 

5 
Then the five kings of the Amorites – the kings of Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, 

Lachish and Eglon – joined forces. They moved up with all their troops and took up 

positions against Gibeon and attacked it. 
6 

The Gibeonites then sent word to Joshua in 

the camp at Gilgal: ‘Do not abandon your servants. Come up to us quickly and save us! 

Help us, because all the Amorite kings from the hill country have joined forces against 

us.’ 
7 

So Joshua marched up from Gilgal with his entire army, including all the best 

fighting men. 
8 

The LORD said to Joshua, ‘Do not be afraid of them; I have given them 

into your hand. Not one of them will be able to withstand you.’ 
9 

After an all-night 

march from Gilgal, Joshua took them by surprise. 
10 

The LORD threw them into 

confusion before Israel, so Joshua and the Israelites defeated them completely at 
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Gibeon. Israel pursued them along the road going up to Beth Horon and cut them down 

all the way to Azekah and Makkedah. 
11 

As they fled before Israel on the road down 

from Beth Horon to Azekah, the LORD hurled large hailstones down on them, and more 

of them died from the hail than were killed by the swords of the Israelites. 
12 

On the day 

the LORD gave the Amorites over to Israel, Joshua said to the LORD in the presence of 

Israel: ‘Sun, stand still over Gibeon, and you, moon, over the Valley of Aijalon.’ 
13 

So the sun stood still, and the moon stopped, till the nation avenged itself on its 

enemies, as it is written in the Book of Jashar. The sun stopped in the middle of the sky 

and delayed going down about a full day. 
14 

There has never been a day like it before or 

since, a day when the LORD listened to a human being. Surely the LORD was fighting for 

Israel! 

Now we look at Spinoza’s interpretation of this miracle story in the TTP, Chapter 2: 

(…) nothing is more clear in the Bible, than that Joshua, and perhaps 

also the author who wrote his history, thought that the sun revolves round the earth, and 

that the earth is fixed, and further that the sun for a certain period remained still. (69) 

Many, who will not admit any movement in the heavenly bodies, explain away the 

passage until it seems to mean something quite different; others, who have learned to 

philosophise more correctly, and understand that the earth moves while the sun is still, 

or at any rate does not revolve round the earth, try with all their might to wrest this 

meaning from Scripture, though plainly nothing of the sort is intended. (70) Such 

quibblers excite my wonder! (71) Are we, forsooth, bound to believe that Joshua the 

Soldier was a learned astronomer? Or that a miracle could not be revealed to him, or 

that the light of the sun could not remain longer than usual above the horizon, without 

his knowing the cause? (72) To me both alternatives appear ridiculous, and therefore I 

would rather say, that Joshua was ignorant of the true cause of the lengthened day, and 

that he and the whole host with him thought that the sun moved round the earth every 

day, and that on that particular occasion it stood still for a time, thus causing the light to 

remain longer; and I would say, that they did not conjecture that, from the amount of 

snow in the air (see Josh. X:11), the refraction may have been greater than usual, or that 

there may have been some other cause which we will not now inquire into.
55

 

Looking at Spinoza’s exegesis of this miraculous story, it is clear that he rejects the 

notion that a supernatural event, or an occurrence contrary to natural laws, could have taken 

place from his position that all events, including what the biblical writers reported as 

miracles, must be made understandable and explainable within the universal order of nature.  

 It is in this specific sense that Spinoza can be said to explain tales about miracles in natural 

terms.
56

 This implies that, in his view, only those who know about the laws of nature, the laws 

of mathematics, physics, and optics, would be equipped to explain what truly happened. In the 

example mentioned, he introduces Galileo’s heliocentric cosmology which could not have 
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been known by Joshua or the writer of the account.
57

 Spinoza does, however, look for details 

in the text itself which support a natural explanation of the miraculous event. For example, the 

hailstones (verse 11) could have been the explanation for a greater refraction than normal. 

In this approach in the TTP, Spinoza does not adhere to traditional theories of 

accommodation as used by many commentators who tried to demonstrate that the prophets 

did know the true causes of events, but adjusted their stories to the level of understanding of 

the masses.
58

 The prophets, he contends in the TTP, could not have known the laws of nature 

that were discovered much later.  

Spinoza rejects all ‘dogmatic’ attempts to force philosophical constructions upon 

Scripture such as those of the Aristotelians who are of the opinion that the heavenly spheres 

are immobile, and those of the Cartesians who assumed the whirling of heavenly objects 

(vortices) in the solar system. For him, these are anachronistic attempts which do not do 

justice to the text itself that does contain important clues as to the natural causes of so-called 

miracles. 

 

2.1.4 Salvation as Spinoza’s scope  

 

In the aforementioned method of interpretation, Spinoza ‘cleanses’ Scripture by 

cutting off all inessential parts which contradict natural explanations, including miracle 

stories. But he does not aim at the end of theology, only the end of traditional theology. 

Scripture still remains useful as a guide to salvation. Natural philosophy is called upon here to 

play its role, which is to liberate people from all sorts of coercion and oppression within the 

framework of a new form of theology. His approach implies a devastating criticism of the 

traditional, Judeo-Christian worldview, but also the search for a life of true blessedness based 

on Scripture. Spinoza aims at an ethical way of life that will make people truly free as is 

proclaimed by what he regards as Jesus’ core-teaching of Scripture, to love God and the 

neighbour as oneself.
59

 In this respect, Spinoza can be considered as the one who was at the 

cradle of liberal theology which would develop from the nineteenth century onwards. 

In the TTP, Spinoza represents Jesus, to whom he always refers as ‘Christ’, as an ideal 

philosopher, rather than just a historical, religious figure. Virtually every passage in which 

Spinoza discusses Jesus is preceded or followed by contrasting him to Moses. In Spinoza’s 

view, Moses made it possible for the Jews to be united and to have a shared goal. The 

prophets conceived many images to represent the relationship of God and the world, but 

Spinoza regarded their prophecies as inconsistent and contradictory. 

At this point he can be said to disagree with his great predecessor Maimonides. For 

Spinoza, the knowledge of all the prophets, except Jesus, is irrational and not, as Maimonides 
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had maintained, ‘supra-rational’. Maimonides presupposed the Aristotelian analysis of 

imagination (De anima, Gamma 3) by which ‘imagination is thus essentially distinguished 

from sensory perception’.
60

 Spinoza does not accept this distinction, and is therefore able to 

oppose Maimonides’ view of prophecy which, according to him, is subjective and similar to 

belief in miracles.
61

 In the terminology of the Ethics, imagination is non-rational knowledge 

of the first kind (opinio, imaginatio), always inferior to rational knowledge of the second 

(ratio) or third kind (scientia intuitiva).
62

 The exception to this theory of prophecy is Jesus. 

His divine moral law is seen as, and remains, the true guide for achieving salvation or 

blessedness. Spinoza writes: 

No one except Christ received the revelations of God without the aid of imagination, 

whether in words or vision. Therefore, the power of prophecy implies not a peculiarly 

perfect mind, but a peculiarly vivid imagination.
63

 

Because Christ had ‘a perfect mind’, purely rational, not mixed up with imaginations, 

Spinoza claims that Christ is the way to salvation. Moses was an extraordinary statesman, 

who imagined God as a lawgiver to the Jews, whereas God revealed himself immediately to 

Christ.
64

 His perfect understanding led to legislation that was universal. As a philosopher, 

Jesus expressed true or necessary laws as moral teachings. For example, rather than forbid 

adultery with a commandment, Jesus taught that loyalty to one’s partner is secured only by 

conquering one’s desires.
65

 Such a moral teaching does not require obedience to a law but 

rational cognition of the true good. Spinoza’s horizon was widened considerably by this 

ultimate scope of what he concluded as the true meaning of Scripture: the salvation and 

liberation of all people, not only from the Mosaic law, but from any form of authoritarian 

coercion.
66

 

 

 This concludes my clarification of Spinoza’s rationalistic argument. As I will show in 

Section 2.3, this argument still plays a role in the current debate on miracles in the 

argumentation of the New Atheists. They also make use of the arguments of David Hume 

who, with Spinoza, became the most influential philosopher from the Enlightenment to cast 

doubt on the reality of biblical and any other miracle story. Hume’s arguments to which I will 

turn now will be outlined against the background of Spinoza’s Ethics and the TTP. 

                                                           
60

 Strauss, L. (1965), p. 183 
61

 On this topic, also see contributions by Fraenkel, C. (2006) and (2013), and Ravven, H.M. (2001). 
62

 Spinoza discusses the three kinds of knowledge in E2P40s2. The first can be acquired by random 

experience from singular things (opinio) and from imagination (imaginatio), and the second (ratio) 

from the fact that we have common notions and adequate ideas of the properties of things. The third 

kind of knowledge (scientia intuitiva) allows us to have adequate knowledge which allows us to know 

things truly; it ‘proceeds from an adequate idea of certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge 

of the essence of things’. 
63

 TTP 1, 21: ‘Asserimus itaque praeter Christum, neminem nisi imaginationis ope, videlicet ope 

verborum, aut imaginum, Dei revelata accepisse, atque adeo ad prophetizandum non esse opus 

perfectiore mente, sed vividiore imaginatione’. 
64

 TTP 4, 64-65. 
65

 TTP 5, 70-71. 
66

 The paragraph is based on Frankel, S. (2001), pp. 287-315. 



24 
 

 

 

2.2  Hume’s empirical enterprise 

 

2.2.1 Spinoza and Hume: away from safe Newtonianism 

 

Spinoza and David Hume (1711-1776) both shared important views, even to such an 

extent that there is still an ongoing debate about whether or not Hume was a Spinozist and 

how radical Hume was compared to Spinoza.
67

 Considering the scope of this study, I will not 

go in depth into these topics, but in the paragraphs which follow I will briefly answer these 

questions. 

Just like Spinoza, who was excommunicated by his own Jewish community and who 

was strongly rejected in conservative Christian circles throughout Europe, Hume also had to 

be careful with his publications. He was forced by his publisher to delay his essays ‘Of 

Suicide’ and ‘Of the Immortality of the Soul’ because of the sensitivity of these subjects. In 

the first essay, he argues that suicide is neither immoral nor irreligious, and in the second he 

defends the position that there is no good evidence for Man’s immortality. When he intended 

to rewrite the first two books of the Treatise of Human Nature in 1748, calling it Inquiry 

concerning Human Understanding
68

, he included two extra chapters which had previously 

been written but not published as he was afraid of possible consequences. One of these 

chapters was called ‘Of miracles’. 

These circumstances make it difficult to interpret Hume’s work. According to Gaskin 

he uses ‘abundant prudence in disguising his real opinions with ambiguous irony and even, on 

occasions, with denials of his own apparent conclusions’.
69

 On the one hand, Hume utters 

severe criticism on religion in general. But on the other hand, he also makes generally 

accepted statements of faith. His Natural History of Religion, for example, reads like a 

reductionistic approach of religion based on human nature, although in the Introduction he 

states: 

The whole frame of nature bespeaks an intelligent author; and no rational enquirer can, 

after serious reflection, suspend his belief a moment with regard to the primary 

principles of genuine Theism and Religion.
70
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The difficulty of interpreting Hume is also the case on the subject of miracles. After 

criticising them by putting forward arguments in which he concludes that miracles are 

‘impossible’, he also states that ‘our most holy religion is founded on faith, not on reason’.
71

 

Gaskin argues that Hume wrote in such a manner that he would have ample defensive 

material in his publications should he be accused of atheism. In this way, his seemingly 

orthodox remarks are ‘not a sincere fideistic defence’ but rather a matter of ‘defensive irony’, 

placed strategically in his argument for future protection.
72

 But when these evasive and 

concealing strategic remarks are discarded, Hume’s criticism of miracles is undeniable and it 

strikes at the heart of Christian doctrine. 

His views, just as Spinoza’s, were radical, and far removed from the safe 

Newtonianism in which different understandings of the same phenomena were generally 

accepted. Newtonians maintained a philosophical definition of a miracle as a violation of the 

laws of nature which, in their understanding, did not harm the theological definition of a 

miracle as something clearly unusual which only could have been caused by God. In this way 

they could retain their position as Christian apologists. Spinoza and Hume, however, opposed 

this generally accepted harmonising approach by denying miracles, although from different 

points of departure. 

Spinoza, as we have seen, deduced from ‘clear ideas’ that a miracle, understood as an 

event contrary to the universal natural order, is impossible. In his rationalistic approach, 

certainty of knowledge can only be acquired from innate, clear ideas independent from 

experience. Sensory experience is not to be trusted, because our senses can be deceived, 

unlike pure reason. 

Hume agreed with Spinoza that we cannot rely on the common-sense statements of 

popular superstition, but approached the aim of achieving clarity not by means of what he 

called Spinoza’s abstract metaphysical speculation
73

, but by developing more fully the 

consequences of Locke’s empiricism through applying the scientific methods of observation 

to the study of human nature.  

Contrary to Spinoza’s view, Locke posits that the mind at birth is empty, a tabula 

rasa. There are no innate, or God-given, ideas in the mind, only an innate capacity to reason. 

All of our knowledge comes from experience of the physical world through sensory 

perception. His main argument against innate ideas is that, if such ideas would exist, they 

would be universal. However, he argues that there is not one single idea that is universally 

held. Previously, rationalists such as Descartes and Spinoza had argued that some ideas, such 

as about morality and the idea of God, were innate and universal, but Locke raises the point 

that there are many examples of people who have no conception of these ideas, such as 

children and the mentally ill.  

Locke also introduced the idea of simple and complex ideas to distinguish between 

ideas which we gain through sensory perception and ideas which we create in our minds. 

Simple ideas are the impressions we gain from sensory perception, for example the taste or 

colour of something. They are the building blocks that allow us to create complex ideas. 
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Complex ideas are the result of combining our raw-sense impressions. For example the 

combination of the ideas of roundness, fuzzy texture and the colour yellow leads to the 

complex idea of a tennis ball. 

Hume agreed with Locke that the mind is a tabula rasa, but disagrees with the idea of 

an innate capacity to reason. He maintains that it is only through sensory perception that 

humans have the capacity to reason and hold ideas. According to him, all ideas come from 

two types of experience: outward and inward impressions. Outward impressions come 

through our senses, whereas inward impressions come from internal reflection. 

Hume’s idea of outward and inward impressions is similar to Locke’s theory of simple 

and complex ideas. Outward impressions are simple ideas gathered through sensory 

experience, whereas inward impressions are constructions of the mind, built from simple 

ideas, allowing us to create ideas of things we have no experience of. For example, we can 

imagine a centaur, even though we have never experienced one by combining the simple ideas 

of a man and a horse. Hume makes a strict division between these ‘relations of ideas’, 

knowledge a priori, and ‘matters of fact’, knowledge a posteriori, which is based on outward 

impressions. According to him, a priori knowledge can tell us nothing new about the world.  

 

 

2.2.2 Miracles not impossible, but extremely improbable 

 

In this study I will explain Hume’s argument in ‘Of Miracles’, Chapter 10 of the EHU 

against the background of his theory of induction. I will introduce this explanation with an 

example which Hume uses, clearly aimed at denying Christ’s resurrection: We observe that 

we all must die and that nobody has ever come back from the dead; therefore we conclude 

from experience that everyone must die and that no one will ever come back to life. In 

philosophical terms in this kind of reasoning it is assumed that a posteriori knowledge is 

based on induction: From our regular experience we derive a general rule but the critique is 

that the conclusion goes too far since its possibility cannot be excluded. Exceptions, such as a 

resurrection, although maybe unlikely and never experienced so far, always remain possible 

but they do face a large number of cases that confirm the contrary. 

But Hume did not believe that we can justify a belief based on induction. He argues as 

follows: the principle of induction does not state any ‘relation of ideas’. Relations of ideas are 

known as ‘intuitively and demonstratively certain’ because ‘propositions of this kind are 

discoverable by the mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere 

existent in the universe’.
74

 A mathematical example is, ‘If A is longer than B, and B is longer 

than C, then A is longer than C’ or the Pythagorean Theorem ‘in a right triangle, the square of 

a (a
2
) plus the square of b (b

2
) is equal to the square of c (c

2
)’. These are examples of an 

‘eternal truth’, deductively certain and not dependent on experience. Another example is 

‘Vixens are foxes’ because female foxes are foxes by definition, and if we would say that 

female foxes are not foxes, we would make a contradiction in terms. Propositions of this kind 

are certain by the mere operation of reason, without dependence on experience.  
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Hume argued that anything we know that is not true by definition or logic alone, every 

‘matter of fact’, we establish only by learning and testing through our senses, by using 

observation and employing induction and reasoning about probability. This knowledge is not 

ascertained in the same way as relation of ideas, and thus does not have the same absolute 

certainty.  

When Hume considers the principle of induction, he concludes that this principle is 

also inferred. Induction is not a relation of ideas, and it cannot be justified by an appeal to our 

experience.
75

 Similarly, induction can also not be justified by making an appeal to natural 

laws. Natural laws are not logically or deductively certain but only probable as they rest on a 

vast number of occurrences. Returning to the example, from the fact that nobody has ever 

returned from the dead, Hume concludes that it is most improbable that this could have 

occurred in the past or could occur in the future, and that therefore one has a good reason not 

to believe such a claim, based on the inductive rule that ‘All inferences from experience 

suppose, as their foundation, that the future will resemble the past’.
76

 

According to Hume, our daily lives are ruled not by reason but by custom. We do not 

consider logical possibilities, but project and expect already experienced regularities from the 

past to happen in the future. The projection of widely observed, uniform regularities is the 

highest degree of available, reliable knowledge of matters of fact. This strengthens the 

conviction that these regularities will continue. Although exceptions are always possible, they 

should be treated with scepticism and disbelief, as the counterevidence of observed 

regularities always outweighs the contrary. 

An important element in Hume’s theory of induction is that ‘all arguments concerning 

matters of fact are founded on the relation of cause and effect’.
77

 If we bounce a billiard ball 

against another, we expect the other to move away. And if we walk on a beach and find a 

watch, we will conclude that someone else must have lost it there. It is constantly supposed 

that there is a connection between a present fact and its causes. The knowledge of this 

relationship is not attained by reasoning a priori, but arises entirely from experience. We 

draw the inference without reasoning or argument, but based on the principle of association, 

which he calls ‘custom’, without pretending that such a label explains it at all. 

Custom is a disposition of the mind which we have in the face of experience of a 

‘constant conjunction’. He calls it 

the great guide of human life (…) Without the influence of custom, we should be 

entirely ignorant of every matter of fact beyond what is immediately present to the 
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memory and senses. We should never know how to adjust means to ends, or to employ 

our natural powers in the production of any effect.
78

  

We constantly find one thing followed by the other, and we get used to these kinds of 

sequences. Without custom, we would be unable to draw inferences, and so we would have no 

knowledge of anything. Hume discusses the way we apply probability in forming beliefs 

about matters of fact. Our beliefs about matters of fact are formed by repeated exposure to the 

facts. So he talks of ‘degrees of belief’, which can be exactly matched to how frequently 

something occurs in our experience. 

On the basis of the difference between relation of ideas and matters of fact, Hume 

distinguishes demonstrations, proofs and probabilities. A demonstration is a deductive 

argument concerning relations of ideas. Proofs and probabilities are inductive arguments from 

experience. The first is the strongest possible argument. For example, the proof is strong that 

after winter, it will be spring again, or that the sun will rise tomorrow, following the night. No 

exceptions are recorded so far and an almost endless number of confirmations of these 

occurrences have taken place. When proofs conflict, we should maintain the proof with the 

better evidential support, both quantitatively and qualitatively. A probability involves 

projecting a well-supported regularity, but with exceptions. For example, when trains 

generally arrive 95% on time, the probability that a specific train will be on time is therefore 

highly probable, but it is no proof. 

 

 

2.2.3 Understanding ‘Of miracles’: the principal argument 

  

In ‘Of Miracles’ Hume starts his argument with the definition of a miracle as ‘a 

violation of the laws of nature by a particular violation of the deity, or by the interposition of 

some invisible agent’. In this definition, ‘a miracle’ is regarded as an exception to one of the 

best uniform regularities we possess. From his theory of induction he argues that the proof or 

probability of a miracle is so unlikely that we do not have to believe it. The balance of 

evidence will always be against miracles, defined and understood in this way. 

In contrast to Spinoza, Hume does not argue that miracles oppose inviolable laws of 

nature. For Spinoza, arguing from clear rational ideas, a scientific law was universal and 

immutable. But Hume maintains that the widely-observed regularity of a natural uniformity 

makes miracles so extremely improbable, that we do not have to believe in them. Any 

testimony or claim that aims to overturn such regularity faces the Herculean task of providing 

powerful evidence to the contrary.  

Let’s look at his principal argument more closely. Hume defines a miracle as a 

‘violation of the laws of nature’ against which the proof is enormous ‘as a firm and 

unalterable experience has established these laws’.
79

 Therefore, there is a uniform experience 

which amounts to a proof against any miraculous event. And as, according to him, ‘a wise 
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man proportions his belief to the evidence’, we never have sufficient evidence to believe in 

miracles.
80

 

Using Hume’s own formulations, one could schematise his principal argument as 

follows:
81

 

 

1. Natural laws are proved by ‘firm and unalterable’ experiences. 

2. Their proofs ‘cannot be destroyed (…) but by an opposite proof which is superior’ 

3. The proof against any violation is ‘as entire as any argument from experience can 

  possibly be imagined’. 

4. A miracle is defined as a violation of natural laws 

5. Conclusion: there is a direct and full proof against any miracle. 

 

The claim in the second premise, that miracles could be possible in principle, is 

immediately cancelled by premise 3 which causes the conclusion to leave no room for any 

claim for the existence of miracles. 

The second argument, based on the first, is against the possibility of establishing the 

existence of a miracle. It can be formulated as follows: 

 

1. There is a ‘direct and full proof against the existence of any miracle’. 

2. A miracle ‘cannot be rendered credible, but by an opposite proof which is superior’. 

3. The proof against a miracle is ‘as entire as any argument from experience can 

    possibly be imagined’. 

4. Conclusion: There is a direct and full proof that a miracle cannot be rendered   

    credible. 

 

Hume’s third argument goes on to show that no testimony is sufficient to establish a 

miracle. Suppose we would be able to find proof of a miracle, for example through 

trustworthy witnesses or by reliable testimonies, then ‘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’. The argument can be structured as follows: 

 

1. Testimonies of miracles exist. 

2. The proof against them is ‘as entire as any argument from experience can 

    possibly be imagined’. 

3. In a ‘mutual destruction of arguments’, counterproof of natural laws always 

    outbalances the proof of the testimony of an exception or a miracle. 

4. Conclusion: ‘No testimony is ever sufficient to establish a miracle’.
82

 

 

A resurrection is a miracle because it is an exceptional event that is claimed to have 

taken place. Since this is an exception to the rule of people’s regular experiences, any 
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testimony of these events should be treated with scepticism. Hume concludes that when 

someone reports that he saw a dead man alive again, we should not judge this to be true, but 

rather ask ourselves if it would be more probable that this person deceives us or is deceived 

himself. 

The second part of Hume’s definition of ‘miracle’ entails the problem of causation. 

His critique on this point is that an assumed causation by a god, or any other spiritual being, 

cannot be established by sense impressions but is, at most, a complex idea. This means that 

although we can imagine that a god, a saint or evil demon interferes in the world this should 

not be considered to be a ‘real’ cause, but just a thought in our imagination, just as we can 

imagine a centaur, for example. 

 

In the twentieth century Hume’s argument was criticised by a number of philosophers 

in the empirical tradition who attempted to improve on this type of argumentation. I will add 

these improvements in the following paragraphs in order to complete the critique on miracles 

from the empirical approach. 

Anthony Flew held against Hume that he is unable to explain the advance of science. 

Discovered exceptions to known natural regularities, which according to Hume would never 

contradict the overwhelming evidence in favour of a law based on induction, have proved to 

lead to an adjustment, or renewal, of formulated theories. Hume’s mistake, according to Flew, 

was that when he fixated on what is possible and what seems impossible, and that ‘he failed to 

appreciate that all such canons are themselves subject to criticism and correction’.
83

 

McKinnon added that if laws of nature are described as ‘shorthand descriptions of the 

actual course of events’, and a miracle as ‘a suspension of the actual course of events’, the 

result will be a contradiction as all events are presumed to occur according to these laws.
84

 

Nowell-Smith reasoned that an event which deviates from what is currently known about 

regularities in nature, such as a miracle, principally remains an event which may still be 

explained by science one day. However, if on the basis of available evidence, the existence of 

miracles could be proved at all, it can never be concluded that God could be the efficient 

cause as this claim is beyond any form of verification. To maintain that a miracle is 

‘inexplicable’ is, according to him, already beyond the competence of a scientist. Moreover, 

to say that miracles must be ascribed to ‘supernatural agents is to say something that no one 

could possibly have the right to affirm on the evidence alone’.
85

  

Diamond echoed this criticism by arguing that the recognition of a miracle would 

totally ignore the scientific method, which makes it unacceptable to maintain the true 

occurrence of such an event. According to him, ‘nothing logically would prevent a scientist 

from accepting the supernatural interpretation of an utterly extraordinary occurrence, 

[however], on the functional level this would involve a sell-out of science’.
86

 

All these arguments against miracles are of a logical nature, not because miracles 

could never happen in principal, but for the reason that the assumed supernatural causation of 
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miracles, as defined by Hume, entails a claim that fundamentally contradicts the scientific 

method which is not able to account for ‘transcendent causation’.  

 

 

2.2.4 Calculated contributions with Bayes’ Theorem  

 

 One of the key philosophical problems in the debate on miracles in Britain in the 

eighteenth century was presented in Locke’s ‘Essay Concerning Human Understanding’ 

(1690). In this essay, Locke questions how one should estimate belief when the two main 

sources of credibility, ‘common observation in like cases’ and ‘particular testimonies’, are at 

odds. Hume’s arguments on the likelihood or probability of miraculous events as stated in 

testimonies are a good example of this problem. As we have seen, in this debate Hume refers 

regularly to the testimony of someone who claims, against all odds, to have seen a miracle. In 

this argument he specifically attacks miracles as defended by the Church. 

Hume uses no mathematical terms to formulate his arguments, but others have 

attempted to clarify his argument by applying Bayes’ Theorem. While there is no evidence of 

a direct link between Thomas Bayes (1702-1761) and Hume, it is agreed that there is an 

indirect connection based on the fact that Bayes’ ideas on probability in his ‘Essay Towards 

Solving a Problem in the Doctrine of Chances’
87

 were published after his death in 1763 by 

Hume’s correspondent Richard Price. The last of Price’s Four dissertations, published in 

1767, was entitled The importance of Christianity, the nature of historical evidence, and 

miracles. Price uses Bayes’ Theorem to assess probabilities applied in Hume’s arguments, 

and shows how degrees of belief in a hypothesis vary in the light of new evidence.  

In the philosophical debate about miracles today, there are still contributors to the 

probabilistic, Bayesian implications of Hume’s work ‘Of Miracles’.
88

 The philosopher of 

religion Richard Swinburne is a good example of this strategy. However, he uses probalistic 

theory to show the exact opposite of what Hume claimed to point out, namely that biblical 

miracles most probably did take place. When reading the upcoming technical and abstract 
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paragraphs
89

, it will be essential to grasp the main idea that probability calculus can be of use 

in the formalisation of Hume’s principal argument. This strategy will return later in my 

explanation of Swinburne’s argument. 

It can be argued that Hume actually formulated a probabilistic argument
90

, estimating 

the chance that a miracle would actually have occurred on the basis of evidence. It must be 

remembered that the probability of the event can be calculated, irrespective of the nature (or 

cause) of that event (natural or supernatural). The relevant notion of ‘miracle’ from Hume’s 

definition is thus to be understood here as an unprecedented or extremely rare event and is not 

concerned with the second part of his definition, the assumed cause of an intrusion by a ‘deity 

or by the interposition of some invisible agent’. Framed in probability calculus in Bayes’ 

Theorem, Hume’s principal argument on miracles could look like this: 

 

 
      

       
 

    

     

      

       
 (1) 

 

where P is the probability that a miracle M has occurred, considering the available evidence E. 

Technically, the equation says that the posterior chance of M (that is, the ratio of the posterior 

probability of M to the posterior probability of its negation) equals the product of the prior 

chance and the Bayes factor. In other words, M becomes more plausible when we take into 

account evidence E that is more to be expected if M is true than if M is false. Hume’s 

argument, however, centres not only on direct evidence, but also on the credibility of claims 

or testimonies of people that a miracle has occurred. So equation (1) should be rewritten as: 

 

 

 

 

                  

                   
 

    

     

                  

                   
 (2) 

 

Subsequently, equation (2) can be abbreviated on the condition that all n testimonies are 

independent and of equal weight: 

                  

                   
 

    

     
 
          

           
 

 

 (3) 

 

If                         , then it follows that the evidence of testimony can never 

overcome the antecedent presumption that a miracle is false, as argued for by Hume. As 

Charles Babbage puts it: 
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[I]f independent witnesses can be found, who speak truth more frequently than 

falsehood, it is ALWAYS possible to assign a number of independent witnesses, the 

improbability of the falsehood of whose concurring testimony shall be greater than the 

improbability of the alleged miracle.91 

Hume, however, if he had used Bayes’ Theorem, could argue that the posterior probability of 

M will exceed 0.5 only if             , but he presumes that it will be much less as it 

always will be overpowered by the strength of        . In the debate in which Bayes’ 

Theorem is used, Holder supports this view
92

 but Millican denies it, in search of other 

probabilistic interpretations of Hume’s maxim that ‘no testimony is sufficient to establish a 

miracle’.
93

 Calculations can be made when ‘reliable and trustworthy individuals reported 

witnessing a miracle when no such thing actually occurred’
94

 on one side of the equation, 

which increases the probability of the true occurrence of a miracle, but this will always be 

outweighed by the probability that it did not, considering overwhelming counterevidence on 

the other side of the equation. 

Hume’s argument based on his theory of inference assumes that the probability that an 

unexpected fact such as a miracle actually happened is extremely low against the 

overwhelming evidence of experience that such an occurrence has never taken place. We can 

apply the Bayesian approach to inductive inference by updating probabilities in the light of 

new facts and background knowledge. If        is the probability that miracle M happened, 

given background knowledge B (the prior probability of M), then, when one learns new fact f, 

one should assign a new probability (the posterior probability) to M which looks like: 

 

 

 
         

              

      
 (4) 

Hume’s question about the epistemic value of testimonies in the case of miracles, 

considering a vast opposing corpus of existing observations, can be rephrased in Bayesian 

terms by asking what the posterior probability of a miracle is on the basis of testimony. Given 

the background knowledge, the posterior probability is dependent upon the prior probability 

of the miracle, the probability that the witness is reliable and the probability of collecting 

relevant testimony from a witness. 
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2.2.5 Understanding ‘Of miracles’: particular arguments 

 

With regard to Hume’s principal argument, based on his theory of induction, miracles 

should always remain a possibility. However, he contradicts this philosophical strategy by 

excluding all testimonies about miracles in the light of a vast number of experiences which 

plead against such occurrences. This is confirmed in a number of additional particular 

arguments. These arguments are not original and were put forward by several deists during 

the debate from about 1700, but with Hume they came to play a more dominant role in 

discussions with religious opponents.
95

 

Firstly, there is the argument from unfavourable conditions. Hume provides a list of 

conditions which have to be met in order to accept a testimony of a miracle: It should be 

attested to 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’ with a great deal of ‘credit and reputation’. In addition, the 

performance must be in such a public manner and in ‘so celebrated part of the world, as to 

render the detection unavoidable’.
96

 In his History of England Hume elaborates on this 

argument by referring specifically to biblical examples of alleged miracles. But much of his 

discussion amounts to irony and mockery. He assesses the Bible as a historical document, 

judging it more probable that the writers of the Gospels are mistaken about miracles than that 

the laws of nature were violated. 

Secondly, Hume uses an argument from the passions and wonder. He assumes that 

there is a tendency in human nature to interpret a testimony of a miracle in a ‘passion of 

surprise and wonder’, rather than using common sense and relying on facts and truth. This 

argument he applies not just to miracles but to religion in general. It means to say that religion 

should be based on reason and experience, not on passions: When sensational stories are 

believed in, what he calls, ‘heated imagination’, rational thinking is absent, and people can 

become nothing more than enthusiastic religionists. Their love of wonder clouds their faculty 

of reason and disrupts common sense.  

A third argument from ignorance and barbarism is added by explaining that miracle 

stories are mainly to be found among ‘ignorant and barbarous nations (…), who transmitted 

them with that inviolable sanction and authority’.
97

 He explains that it can be understood why 

in his enlightened age reports of miracles have disappeared: People did not believe in them 

any longer because of an increasing knowledge of natural philosophy. He disqualifies 

miracles as ‘lies, which have spread and flourished to such a monstrous height’. 
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The fourth argument from parity can be presented in the following syllogism: 

 

Premise 1: Testimonies of miracles can be found in all religions. 

Premise 2: A miracle establishes or proves a particular system of religion 

 Conclusion: A testimony of a miracle destroys testimonies of rival religious systems, 

     and vice versa, which is to say that testimonies destroy themselves. 

 

The strength of this argument rests on the presumption that a miracle would prove the 

truth of a religious system, and that this would disprove the truth of rival systems. In this 

particular context of a religious pluralism in Protestant England in the seventeenth century, 

miracles were at the middle of rational discourse about truth claims of a religion as can be 

substantiated by various scholars.
98

 

In explaining the argument, Hume refers to three non-biblical accounts of miracles and 

shows how, in a parallel, scepticism about them is also applicable to biblical accounts. The 

first miracle is taken from Tacitus’ reports about Emperor Vespasian who supposedly cured a 

blind man in Alexandria by using his spittle and a lame man by the touch of his foot. But 

although the story appeared well supported by testimonial evidence since it was told by 

people ‘of established character for judgment and veracity’, Hume explains that it turned out 

to be false.
99

 

Another example is the story of the miracle from Cardinal de Retz’ own memoirs 

about the regrowth of a leg out of a limb of a man when holy oil was rubbed on it in the 

cathedral of Saragossa. This miracle was vouched for by all the canons of the Roman Catholic 

Church, but Hume qualifies it as ‘holy fraud’.
100

 

The example was deliberately chosen to resonate with his Protestant readers as it 

ridiculed the kinds of miracles acknowledged by the Roman Catholic Church. In Protestant 

circles, however, strict criteria were formulated to distinguish this type of ‘dubious’ Roman 

Catholic miracle from the genuine apostolic miracle.
101

 But because Hume related present 

false miracles to the biblical accounts, he was accused by Protestant theologians of distorting 

historical sources and of using a one-sided argument.
102

 For these Protestant critics, the 
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evidence of New Testament sources was of another dimension, presuming that the Bible was 

God’s revelation.
103

  

In a next example, not short of sarcasm, Hume targets both the miracles of Jesus and 

those claimed by the Roman Catholic Church by responding to claims attributed to ‘Abbé 

Paris, the famous Jansenist, with whose sanctity the people were so long deluded’.
104

 Notice 

how Hume builds up his argument rhetorically here by working towards a climax. Many 

miracles which had been attributed to Abbé Paris, such as curing the sick, the deaf and blind, 

refer strategically to many biblical accounts of miracles ascribed to Jesus. In this way Hume 

attacks not just the Roman Catholic Church, which claimed that these miracles of the Abbé 

would have been ‘proved upon the spot’ in front of judges and reliable witnesses, but also the 

Protestant defence of biblical miracles, reasoning from the assumed reliability of testimony 

or/and God’s revelation. What more would one require to substantiate a miracle beyond all 

reasonable doubt, he asks. And still, he adds, ‘the absolute impossibility or miraculous nature 

of these events’ are believed to be true by the churches but not by what he calls ‘reasonable 

people’. 

 

 

2.3 The critique of the New Atheists 

 

2.3.1 The swift soar of New Atheism 

 

In these sections I will give an overview of how the arguments from Spinoza and 

Hume were continued in the twentieth and twenty-first century by the so-called ‘New 

Atheists’ in their debates with religious opponents. 

Spinoza’s and Hume’s arguments are clearly the source of philosophical inspiration 

for atheists Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens, and Richard Dawkins. In their 

debates with opponents, these older arguments are regularly brought up by them and so they 

continue to play a role until today. 

According to Richard Popkin, Spinoza and Hume can be said to be the key figures of 

the Enlightenment which contributed to setting in motion the decline of traditional religion in 

general and a radical critique of miracles in particular. 

If Hume and Spinoza part company over the role of order in the world, and the reasons 

for denying or doubting the occurrence of miracles, nonetheless the similarities in their 

views, especially regarding the foolish nature of popular religion, and the unbelievable 

status of biblical miracles, played a great role in making Judeo-Christianity incredible 

for many rational men of the Enlightenment and the Romantic period. (…) Hume and 

Spinoza are probably the two most important figures in the development of irreligion in 

modern times. However, Hume and Spinoza part company over their basic views, Hume 

an empiricist and a sceptic, Spinoza a rationalist. In this they both played a monumental 
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role in the decline of traditional religion, especially in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.
105

 

Their arguments wielded much influence upon the historical critical movements in the 

nineteenth and twentieth century. The New Atheists refer to this development regularly in 

support of their argument against miracles.  

‘New Atheism’ is a collective name for the science-orientated outspoken atheists who 

became prominent after the 9/11 attacks on the USA in 2001.
106

 As noted by Zenk, they come 

from different backgrounds, hold different views, and approach the subject of religious 

criticism in different ways.
107

 Nevertheless, looking at their arguments on the subject of 

miracles, I intend to show that they stand on the same footing, sharing a common view and 

that they use the same kind of arguments against miracles, although there are also remarkable 

differences in the elaboration of their approach. What I intend to make clear in this section is 

that they have a positivistic approach in which all authoritative (in particular religious) 

traditions are questioned concerning their truth claims. 

Victor J. Stenger notices a new attitude in this kind of atheism. He points to its hostile 

reaction towards religion, triggered by the violent 9/11 attacks, as opposed to traditional 

atheism, which he describes as ‘accommodationism’.
108

 It therefore is also sometimes called 

‘militant atheism’. For example, in the closing sentence of God is not great (2006), 

Christopher Hitchens says that ‘it has become necessary to know the enemy and to prepare to 

fight it’.
109

 Emilsen accuses the New Atheists of ‘Islamophobia’, arguing that ‘the ‘new’ in 

the New Atheists’ writings is neither their aggressiveness, nor their extraordinary popularity, 

nor even their scientific approach to religion, but their attack not only on militant Islamism 

but on Islam itself under the cloak of their general critique of religion’.
110

 However, New 

Atheism opposes the toleration of all religions which are regarded as the main source of evil 

in our world.  

I will limit myself here by showing that, looking at the earlier arguments against 

miracles already developed by Spinoza and Hume, the New Atheists, also called the ‘four 

horsemen of atheism’, have not produced any new kind of argument.
111

 What is new, 

however, is the way they argue, fuelled by a confrontational opposition of any further 
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tolerance of religion. This tone is unfortunate because of the philosophical strength of the 

arguments they use, based on the work of Spinoza and Hume. 

It could be asked why the New Atheists play a role at all in this study on 

argumentations about miracles, considering the observation that they rely on the arguments of 

Spinoza and Hume. The reason is that they do play an important role in current debates with 

opponents such as Alister McGrath, Richard Swinburne and William Lane Craig and that 

they, by their popular writings, have a great influence worldwide and embody the voice of a 

growing number of atheists and agnostics in the West.  

 

 

2.3.2 The call for a New Enlightenment 

 

In God is not great, Christopher Hitchens calls for a new era of Enlightenment. He 

argues that the human race no longer needs religion, but that the time has arrived for science 

and reason to take a more prominent role in the life of individuals and in cultures. By 

replacing the accommodational approach towards religion from traditional Enlightenment 

with a confrontational strategy, a further decline in the influence of religion should be actively 

achieved. He thought that, ultimately, this would improve the quality of life of individuals and 

support the progress of civilization.  

Above all, we are in need of a renewed Enlightenment, which will base itself on the 

proposition that the proper study of mankind is man, and woman. This Enlightenment 

will not need to depend, like its predecessors, on the heroic breakthroughs of a few 

gifted and exceptionally courageous people. It is within the compass of the average 

people.112 

Hitchens shows optimism that this aim could be achieved. It echoes one of Kant’s 

main points of the earlier era of Enlightenment. For Kant, Enlightenment stood for the ability 

and courage to think freely and to oppose convention and authority as sources of traditional 

knowledge. It pointed instead to the significance of the individual who could now be seen as 

the authority to decide matters of empirical fact and of moral value. Following Spinoza, 

Hume and Kant, Hitchens maintains that belief in miracles is a hindrance in the advance of 

Mankind.
113

 

In line with the optimistic view of Enlightenment philosophy, Hitchens supposes that 

the history of Western culture can be seen as a gradual unravelling from dark, primitive ages 

towards the modern times characterised by the light of reason and science that will set men 

and women truly free from superstitious religious beliefs. In his own words: 

One must state it plainly. Religion comes from the period of human prehistory where 

nobody – not even the mighty Democritus who concluded that all matter was made 

from atoms – had the smallest idea what was going on. It comes from the bawling and 
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fearful infancy of our species, and is a babyish attempt to meet our inescapable demand 

for knowledge (as well as for comfort, reassurance, and other infantile needs). 

This optimism is also shared by, for example, Sigmund Freud. In The future of an 

illusion (1927), he argues that ‘in the long run nothing can withstand reason and experience, 

and the contradiction which religion offers to both is all too palpable’.
114

 The book expresses 

the ‘hope that in the future science will go beyond religion, and reason will replace faith in 

God’.
115

 Freud’s disciple Geza Roheim went even further, calling religion a ‘shared 

psychosis’
116

, a mental illness that science will be able to cure in future. Richard Dawkins 

expresses himself similarly and proposed an ‘Atheists for Jesus’ motto, which would 

hopefully ‘kick start the meme of super niceness in a post-Christian society’. His vision is that 

the development of science may lead ‘society away from the nether regions of Darwinian 

origins into kinder and more compassionate uplands of post-singularity enlightenment’, away 

from religion which he qualifies as ‘supernaturalist obscurantism’.
117

  

In his dissertation New Atheism as a Case of Competitive Postsecular Worldviews 

(2014), Alain Nixon maintains that the New Atheists hoped to convince their readers that 

their worldview is ‘a viable and coherent way of living’ and ‘more true to ‘reality’’.
118

 He 

distinguishes a number of different forms of atheism, or several atheist subgroups, as a result 

of an analysis of a number of empirical case studies.
119

 He classifies the New Atheists as 

‘confrontationists’ while, for example, Michael Ruse, Chris Mooney, Leslie Cannold, and 

Tamis Pataki are categorised in the subgroup ‘accommodationists’. These accommodationists 

would be willing to work together with religious groups on common goals which also applies 

to other subgroups that he distinguishes such as ‘old atheists’ and ‘Humanists’.
120

 However, 

what all of these groups of atheists have in common is that they are ‘anti-supernatural, anti-

clerical and anti-God’.
121

 I can add to that: ‘anti-miracles’. 

Interestingly, Nixon points out a development within the confrontational category of 

New Atheism. He argues that the earlier polemical approach to religion gradually went out of 

fashion, at least in the works of Dawkins and Harris, although any positive effect of religion is 

denied. For them, ‘religion is nothing more than bad concepts’ and, as a result, Harris turns to 

the ‘rational enterprise’ of spirituality and mysticism from the Eastern traditions.
122

 

In the next section I intend to show that, although they use the same arguments against 

miracles based on the contributions of Spinoza and Hume, the ‘four horsemen’ of atheism 

also show to have notable differences in their common approach. 
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2.3.3 Specific criticisms of the ‘four horsemen’ of New Atheism 

 

Richard Dawkins 

 

A quote that reveals the main presuppositions of the New Atheist position concerning 

miracles is the following from Richard Dawkins’ book The God Delusion (2006): 

Human thoughts and emotions emerge from exceedingly complex interconnections of 

physical entities within the brain. An atheist in this sense of philosophical naturalist is 

somebody who believes there is nothing beyond the natural, physical world, no 

supernatural creative intelligence lurking behind the observable universe, no soul that 

outlasts the body and no miracles – except in the sense of natural phenomena that we 

don’t yet understand.
123

 

In this naturalistic reductionism Dawkins (born 1941) maintains that there can be no 

supernatural involvement in human affairs, no miracles, no prayers answered, no forgiveness 

granted or punishments given. We have seen a similar conclusion before in Spinoza’s 

reasoning (2.1.1). Therefore it comes as no surprise that Dawkins grants that, if one wishes to 

speak meaningfully about God, it could only be according to Spinoza’s philosophy: God as a 

‘nonsupernatural synonym for Nature, or for the Universe, or for the lawfulness that governs 

its workings’.
124

 

However, there is an important difference between Dawkins’ position and Spinoza’s 

argument. Dawkins would never equalise Nature with God. For him, Nature is all there is and 

God is a mere delusion of the human mind. In this respect, one could not qualify him as a 

deist or pantheist but rather as an anti-theist.  

Dawkins maintains that religious claims about miracles should be treated as scientific 

assertions: If someone claims that God is interfering in our world by miraculous acts, then this 

should be treated as a testable hypothesis. He disagrees with Stephen Jay Gould’s suggestion 

of distinguishing science and religion as ‘non-overlapping magisteria’ (NOMA). Gould 

explained the acronym as follows: 

The net, or magisterium, of science covers the empirical realm: what is the universe 

made of (fact) and why does it work this way (theory). The magisterium of religion 

extends over questions of ultimate meaning and moral value. These two magisteria do 

not overlap, nor do they encompass all inquiry (consider, for example, the magisterium 

of art and the meaning of beauty). To cite the old clichés, science gets the age of rocks, 

and religion the rock of ages; science studies how the heavens go, religion how to go to 

heaven.
125

 

But, according to Dawkins, religion has no such separate magisterium. If religious 

people claim that God works miracles, then they have the burden of proof to substantiate this 

claim. Dawkins calls this the ‘God Hypothesis’ that should be put to the test. On this point he 
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uses Hume’s empirical argument against the occurrence of miracles. He theoretically grants 

the believer the opportunity to present the evidence for a miracle, but it is clear throughout 

that he, as is the case with Hume, rejects all evidence. But this verdict results into the same 

problem that Hume faced in his ‘wooden dogmatism of unbelief’ (Flew): On the basis of a 

theory of induction, a miracle or exception to natural laws can never be excluded, but only 

qualified as highly improbable in the light of empirical experience. But, similarly as in 

Hume’s reasoning, Dawkins maintains that the high improbability of miracles factually 

excludes their existence. 

Another characteristic of Dawkins’ position in the debate is his view that if theology 

claims to be a science, it should incorporate historical criticism about biblical miracles. 

Referring to New Testament research, beginning in Germany in the nineteenth century, it is 

clear to Dawkins that stories of Jesus’ virgin birth and his resurrection are not accounts of 

‘what really happened’, but were ‘coloured by religious agendas’.
126

 The point Dawkins 

repeats from earlier critics is that these stories can never be used as evidence of miracle 

occurrences because they do not withstand the criticism of current historical research.
127

 

Looking at theology as a scientific discipline, Dawkins observes a decreasing number 

of academic theologians who truly believe in miracles as actual occurrences, due to the 

advance of science, particularly scientific biblical research. He observes that free academic 

research in the tradition of the Enlightenment is always endangered in faculties of theology. 

According to him, theology should wonder whether it is or has a subject at all: ‘What 

expertise can theologians bring to deep cosmological questions that scientists cannot?’
128

 In 

Dawkins’ view only science can provide understandable and verifiable answers, even to 

religious questions and this justifies the conclusion that he is a proponent of scientism.
129

 

This is confirmed in his later works, The magic of reality (2011) and in the first part of 

his autobiography, An appetite for wonder: The making of a scientist (2013): Science can 

provide good answers to what religious people regard as unexplainable miracles. Science is 

even religious in the sense that it can offer as much wonder and life satisfaction as traditional 

religious beliefs. Rational explanation and feelings of wonder can go very well together. 

But explaining it doesn’t make it any the less wonderful – just as Newton’s spectral 

unweaving never diminishes the glory of the rainbow. And it doesn’t matter how many 
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rainbows you see throughout your life. The glory is reinvented afresh, and the heart 

leaps up every time.
130

 

If Dawkins is willing to accept the concept of a miracle at all, it will only be as a 

potentially explainable occurrence which may elicit a natural feeling of wonder. In these 

works he shows a somewhat more moderate tone in his criticism of miracles although no 

adjustments in his basic argument can be found. In The magic of reality he contributes a 

chapter to the subject of miracles, completely following Hume’s argument about weighing 

testimonies, concluding that all miracles as supernatural events are ‘pure fiction’.
131

 He 

expresses the optimistic hope that science will be able to solve all mysteries that confront us. 

He summarises his argument as follows: 

The more you think about it, the more you realise that the very idea of a supernatural 

miracle is nonsense. If something happens that appears to be inexplicable by science, 

you can safely conclude one of two things. Either it didn’t really happen (the observer 

was mistaken, or was lying, or was tricked); or we have exposed a shortcoming in 

present day science.
132

 

Science should pursue its course by unravelling what only looks like magic or a 

miracle, and it should never take refuge in supernatural causation as this is not an ‘honest’ 

scientific attitude. In a recent debate with the Christian scientist John Lennox, Dawkins calls 

the supernatural option ‘petty’ because of the assumption that the great God of the universe 

(referring to Spinoza on this point) would need ‘some tricks on our speck of dust to prove 

something, like changing water into wine’.
133

 

New Atheists such as Dawkins believe that science is now capable of investigating 

supernatural claims, although it is admitted that science cannot provide all the answers yet. As 

an example, Dawkins refers to the ‘Great Prayer Experiment’
134

 at the Mind/Body Medical 

Institute, conducted by cardiologist Herbert Benson who investigated the claim in a 

Templeton press release ‘that evidence for the efficacy of intercessory prayer in medicinal 

settings is mounting’.
135

 The results of his experiment were published in the American Heart 

Journal (April 2006) which showed that there was no difference between those patients who 

were prayed for and those who were not. There was, however, a difference between those 

who knew they had been prayed for and those who did not know this. The first group suffered 

significantly more complications than those in the control group. Dawkins attributes this to 

‘additional stress in consequence: ‘performance anxiety’’.
136

 

                                                           
130

 Dawkins, R. (2013), p. 166. 
131

 Dawkins, R. (2013), p. 262-263. 
132

 Ibid, p. 264. 
133

 See ‘Lennox vs. Dawkins debate’ on: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0UIbd0eLxw . 
134

 Benson, H. (2006). 
135

 Quotation from Dawkins, R. (2006), p. 62. 
136

 Ibid, p. 63. Richard Swinburne opposed this study ‘on the grounds that God answers prayers only if 

they are offered up for good reasons’, see Swinburne, R. (2006).  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0UIbd0eLxw


43 
 

 

Christopher Hitchens 

 

An even more outspoken representative of New Atheism is the late author and 

journalist Christopher Hitchens (1949-2011), calling himself ‘an anti-theist’. He regarded 

religion as the greatest enemy of science and Mankind. Hitchens argues especially against 

supernaturalism. For him, the concept of a god or a supreme being who can intervene in the 

world is based on a totalitarian belief that annihilates individual freedom. Free expression and 

scientific discovery should replace religion as means of teaching ethics in every human 

civilisation.  

Hitchens’ argument on miracles looks similar to that of Dawkins: There is no god, 

therefore there can be no supernatural interventions, which means that using miracles as proof 

of the existence of a god or any other supernatural agent would be a circular argument. Even 

if one grants the occurrence of a miraculous event, the ‘explanation’ of supernatural causation 

would be unverifiable. He categorically denies all kinds of ‘evidence’ for any supernatural 

causation, based on the dictum, known as ‘Hitchens razor’: ‘What can be asserted without 

evidence, can be dismissed without evidence’.
137

 He declines all forms of religious beliefs 

since religion ‘insults reason by offering evidence and pointing to confected ‘proofs’’. His 

conclusion about the ‘evidence’ that religion presumes reads as follows: 

This evidence and these proofs include arguments from design, revelations, 

punishments, and miracles. Now that religion’s monopoly has been broken, it is within 

the compass of any human being to see these evidences and proofs as the feeble-minded 

inventions that they are. 

Hitchens suggests that miracles are mythological explanations from the dark ages that 

have now become obsolete, or they were invented to mislead people seeking guidance and 

answers to their questions about the origin and meaning of life, or about inexplicable natural 

events. Embracing Enlightenment’s optimism about the advance of reason and the 

simultaneous decline of religion, Hitchens assumes that the age of religion has passed. He 

advises the religious to ‘welcome the eclipse of this age of fraud and conjuring’.
138

 

On the issue of evidence, Hitchens says to follow Hume’s argument who, he claims, 

spoke ‘the last word’ on the subject. Taking a miracle as a ‘favourable change in the natural 

order’, Hitchens argues that one can choose from two options only: Either the laws of nature 

must have been suspended (in someone’s favour) or one deals with a misapprehension or is 

suffering from a delusion. The likelihood of the second must be weighed against the 

likelihood of the first.
139

 In this argument he uses the principle of parsimony or ‘Ockham’s 

razor’: When two explanations are offered, one must discard the one that explains the least, or 

explains nothing at all, or raises more questions than it answers.
140
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Following Hume and Dawkins, Hitchens regards miracles as products of 

misapprehension, delusion, or fraud. He warns against the naïve credulity of belief in miracles 

since this ‘provides a standing invitation for the wicked and the clever to exploit their brothers 

and sisters, and is thus one of humanity’s great vulnerabilities’.
141

 The entire notion of faith, 

as opposed to knowledge, is condemned by Hitchens as infantile and even dangerous: 

‘Religion poisons everything’.
142

  

It is important to note that the New Atheists’ opposition against miracles is primarily 

against the assumed supernaturalism in miracle claims and not to concepts such as 

‘transcendence’ or the ‘numinous’. I will come to this point more extensively in describing 

Sam Harris’ arguments where he emphasises the importance of ‘spirituality but without 

religion’ and in the evaluation in Chapter 4. Hitchens and Dawkins distinguish a ‘pure’ form 

of religion in which supernaturalism is presupposed from a moderate or liberal form of 

religion in which miracles are not considered to be actual events but are considered to be 

‘metaphorical representations’. This latter form is typified by Hitchens as a ‘humanist 

metaphysics’, or a ‘vague faith’, since it denies the truth claims and doctrines of the Church 

while they are still considered to form the foundation of morality. Harris qualifies this 

position as ‘the sheerest of mortal pretences’.
143

  

 

Sam Harris 

Compared to Dawkins and Hitchens, a far more positive approach can be found in the 

work of neuroscientist Sam Harris (born 1967). He disapproves of the negative label of being 

an atheist, preferring rather to be called a promoter of spirituality. In The end of faith (2004) 

and Letter to a Christian nation (2008), his emphasis is still on a rejection of religion and 

faith which are ‘nothing more than the license people give one another to keep believing 

when reasons fail’.
144

 But already in the last chapter of The end of faith, he points to 

spirituality that he thinks lies at the core of many religions although it has been ‘poisoned’ by 

the ‘venom of unreason’ of dogmas, especially about miracles. 

In arguing against miracles, Harris follows a similar path as his fellow atheists. For 

both the domains of science and religion, he demands ‘intellectual honesty’. Agreeing with 

Dawkins, he denies Gould’s suggestion of NOMA since ‘the maintenance of religious dogma 

always comes at the expense of science’.
145

 If claims are made by religions about the way the 

world is and how nature works, then these claims are intrinsically in conflict with the claims 

of science. Intellectual integrity demands that any claims made by religions are substantiated, 

but these are usually made on the basis of ‘terrible evidence’.
146
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As an example of such evidence Harris refers to the miracle of Christ’s virgin birth. In 

the gospel of Luke and Matthew the Hebrew word העלמה (‘marriageable girl’ or ‘young 

woman’)
147

 from Isaiah 7:14
148

 was ‘erroneously translated’ in Greek as ἡ παρθένος (virgin) 

to establish and affirm the Christian doctrine of Jesus’ divinity.
149

 In the eyes of the first 

Christians, who felt themselves committed ‘to making their faith seem rational’, miracles 

about Jesus and the ones ascribed to him thus functioned as evidence of his divine origin and 

mission.
150

 According to Harris, rationality in this interpretation refers to fitting miracles into 

the ‘truth’ of reigning theological doctrine. 

Epistemologically, Harris’ denial of miracles also follows the positions of Spinoza and 

Hume. He refers to Spinoza as follows: 

The Dutch philosopher Spinoza thought that belief and comprehension were identical, 

while disbelief required a subsequent act of rejection. Some very interesting work in 

psychology bears this out. It seems rather likely that understanding a proposition is 

analogous to perceiving an object in physical space. Our default setting may be to 

accept appearances as reality until they prove to be otherwise. 

But although this sounds positivistic, Harris would deny such a typology of his 

philosophical approach. Similar to Dawkins and Hitchens, he assumes the absurdity of 

miracles as actual events for which there is insufficient or malicious evidence, which makes it 

‘mad or stupid’ to believe in them.
151

 At this point Harris follows a Spinozistic line of 

reasoning in combination with a Humean demand for evidence. He shares the optimism of his 

fellow atheists that this kind of religion will disappear in future which will herald an era of 

‘the end of faith’. 

Harris does not endorse the positivistic reductionism that can be detected in the 

reasoning of Dawkins and Hitchens. He intends to explore terrains of human experience to 

which he refers as ‘spirituality or mysticism based on reason’. For him, reason is undoubtedly 

the peak of human abilities and achievements, but he concedes that there is much that we may 

never know, for example, what happens after death. 

There is a form of well-being that supersedes all others, indeed, that transcends the 

vagaries of experience itself. I will use both "spirituality" and "mysticism" 

interchangeably here in a restricted sense. We tend to overlook a form of well-being that 

is intrinsic to consciousness in every present moment. Some version of this insight 

seems to lie at the core of many of our religions.
152
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It is quite a Fremdkörper in New Atheism when Harris turns to spirituality and 

mysticism which he calls ‘ineradicable from our circumstance’ in the last chapter of The end 

of faith. This is a shift for which he received much criticism from anti-religious atheists. But 

Harris maintains that anti-religiousness in atheism does not exclude spirituality which he 

thinks lies at the heart of all religions and which can be researched since there is ‘nothing 

irrational about seeking the states of mind that lie at the core of many religions’.
153

 

It is at this point that Harris celebrates his own contribution from the point of view of 

neuroscience. By choosing this path, he deviates from the epistemological position of the 

biologist Dawkins. The latter maintains a reductionistic, scientistic approach based on 

Darwinian evolution theory in which the brain is understood to produce consciousness. Harris 

qualifies this interpretation as ‘little more than an article of faith among scientists’ and states 

that the place of consciousness in the natural world is ‘very much an open question’.
154

 He 

believes that through methods such as fasting, chanting, sensory deprivation, prayer, 

meditation, and the use of psychotropic plants, experiments can be conducted in a rational 

way.
155

 

In studying consciousness, he prefers to turn to the East for inspiration.
156

 This is 

another, quite remarkable point of difference compared to the atheists we have seen so far. 

Dawkins speaks of human capabilities of compassion, devotion, solidarity and feelings of 

oneness in evolutionary terms, ‘favourable for the human species’ that enable survival.
157

 

Harris, as a neuroscientist with an Eastern spiritual outlook, considers that these human traits 

form the heart of most religions as ‘states of mind’ that are ‘surely among the most valuable 

experiences a person can have’.
158

 

 

 

Daniel Dennett 

 Daniel Dennett’s philosophical perspective is similar to that of Dawkins in that he 

upholds a scientistic worldview in which he regards evolution theory as undisputable. In his 

work as a scientist Dennett (born 1942) concentrates on empirical research on the subject of 

consciousness.
159

 In his doctoral dissertation Content and Consciousness (1986) he 

undertakes to separate the ‘problem of explaining the mind’ into two parts, a theory of 

content, and a theory of consciousness. In a later publication he synthesised his views on 

consciousness into a unified theory in Consciousness Explained (1991), concluding that 

consciousness is only ‘a physical, biological phenomenon’, created by the brain.
160
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Agreeing with Dawkins’ philosophical stance, Dennett endorses a fundamental 

reductionism in evolutionary theory.
161

 He defines reductionism as something ‘no sane 

scientist disputes’ and distinguishes ‘good’ from ‘greedy’ reductionism. Greedy reductionists 

assume that everything can be explained ‘without cranes’ while good reductionists think that 

everything can be explained ‘without skyhooks’.
162

 According to Dennett, a ‘crane’ acts as an 

adaptation built on an existing foundation in life processes which is ‘good’ reductionism. A 

‘skyhook’ refers to what is classically called a deus ex machina or a supernaturalistic 

approach which supposes causation of spiritual beings in the natural world. This he 

characterises as bad or ‘greedy’. Dennett accuses religions and academic theology of 

introducing these skyhooks, especially in the case of miracles that are claimed to have a 

supernatural cause. 

Loyal to this kind of reductionism, he deals with religion as purely a ‘natural 

phenomenon’, although worthy of empirical research. 

I might mean that religion is natural as opposed to supernatural, that it is a human 

phenomenon composed of events, organisms, objects, structures, patterns, and the like 

that all obey the laws of physics or biology, and hence do not involve miracles.
163

 

Here again, unsurprisingly, we can find the same argument against miracles: 

Supernaturalism is contradictory with the present methodological naturalism of science, and 

since a miracle is classically defined (by Hume) as a ‘transgression of natural laws by an 

invisible agent’, miracles are principally impossible. What religious people call a miracle is a 

challenge for science to keep on searching for verifiable explanations of such events. The only 

way to take the hypothesis of miracles seriously is ‘to eliminate the nonmiraculous 

alternatives’.
164

 It will be no surprise then that Dennett agrees with his fellow atheists (whom 

he calls ‘brights’
165

) that religious claims about miracles can be treated as hypotheses that 

therefore should be tested by using the scientific method. 

In Science and religion: Are they compatible? (2010), Dennett debates Alvin Plantinga 

on the topic of miracles. Dennett repeats Dawkins’ empirical argument of the burden of proof 

by maintaining that ‘we cannot yet prove that there are no miracles along the way [of 

evolution], but the burden of proof lies on the other side’.
166

 The important point for Plantinga 

is that the idea that miracles would violate the laws of science is an error, because this 

judgment is based on the assumption of a closed system, closed to outside causal influence.
167

 

This is in line with his argument that evolution is compatible with religious belief, if one 

means that evolution can also be regarded as a guided or planned process. But Dennett asks 
                                                           
161 Source: Shostak, S. (2002). ‘Who’s afraid of reductionism? I am!’, in: Promises and limits of 

reductionism in the biomedical sciences.(Eds. Van Regenmortel, M.H.V. and Hull, D.L.). 

Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, p. 84. 
162

 Dennett, D.C. (1996), pp. 81-82. 
163

 Dennett, D.C. (2006), p. 26. 
164

 Ibid, p. 57. 
165

 He introduces this word as an alternative for the negative sounding word ‘atheist’. See Dennett, 

D.C. (2006), p. 21. 
166

 Dennett, D.C. and Plantinga, A. (2010), p. 75. 
167

 Ibid, p. 65. In this debate, Plantinga refers to his article ‘What is “intervention”?’ (2008) for a 

proper elucidation of his position on miracles, in: Theology and science, vol. 6, 4.  
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what proof there might be for any outside influence, or what justification there is for 

introducing this type of ‘skyhook’. The compatibility of science and religion that Plantinga 

seeks is fundamentally denied by Dennett who argues that any ‘outside causal influence’ is a 

reintroduction of supernaturalism which, he thinks, is contradictory to science. 

 

In this chapter I have presented the main arguments against miracles from a specific 

scientific outlook. This exposition shows that the arguments as presented by the New Atheists 

are based on the earlier argumentations of Spinoza and Hume. Despite a number of 

similarities in their argumentations, there are also fundamental differences among the ‘four 

horsemen’ of atheism. It can also be observed that the main question asked in the debate is 

about what ‘evidence’ there is for miracles presuming that they are factual occurrences. And 

although they allow evidence to be presented, they reject miracles as events which are 

possible and they deny their assumed supernatural cause as unverifiable. In these debates, 

religion is presented as if it would oppose or confront science, even as a hindrance to science. 

In the next chapter I will present a selection of arguments by outlining the position of a 

number of opponents of such scientific criticism. I will not just explain points of view of 

opponents who debated the New Atheists such as Richard Swinburne, William Lane Craig 

and Alister McGrath, but in order to offer a more complete landscape of positions on this 

topic, I also added other argumentative strategies. 
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Chapter 3 Main types of arguments in favour of miracles 

                   in Western theology 

 

 
3.1 The Roman Catholic Church: Miracles as ‘facta divina’ 

  
 

3.1.1 The Vatican Councils’ classical case 

 

After outlining the most important arguments against miracles, I will now turn to the 

main types of argument in which miracles are defended from a selection of Western 

theological traditions. I will start by explaining the position of the Roman Catholic Church, as 

indicated by the two Vatican Councils. In this clarification I will also refer to miracles which 

are claimed to take place at one of the most famous pilgrimage sites, Lourdes (3.1.1). 

Thereafter the subject of canonisation will be addressed in which confirmation of at least two 

miracles is required to acquire sainthood in the Church
1
, a procedure which requires scientific 

research (3.1.2).
2
 

 

The classic locus of the Roman Catholic argument on miracles can be traced to 

Thomas Aquinas. According to Aquinas a true miracle occurs when something happens 

‘beyond’ the order of nature, by the power of God alone.
3
 Thereafter, there would only be 

additions, elaborations and confirmations of Aquinas’ original argument. 

Around the same period when David Hume wrote his essay ‘Of miracles’, Pope 

Benedict XIV (Prospero Lambertini) wrote a treatise with the same title, ‘De miraculis’.
4
 

Until today this remains the standard reference at the Roman Curia regarding beatification 

and canonisation.
5
 

Benedict follows Aquinas’ definition of a miracle with only one notable qualification. 

For a true miracle, Aquinas required that its observable effect transcends all forces of 

creation. He argued that some causes are unknown to us because they are performed not by 

God, but by superior beings, angels or demons and therefore they are not truly ‘miraculous’. 

                                                           
1
 In this study I will sometimes use ‘Church’ (with a capital C) for the Roman Catholic Church. 

2
 Canonisation: the recognition by the Church that a deceased person was a saint who is included 

accordingly in the ‘canon’, a list of recognised saints. It is assumed that a saint can intercede in 

support of people who pray in the saint’s name.  
3
 See Section 2.1.2. 

4
 ‘De miraculis’ is a part of Benedict’s De servorum Dei Beatificatione, Et Beatorum Canonizatione, 

recently published in 2015 (Palala Press). 
5
 Beatification: from ‘beatus’ (blessed) and ‘facere’ (to make) is the recognition of the Church of a 

deceased person’s entrance into Heaven. The affirmation is made during a ceremony, in which the 

Pope proclaims someone to be a saint by using the word ’dicernimus’ (‘we recognise it’). 
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Benedict, however, does not hesitate to call these latter effects also genuine miracles, 

although of a lower order (miracula minora). In order to prove this, he uses two arguments, an 

a posteriori argument based on church practice, and an a priori argument from an analysis of 

the angelic nature. 

According to John Hardon’s explanation the a posteriori argument is grounded on the 

Church’s own investigations with regard to ‘the causes of beatification and canonisation, [in 

which] miracles are constantly admitted (…) which do not surpass the natural forces of an 

angel’.
6
 He maintains that Benedict came to this decision when he was involved in codifying 

the rules for recognising miracles in canonisation. 

During this codification the question was raised whether or not to admit miracles 

attributed to a ‘good angel’. Benedict reasoned that since good angels are the ministering 

instruments of God who remains the principal efficient cause, their operations should also be 

admitted. This confirmed Church practice in which it was assumed that miracles can take 

place not only through the ministry of angels but also through Man, even after death. Benedict 

conceded that people, no less than angels, can be physical causes of miraculous effects when, 

by their prayers and the merits of a holy life, they are able to influence the will of God to 

carry out a miracle. 

Adequate criteria that were established for the recognition of a miracle were 

transcendence of natural causes, at least of those forces which are inherent in the visible 

world, and a religious purpose directed to the confirmation of truth, divine honour and glory, 

or personal sanctity. Devils and demons could not be said to work any miracle since they lack 

this kind of religious purpose. However, it was also acknowledged that God may use these 

beings as an instrument of his wrath or permit them to exercise their powers to achieve what 

he intends. 

Roman Catholic theologians, however, disagreed about the modification introduced by 

Benedict XIV as becomes clear when interpreting the First Vatican Council (1869-1870). 

This Council declared that miracles should be regarded as ‘divine effects (…) which clearly 

show forth the omnipotence of God’.
7
 On this authority, some theologians held that only God 

is the efficient cause of miracles. Thus Vacant, in his commentary on the Vatican Council, 

gives the following interpretation: 

The Council does not admit a wider concept of miracle, as introduced by certain modern 

apologists, who extend the term miraculous also to effects which transcend the forces of 

human and sensible creation – and consequently includes the intervention of angels and 

demons. This notion, which was elaborated to avoid difficulty in distinguishing certain 

angelic and demoniac effects as divine interventions, does not solve the problem. In 

                                                           
6
 Citations and material from ‘De miraculis’ used in this section, are explained by Hardon, J.A. at: 

http://www.therealpresence.org/archives/Miracles/Miracles_003.htm. 
7 Hardon’s citation from Denzinger-Bannwart’s Enchiridion symbolorum et definitionem (1908), 

DB1790. Recent numbering usually follows the 1963 edition prepared by Adolf Schönmetzer, the 

‘Denzinger-Schönmetzer’, abbreviated as DS.  

http://www.therealpresence.org/archives/Miracles/Miracles_003.htm
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fact, it introduces further complications to give the term “miracle” this novel meaning; 

confusing “miraculous” with the “marvellous,” whether angelic or diabolical.
8
 

However, the majority of the Roman Catholic theologians did not agree with this 

narrow interpretation, and accepted the wider definition as suggested by Benedict in which 

the only transcendence necessary and sufficient to constitute a miracle is to have the ‘visible 

and corporeal forces of nature’ surpassed by an extramundane power operating under 

obedience to God.
9
 

The extension of the concept of miracle is clearly agreed upon generally. It can be 

illustrated by the declaration of sainthood of Jeanne de Valois in 1951. In the ‘Decretal letters 

of canonisation’, Pope Pius XII declared that ‘we did not proceed the solemn consecration of 

Jeanne until, as the Church prescribes, a number of miracles were proved to have been 

worked through Jeanne’s intercession’.
10

 

For canonisation, at least two miracles must have been affirmed, and in the case of 

Jeanne the first was the healing of Jeanne Mazelhier, who suffered from an infection of the 

cornea. She was practically blind, but suddenly cured after invoking Jeanne de Valois. The 

Pope concluded that ‘medical witnesses testified that this cure could not have been performed 

by merely human powers’.
11

 The second miracle is said to have taken place when Jeanne 

Chaynes, who was blind due to illness, unexpectedly had her sight restored while praying to 

De Valois. In this case medical examination was called upon which affirmed that ‘the cure 

had transcended human powers’.
12

 

The First Vatican Council thus defines miracles in the wider sense maintained by 

Benedict as ‘divine facts’ (facta divina) that prove God’s revelation. In the dogmatic decrees 

of the Council, any denial of these miracles is faced by grave consequences. 

If anyone will say that miracles are impossible, and therefore that all the stories about 

them, also those contained in Holy Scripture, are to be dismissed as fabulous or 

                                                           
8
 Vacant criticises in particular the following works in which Benedict’s wider concept of miracle is 

endorsed: Le Grand, Dissertatio de miraculis, in: Migne, J.P. (1840). Scripturae sacrae Cursus 

completus, XXIII, 1117. Paris; Brugère, L.F. (1873). De vera religione praelectiones novae in 

seminario Sancti Sulpicii habitae. Paris: A. Jouby et Roger. 
9 See for example Pinard de la Boullaye, H. (1931). Jésus Messie: Le thaumaturge et le prophète. 

Conférences de Notre-Dame de Paris. Hardon claims he ‘has verified that the following authors 

expressly or equivalently accept, with necessary distinctions, the two types of miracles, major and 

minor, recognised by Benedict XIV: Baierl, Bainvel, Cotter, Dieckmann, Dhanis, Dorsch, Falcon, 

Felder, Frank, Hontheim, Jungmann, Langan, Lercher, E. Muller, Ottiger, P. Parente, Pesch, Pinard, 

Pohle, Tromp, and Van Noort’. See Hardon, J.A. (1954). ‘The concept of miracle from St. Augustine 

to modern apologetics’, in: Theological studies: https://doi.org/10.1177/ 004056395401500202, p. 

249, footnote 45. This illustrates that the agreement with Benedict’s concept was generally undisputed, 

and that Vacant’s interpretation was an exception. 
10

 AAS, XLIII (1951), p. 247. The abbreviation ‘AAS’ stands for ‘Acta Apostolicae Sedis’, the official 

acts of the Holy See. 
11

 Ibid. 
12

 Ibid, pp. 247-248. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/%20004056395401500202
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mythical; or that miracles can never be known with certainty, and that the divine origin 

of the Christian religion cannot be proved by them: let him be anathema.
13

 

According to the Council people are moved to faith not by their own personal effort or 

experience but by God’s revelation, especially by miracles, which prove God’s almighty 

power. There is no mystery about them: they are facts, divine facts, which is to say that they 

are observable events, so extraordinary that everyone will be able to conclude by reason that 

they are directly caused by God who is the only authority able to suspend the order of nature. 

When a miracle happens, God violates his own natural laws, showing that he is Lord of nature 

and that, beyond nature, Man has a supernatural final destination. Therefore, miracles can also 

be regarded as signs since these events can point us to God who reveals himself, calling us to 

a higher vocation. 

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) only mentions the subject of miracles once, 

in the declaration of human freedom.
14

 It merely confirms the earlier teaching when referring 

to Christ: 

He wrought miracles to illuminate His teaching and to establish its truth, but His 

intention was to rouse faith in His hearers and to confirm them in faith, not to exert 

coercion upon them.
15

 

In order to illustrate the way of reasoning applied by the Roman Catholic Church in 

the argument on miracles, I will refer to a contribution of Van der Ploeg (1909-2004).
16

 He 

opposes all ‘modernistic’ Roman Catholic dogmatists such as Edward Schillebeeckx and 

Hans Küng (whose position I will explain later in Chapter 5), who, according to him, deny the 

classical doctrine of transcendent causation as indicated by Aquinas which had been endorsed 

by the Councils. 

Van der Ploeg refers to the First Vatican Council’s explanation that faith is in 

accordance with reason. God may certainly be known by ‘the natural light of human reason, 

by means of created things’ and by ‘another and a supernatural way’.
17

 God can be known by 

everyone, because he has revealed himself in natural and in supernatural ways. To prove the 

reliability of that revelation, Jesus performed many miracles that can be regarded as signs, so 

that people may believe. What we believe must be credible, in accordance with reason. By 

                                                           
13

 From: Chapter 3, ‘On faith’. My own translation of the Latin text: ‘Si quis dixerit, miracula nulla 

fieri posse, proindeque omnes de iis narrationes, etiam in sacra Scriptura contentas, inter fabulas vel 

mythos ablegandas esse; aut miracula certo cognosci nunquam posse, nec iis divinam religionis 

Christanæ originem rite probari: anathema, sit’. Anathema: originally from the Greek ἀνάθημα 

(offering), but in the Church used as being banned or cursed. Source: https://www.ccel.org/ccel/ 

schaff/creeds2.v.ii.i.html . See also DS 3034. 
14

 Dignitatis humanæ (1965), 11. 
15

 Citation from: http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decl 

_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html. The translation ‘to confirm’ for ‘comprobaret’ could also be 

replaced by the stronger ‘to prove’. 
16

 Explanation based on Ploeg, J.P.M. van der (1990). 
17

 Citations in this paragraph in my translation of the Dogmatic decrees, chapter 2 ‘On revelation’. 

Http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_const_19651207_ga

udium-et-spes_en.html. 

https://www.ccel.org/ccel/%20schaff/creeds2.v.ii.i.html
https://www.ccel.org/ccel/%20schaff/creeds2.v.ii.i.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decl%20_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decl%20_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
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reason we can understand that only God can perform miracles such as raising the dead back to 

life, or turning water into wine. 

We can believe when we are confronted with miracles, but no one is ever forced to 

believe. Faith remains an act of free will. But if what is credible to everyone is denied or 

turned down, it is regarded as a heavy form of sin which may lead to ‘anathema’ (damnation). 

To summarise this argument: using reason, everyone can acknowledge that a miracle is not a 

normal event, but that it has a supernatural cause, which can only be God, or (to extend the 

argument with Benedict’s addition) an angel, or a human obedient to God. 

In Gaudium et spes (The joys and the hopes, 1965), the pastoral constitution on the 

Church in the modern world, the earlier point of view of the relationship between science (or 

reason) and faith is confirmed by the Second Vatican Council. However, in this document 

there is a more positive attitude towards the sciences than can be found in the earlier 

Council.
18

 By his intellect, Man is said to share in the light of God’s divine mind. Progress in 

the practical sciences, technology and the liberal arts is acknowledged and appreciated. But 

reason is not confined to science, or to observable data alone. Man ‘has always searched for 

more penetrating truths’. Although ‘in consequence of sin (…) certitude is partly obscured 

and weakened’, the intellectual nature of the human person is perfected by wisdom. Reason is 

attracted by a quest and a love for what is true and good.
19

 Science and religion are, in this 

document, clearly not opposed to each other but have a hierarchical relationship in which 

religion is seen as the fulfilment or perfection of Man’s intellectual nature. 

 

After outlining the argument on miracles of the Roman Catholic Church, I now turn to 

the Church’s rebuttal of arguments against miracles as formulated by Spinoza and Hume. 

In order to do so we turn to two conservative Roman Catholic theologians: G.H. Joyce 

(1864-1943)
20

 and J.H. Newman (1801-1890).
21

 In the third chapter of The question of 

miracles (1914), Joyce argued against those who maintain that proof of a miracle is 

impossible on three grounds. One argument was that it would always be more reasonable to 

attribute a miracle to some unknown natural cause than to divine interference. Secondly, the 

testimonies about miracles are of such an inadequate character that they are not credible. 

                                                           
18

 See Part II, chapter 2, section 1. 
19

 Gaudium et spes, chapter 1 ‘The dignity of the human person’, 15. Translation from: 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_const_19651207_gau

dium-et-spes_en.html. 
20

 Joyce is a relatively unknown scholar, but I selected him as a typical representative of the traditional 

Roman Catholic position in the debate on miracles. He was a Catholic convert who was ordained in 

1903 and became professor of logic and epistemology at St. Mary’s Hall, Stonyhurst, where he 

wrote The Principles of Logic (1908). While writing The question of miracles (1914), he was professor 

of dogmatic theology at St Beuno’s College, North Wales. 
21

 Newman was a Fellow at Oriel College, Oxford. He converted from Anglicanism to Roman 

Catholicism in 1845. He was appointed Cardinal by Pope Leo XIII in 1879. Over his career, his work 

shows a shift in theological position as becomes clear in ‘Two Essays on biblical and on ecclesiastical 

miracles’. The first essay, ‘The miracles of Scripture’, was written during 1825-26, and the second, 

‘The miracles of early ecclesiastical history’, written during 1842-43, when he was about to accept 

Roman Catholic doctrines, shortly before his conversion.  

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
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And finally, supernatural causes are incapable of being proved, and therefore the supernatural 

would not belong to science or history, but to faith.
22

 

Although Joyce does not mention Spinoza specifically, the first argument can be said 

to refer to him since he calls it ‘the favourite weapon of the rationalist armoury’.
23

 Joyce 

argues against this argument as follows. It should be granted that no one is able to assign any 

limit to the powers of nature. Things once deemed impossible have now (1914) become 

matters of common experience. As examples he mentions the telephone or an airplane. By 

scientific discovery we know exactly what must be regarded as miracles since they clearly 

‘exclude the possibility of natural causality of any kind’. Miracles point to a supernatural 

cause such as the biblical miracles of the feeding of the five thousand or the resurrection of 

the body. There can only be two alternatives: 1. The events were truly miraculous, or 2. the 

whole narrative is pure fiction.
24

 Such miracles cannot occur by natural powers, but only by 

divine power. In the case of miraculous healings, one must never exclude the possibility that 

some unknown natural cause might have produced the effect, but it does not follow that this is 

so in all cases. Some of the cures that have taken place in Lourdes, Joyce continues, are of 

such a kind that ‘There can be no question of natural causes here’. As examples, he refers to 

deep-seated ulcers that disappear immediately and broken bones that are reunited 

instantaneously.
25

 The human intellect is able to attain valid knowledge regarding natural 

laws, but it can also, in the case of miracles, recognise that ‘the fact lies outside nature’s 

system’ (my italics).
26

  

The Spinozistic assertion that nature is the ‘totality of events’ would, according to 

Joyce, be a case of begging the question, a petitio principii. The territory of the physical 

sciences is to discover natural laws. Above and beyond the physical sciences there is the 

‘wider science of metaphysics’, in which human reason is applied to the universe as a whole. 

This implies that there is no conflict between faith and science but rather a hierarchical order. 

Above the reign of physics there is metaphysics, the science of the universe, with God as the 

‘First Cause’: 

When physical science assures us regarding some fact that it does not belong to nature’s 

system, then it is for metaphysics to step in and assure us that it is the effect of some 

higher causal agency, and in certain cases to affirm unhesitatingly that it can only 

proceed from the First Cause Himself.
27

 

Traditional metaphysics, as formulated by Thomas Aquinas, thus remains the 

cornerstone of Roman Catholic defence of miracles against any rationalistic argument. 

Science and religion are complementary views in a hierarchical order, the first useful in 

discovering natural laws and offering Mankind all kinds of technological advantages, the 

second showing that some events clearly have no natural cause but can only be caused by 

God. 

                                                           
22

 Joyce, G.H. (1914), pp. 27-28. 
23

 Ibid, p. 28. 
24

 Joyce, G.H. (1914), p. 30. 
25

 Ibid, p. 32. 
26

 Ibid, p. 36. 
27

 Ibid, p. 37. 
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The second argument on the denial of miracles was that testimonies of such events are 

always insufficient. This refers to Hume’s argument: A wise man should proportion his belief 

to the evidence, and, since we never have sufficient evidence by observation or by means of 

testimonies (his principal argument), we can deny the occurrence of miracles. Furthermore, 

even if we would have testimonies about miracles, they would be unreliable on several 

grounds (the particular arguments). Joyce replies that this argument is based on an a priori 

assumption that excludes the supernatural, which in modern times has become ‘an 

indisputable dogma for every cultivated mind’.
28

 The argument based on empiricism can 

never exclude the possibility of a miracle by a supernatural cause.  

A third argument against miracles was that historical evidence only applies to natural 

events, and not to the supernatural which belongs to faith. In other words, belief in miracles is 

a matter of faith, and not a matter of fact. Joyce refers here to the position of church historian 

Adolf von Harnack who maintained: 

The historian cannot regard a miracle as a sure given historical event: for in doing so he 

destroys the mode of consideration on which all historical investigation rests. Every 

individual miracle remains historically quite doubtful, and a summation of things 

doubtful never leads to certainty. But should the historian, notwithstanding, be 

convinced that Jesus Christ did extraordinary things, in the strict sense miraculous 

things, then, from the unique impression he has obtained of this person, he infers the 

possession by Him of supernatural power. This conclusion itself belongs to the province 

of religious faith.
29

 

The argument also applies to Hume’s position: The occurrence of all miracles is 

doubtful in the light of the overwhelming evidence against them, and therefore we do not 

have to believe in them. By faith we may infer that someone, like Jesus, has supernatural 

powers, but this cannot be established by science or by historical evidence. 

Joyce argues against this as follows. He calls the argument ‘a mere sophism’ based on 

the ambiguity of the word ‘supernatural’ which signifies truths we know only by revelation 

and not by the senses. Accordingly, it is said that the supernatural cannot be established by 

historical evidence. But Joyce maintains that this does not apply to a miracle, since this is an 

occurrence which is observable and ‘which not revelation but reason proclaims to be due to a 

direct intervention of the First Cause’.
30

 ‘Supernatural’ refers to what is observable and 

clearly contrary to the normal order of causes and effects, and in this sense, a miracle is 

supernatural. And because a miracle is observable, it does belong to the domain of the 

historian. 

John Henry Newman (1801-1890) is also a well-known defender of miracles. Only 

after his conversion to Catholicism in 1845, he would stress the purpose and value of miracles 

in the history of the Roman Catholic Church. Until then he maintained that there would be 

insufficient proof in favour of biblical miracles in his essay ‘The miracles of Scripture’ (1825-

                                                           
28

 Ibid, p. 40. 
29

 Harnack, A. (1863). The history of dogma, vol. 1, footnote 68 on p. 63; retrieved from: 

http://www.ccel.org/h/harnack/dogma1/cache/dogma1.pdf. 
30

 Joyce, G.H. (1914), pp. 41-42. 

http://www.ccel.org/h/harnack/dogma1/cache/dogma1.pdf
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1826). In that earlier period he fully agreed with Hume that the evidence of current miracles is 

inadequate, although he denied Hume’s argument with regard to biblical miracles. Newman 

believed that the biblical miracles have sufficient proof, ‘worthy of a divine agent’. In this 

early period he warned against the ‘pious frauds’ of Roman Catholic Church practice but also 

against ‘the opposite extreme’, those who deny all miracles because they do not comply with 

scientific methodology.
31

 

Shortly before his conversion during 1842-1843, Newman wrote another essay on 

miracles, ‘The miracles of early ecclesiastical history’, in which he admits to have detected an 

error in his earlier reasoning. He now says it is unconvincing that the sort of evidence 

considered to be sufficient to prove the miracles of biblical times is always insufficient in the 

case of current miracles. He admits that ‘this incredulity is a fault’: Christianity is more than a 

creed or doctrine ‘introduced into the world once for all, and then left to itself’. He then 

decided to accept special divine presence which allows, in principle, the occurrence of 

miracles.
32

  

Those (…) who realize that the bodies of the Saints were in their lifetime the Temples 

of the Holiest, and are hereafter to rise again, will feel no offence at the report of 

miracles wrought through them; nor ought those who believe in the existence of evil 

spirits to have any difficulty at the notion of demoniacal possession and exorcism. And 

it may be taken as a general truth, that where there is an admission of Catholic 

doctrines, there no prejudice will exist against the Ecclesiastical Miracles; while those 

who disbelieve the existence among us of the hidden Power, will eagerly avail 

themselves of every plea for explaining away its open manifestations.
33

 

Miracles still occur because God remains an active, supernatural being who shows his 

mercy through special interventions such as in the cases of exorcisms and healings. Newman 

maintains that miracles are an inalienable element of the Christian faith and that the evidence 

of miracles can be convincing if one is unprejudiced about the possibility of an active, divine 

presence in our world. 

 

Having outlined Joyce’s and Newman’s defences of the Roman Catholic position on 

miracles against rationalistic and empirical arguments, we now turn to a prominent place of 

pilgrimage where miracles are claimed to take place: Lourdes, France. The reason why this is 

important in this study is that miracles have remained an important element in ecclesiastical 

practice. This is not only the case in the Roman Catholic Church, but also in some Protestant 

traditions, especially in charismatic and evangelical Protestant churches, a subject I will 

address later (4.4). 

In 1858, the fourteen-year-old Bernadette Soubirous claimed that she had had several 

apparitions of the Holy Virgin Mary in the cave of Massabielle. Since then, many miracles, 

mostly cures, are claimed to have happened at the site. However, the official recognition of a 
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 Newman, J.H. (2010), part 4 ‘On the evidence for the Christian miracles’. 
32

 Ibid, 77. 
33

 Ibid, 79. 
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miracle by the Roman Catholic Church is not an easy matter since all claims are judged by a 

committee of medical scientists.
34

 

For a cure to be declared ‘medically inexplicable’ (which is the necessary requirement 

for the recognition of a miracle by the Church), certain facts must have been established. 

Firstly, the original diagnosis must be verified and confirmed beyond any doubt and it must 

be regarded as incurable considering current medical knowledge. Secondly, the cure must 

take place during or after a visit to Lourdes and it must be complete, with no residual 

impairment or deficit, and it must be permanent. To make sure that a cure is truly permanent, 

a full investigation takes a minimum of five years but regularly can take between ten to 

twelve years. The members of the medical committee vote on each case presented. Only when 

a two-thirds majority vote in favour is reached, will a cure be pronounced ‘inexplicable’, after 

which the case is referred to the Bishop of the diocese where the cured person resides. The 

Bishop of the particular diocese then consults his own experts and the Vatican, after which he 

decides whether or not a cure is ‘miraculous’. Until now, approximately 7,000 cases have 

been investigated of which the Roman Catholic Church has only officially recognised 69 

cases associated with the Lourdes site.
35

 

 

 

3.1.2 Canonisation and the role of the physician  

 

There are a number of steps on the road to canonisation which may take a long period 

of time.
36

 Since the late sixteenth century, it has not been possible to attain sainthood without 

having worked at least two miracles, although exceptions to this custom, which is called 

‘equivalent canonisation’, can be found.
37

 Before his election to the papacy, Prospero 

Lambertini (Benedict XIV), as Promoter General of the Faith in the Congregation of Rites, 
                                                           
34

 Claims are referred by The Lourdes Medical Bureau (Bureau des Constatations Médicales) which 

was established in 1884. This Bureau is the official medical organisation within the Sanctuary of St. 

Mary, ‘Our Lady of Lourdes‘. The medical investigation of miracle claims is left to the International 

Medical Committee of Lourdes (Comité Médical International de Lourdes, abbreviated CMIL) which 

meets annually. It hosts an international panel of about thirty experts representing various medical 

disciplines and different religious beliefs and is joined by the head of the Lourdes Medical Bureau and 

the Bishop of Tarbes and Lourdes. For more information, see: Harris, R. (1999). Lourdes: Body and 

Spirit in the Secular Age, Penguin Books; James, R. (1987). The faith healers. Prometheus Books. 
35

 Information based on: http://fr.lourdes-france.org/. 
36

 Firstly, a biography of the prospective saint must be prepared using trustworthy documentation to 

establish that he or she actually existed, possessed ‘heroic virtues’, and led an exemplary life. When 

accepted, the ‘servant of God’ will be recognised as ‘venerable’. Then follows beatification, for which 

at least one miracle is usually required. For the last step of canonisation, at least one additional miracle 

is required. 
37

 A few exceptions are made to the custom or rule that at least two miracles are required for 

canonisation. Exemptions, casi excepti, are allowing the requirements of biographical documentation, 

although it is still necessary to produce evidence that the would-be saint actually existed and led an 

exemplary life and cases of martyr saints. Usually casi excepti include a number of attributed miracles 

but in some cases, evidence was hard to produce because witnesses were no longer alive. For sixteen 

post-Congregation canonisations mentioned in the Vatican Secret Archives (ASV) or the Vatican 

Library, of which six pertain to martyrs, no miracles have been identified. A few other would-be saints 

have been exempted from the requirement of a miracle at the stage of beatification. Source: Duffin, J. 

(2009), p. 16. 
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had already determined prescriptions regarding beatification and canonisation.
38

 Included in 

these instructions were the exact procedures to be followed by medical experts. But he did not 

stress proof of inexplicable causes as essential for canonisation but rather the heroic virtue of 

the person involved. An exemplary life could even bypass the requirement of miracles. And 

even when a recognised miracle could be explained later, due to the advance of medical 

science, canonisation would remain intact. 

Prospero Lambertini also considered the human imagination as a possible source of 

explanation for a cure in ‘De miraculis’. This can be regarded as an early suggestion of a 

psychosomatic explanation.
39

 In his studies of the work of Aquinas, he found a key to answer 

the question of whether the imagination can have an influence on bodily processes, for 

example, in a healing case. For Aquinas, the imagination affects bodily processes directly, 

without influence on unrelated corporeal dispositions.
40

 His position opposed the neo-

Augustinian view, according to which an ‘ardent imagination’ (vehemens imaginatio)
41

 

between a saint and God could affect the body. But after the reinstatement of Aquinas the 

Council of Vienne (1311–1312) declared the neo-Augustinian natural-mystical interpretation 

unacceptable. This allowed the notion of the imagination as a psychosomatic cause of certain 

miraculous phenomena. The point here is that any possibility of a psychological explanation 

of a cure had to be ruled out by thorough investigation in order to conclude that a true miracle 

had taken place. If a cure could be explained by a psychosomatic effect, it did not mean that 

this was not something miraculous, but only that this cause excluded the official recognition 

of an event as a true miracle.
42

 

The popes of the twentieth century insisted that physicians have a greater and more 

definitive role in beatification and canonisation.
43

 In 1948, Pius XII (1939 –1958) installed a 

Medical Council (Consulta Medica) which was to advise theologians of the Congregation of 
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 Benedict XIV, in: Opus De Servorum Dei Beatificatione, Et Beatorum Canonisazione. Source: 

Harvey, J.C. (2007), p. 1256. See also Woodward K. (1990). Making Saints. New York, NY, Simon 

and Shuster. 
39 His main source at this point would have been Fienus, Th. (1608). De Viribus Imaginationis, 

according to Vidal, F. (2007). ‘Miracles, Science, and Testimony in Post-Tridentine Saint-Making’, in: 

Science in Context, 20, pp. 481-508. 
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 Summa theologiae, 3a, Quaest. 3, Art. 3, ad 3. Reference from Vidal, F. (2007), see previous 

footnote. 
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 This suggestion originally refers to Petrarch who, in a letter (from 1366) to a friend, Tommaso 

Garbo, remarked that St. Francis became so involved in meditations on the death of Christ, that he 

imagined himself also to be crucified, with left visible traces on his body. See Petrarca. (1868). Lettere 

senile, VIII, lettera 3, 465. This story was denied by Franciscans but it remained popular later on, for 

example in the Renaissance, in Pietro Pomponazzi’s De incantationibus. 
42

 Lambertini played an important role in the history of the development of the Roman Catholic 

argument in favour of miracles. By introducing natural, psychosomatic causes of assumed miracle 

cures, and by promoting extensive medical examination, he is, in a way, quite modern, even 

‘enlightened’. On the other hand, Benedict’s ‘enlightenment’ opposed all attempts to cast doubt on 

traditional metaphysics. See also: Israel, J. (2012), pp. 328-329 and Messbarger, R. et al (Eds.). 

(2016), p. xxix: ‘scholars diverge on exactly what Benedict’s role was, what it means during his age 

and what it means today. In contention are not only the principal aspirations and outcomes of his 

papacy, but the mode, extent and, in some cases authenticity of Benedict’s commitment to 

Enlightenment ideals’. 
43

 For this and the next paragraph, I made use of the contribution of Harvey, J.C. (2007), pp. 1255-

1258. 
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Rites. This was modelled after the Medical Commission at the Shrine at Lourdes.
44

 He 

summoned theologians of the Congregation to consult and abide by the opinion of the 

physicians of the Commission who were commissioned to judge an event, usually a cure, 

‘inexplicable’ by standards of current medical science. 

In 1983 John Paul II (1978 –2005) propagated canon norms for exact procedures to be 

pursued, from the initiation of the process of a saint by a local bishop, to the actual rite of 

canonisation. He included a College of Relators that was to prepare cases of ‘servants of God’ 

who were in the first stage of canonisation.
45

 One of the canon norms is that a specific Relator 

must be selected to prepare the recognition of miracles by consulting physicians and 

theologians.
46

 Approximately forty to fifty cases are examined by physicians each year, of 

which only about a third are judged medically inexplicable. These cases are then presented to 

theologians who make a further judgment. They consider all other information which has 

come to the Congregation and recommend to the Cardinal members of the Congregation 

either to accept or to reject the event as a ‘true’ miracle. The Cardinal members at their turn 

consider all the evidence and when they are convinced that an event can only be explained 

supernaturally, they will make a recommendation to the Pope who has the power of 

canonisation. 

The role of the physician in canonisation shows the complementary approach of the 

Vatican with regard to science and religion, but in a hierarchical order. Pope Benedict XVI 

summarised this view as follows: 

It should not be forgotten that in the examination of events claimed to be miraculous the 

competence of scholars and theologians converges, although the last word is given to 

theology, the only discipline that can give a miracle an interpretation of faith. This is 

why the process of Saints’ Causes moves from the scientific evaluation of the Medical 

Council or technical experts to a theological examination by the Consultors and later by 

the Cardinals and Bishops.
47

 

It can be concluded that from Benedict XIV onwards, scientific inquiry with regard to 

the acknowledgement of miracles gradually became more important in the Roman Catholic 

Church. With the help of science, the great number of claimed miracles could be reduced to 

only a small, recognised number. There can also be observed that a growing number of 

canonisations now take place without the requirement of at least two confirmed miracles. 

John Paul II is well known to have canonised most liberally by waiving miracles and by 
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 See: Antonelli, O.F.M., P.F. (1962). De Inquistione Medico-Legali Super Miraculis In Causis 
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 John Paul II. (1983). Divinus Perfectionis Magister. Apostolic Constitution from  
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 The physicians of the Medical Commission are appointed by the Prefect of the Congregation for the 
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abbreviating the waiting time after the death of a would-be saint. Since the beginning of his 

pontificate, Pope Francis shows to act similarly. 

 

In this explanation of the arguments of the Roman Catholic Church, I intended to 

show that miracles are considered as observable factual events, explained by a supernatural 

cause, so-called facta divina. In this approach there is no conflict or an opposition between 

science and theology. Science and theology are complementary, but in a hierarchical order in 

which the decision to call an event a true miracle is assigned to the highest ecclesiastical 

authority. Scientific research on the presented evidence of a claimed miracle must determine 

whether or not there are natural, for example psychosomatic, explanations to be found. Such 

explanations exclude that a miraculous event can be officially recognised as a miracle. 

 

 

3.2 Rudolf Bultmann: miracle as self-understanding    

 

After explaining the arguments of the Roman Catholic Church, I now turn to a number 

of arguments from a selection of Protestant traditions. In this section, I will first point to the 

influence of Spinoza and Hume on liberal Protestant theology in which their criticism of 

miracles as factual events has been accepted. I will then explain how dialectical theology 

seeks to find another answer to how this criticism can be addressed. I will focus in particular 

on the arguments of Rudolf Bultmann and Karl Barth, who started together as dialectical 

theologians in their rejection of both liberal and conservative views, but then went different 

ways of approaching miracles.  

  

3.2.1 From liberal to dialectical theology 

 

The rationalistic and empirical arguments of Spinoza and Hume have had a substantial 

influence in subsequent centuries upon ‘liberal’ Protestant theologians such as Heinrich 

Paulus, Friedrich Schleiermacher, David Friedrich Strauss and Albert Schweitzer. In this 

movement the historicity of biblical miracles is denied but without the implication that 

miracle stories would be meaningless, but rather that they should be interpreted as an ethical 

address aimed to indicate the guidelines according to which people should organise their 

lives, including their social and political systems. 

In this kind of Protestantism, there was no more room for traditional supernaturalism. 

‘God’s acts’ should not be understood in such a way that God interferes in the world by 

violating natural laws, but he was understood to work immanently through human efforts to 

change the world into the paradise that had once been lost. With regard to the position of 

liberal theology in the debate on miracles, I would like to distinguish four different kinds of 

approaches. 

Firstly, the German editor of Spinoza’s works, Heinrich Paulus, rejected all miracles a 

priori and explained the miraculous elements in the Gospels naturally while retaining a close 



61 
 

adherence to the letter of the text.
48

 For example, he maintained that Jesus did not die on the 

cross but that he actually survived and was revived due to the cool atmosphere of the tomb 

and that he did not walk on water, but was standing on the shore. Although it is far from clear 

upon which sound textual basis he made these assumptions, Paulus maintained that miracles 

are not important anyway and if there were any, it is only the person of Jesus, his moral 

character and courage, that is truly miraculous: ‘Das Wunderbare von Jesus ist er selbst’.
49

 

The true meaning of Christianity is therefore not to be found in miracles, but in the teachings 

of Jesus, which are self-evidently true. 

Secondly, Friedrich Schleiermacher, by some called the ‘father of modern liberal 

theology’, followed Paulus’ lead. He maintains mainly a metaphysical critique of miracles 

which resembles Spinoza’s argument.
50

 God undergirds the order of nature but he does not 

violate this order since there can be no, what he calls, ‘absolute suspension of the 

interrelatedness of nature’. According to him the essence of religious experience is ‘the 

feeling of absolute dependence’ (das schlechthinnige Abhängigkeitsgefühl).
51

 

Thirdly, David Friedrich Strauss fully accepted criticisms on miracles as argued for by 

Spinoza and Hume, but denounced all speculations from fellow liberal theologians about 

possible natural explanations of miracle stories. He criticised Paulus’ ‘vulgar rationalism’ and 

Schleiermacher’s interpretations of miracles. In Das Leben Jesu (1835) he contests these 

criticisms as ‘works of deception’.
52

 He accused them of implying that the biblical writers 

made up miracle stories and of suspecting and adding natural causes to meet their own 

rationalistic and empirical presuppositions. This approach totally misunderstands the nature of 

religious commitment and devotion, according to Strauss. The narratives should rather be 

interpreted by using a mythological explanation in order to preserve the valuable ideas in 

these stories.
53
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 See his Philologisch-kritischer und historischer Kommentar über das Neue Testament (1800-1802), 
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The fourth way of dealing with miracles in liberal Protestant theology, in line with the 

arguments from Spinoza and Hume, was that of the History of Religions School of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, predominantly active in Göttingen.
54

 In contrast to the 

other reactions mentioned, this School propagated radical historical research in theology by 

situating the history and literature of Judaism and early Christianity in a search for the origin 

of these religions and the Bible’s enduring value in a comparative history of culture.
55

 

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, when the Western world was faced with the 

disasters of the First World War which shattered much of the optimistic spirit of the 

Enlightenment, a number of Protestant theologians began to challenge the liberal outlook in 

theology. In philosophy, Nietzsche (1844-1900) had already declared that, ‘God is dead. God 

remains dead. And we have killed him’.
56

 Man’s Enlightenment had undermined belief in a 

cosmic order which guaranteed absolute values and this loss, Nietzsche said, led to nihilism. 

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) understood this part of Nietzsche’s philosophy as the end of 

traditional metaphysics. This would also mean the end of the myth of a Heilsgeschichte, a 

historical ‘drama of salvation’ in which God is said to have acted at certain times in the world 

to change the state of human affairs.
57

  

Faced with these developments, post-Nietzschean attempts were made in Protestant 

theology to overcome the crisis of the age. The emergence of this movement can be called a 

‘new Reformation’ as current positions in theology were challenged anew from the 

recollection of Luther’s revolutionary point of view. Luther had not only warned against 

Roman Catholic reasoning and practices, but had also pointed out the dangers of historicising 

the Bible with the concomitant implication that Man would be able to accomplish justice in 

the world by trying to live according to moral rules, ignoring the necessary divine justification 

by God’s grace through Jesus Christ. 

Friedrich Gogarten, a Lutheran theologian, became one of the founders of what came 

to be called ‘crisis or dialectical theology’. From him originated the title of the magazine 

Zwischen den Zeiten (1920-1933), referring to the new age of uncertainty as a result of the 

collapse of the optimistic modern worldview: 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
but the outworking of the cosmic spirit through humanity in history’, see Brown, C. (2011), p. 284. He 

argues that the miracle stories about Jesus were shaped by the messianic expectations that can be 

found in the Old Testament, a subject I will address in section 6.2.3. 
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It is the fate of our generation that we find ourselves between the times. We have never 

belonged to the time that ends today. And will we belong to the time ahead of us? And 

when we are able to belong to it, will it come soon? In this way we stand in the middle. 

In an empty space.
58

 

The objective of this group of Protestant thinkers, which included for example Karl 

Barth and Rudolf Bultmann, was to reform the collapse of modernity into a new dialectical 

way of understanding. It was neither meant to be a revival of early Christianity, nor of the 

‘dead God’ of modernity, but to point again to the importance of the principle that faith alone 

(sola fide) will ensure justification and not Man’s effort or ability to reason. In this revival of 

Reformation principles, God’s transcendency was stressed, that he remains opposite and 

beyond the world of Man: God as a ‘wholly Other’.  

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), a Lutheran New Testament teacher at Marburg, 

already criticised liberal theology in his early lecture ‘Ethische und mystische Religion im 

Urchristentum’ (1920).
59

 In this lecture, he distinguishes two communities in early 

Christianity: Jesus with his original followers in Palestine, aiming at an ethical religion which 

he calls a Jewish sect, and a Hellenistic community of a mystical-cultic nature centred around 

Paul. He specifically criticises Ernst Troeltsch’s ‘quest for the historical Jesus’ in which he 

argued that Jesus was a member of the Hellenistic community, attempting ‘to make the 

proclamation of Jesus, the religion of Jesus, appear as the normative form of Christianity’. 

Bultmann criticised this kind of liberal approach for its use of historical research to confirm a 

presupposed religious moralism. In the opening contribution to his collected essays, Glauben 

und Verstehen (Faith and understanding, 1933), he characterises liberal theology as follows. 

What I have against liberal theology is that it is not about God, but about Man. God 

however means the radical denial (Verneinung) and elimination (Aufhebung) of Man: 

the subject of theology is God and therefore its substance can only be the word of the 

cross (λόγος τοῦ σταυροῦ); this however is Man’s stumbling block (σκάνδαλον). 

Therefore what I have against liberal theology is that it tries to withdraw from this 

stumbling block or that it tries to avoid it.
60

 

Bultmann denied the emphasis of liberal theology on moral teaching, and favoured the 

eschatological message of the Hellenistic community, their proclamation about Jesus as the 

Son of God (kerygma) as decisive for Christian theology. Thus, the proclaimed, 

eschatological saving Christ is the origin of Bultmann’s dialectical theology and not the 

person of Jesus of Nazareth. For Bultmann, Christian faith came to existence as soon as there 

was this Christian kerygma. 
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Although he agrees with the scientific assumptions of modern history, Bultmann 

claims that it does not follow that what remains of the biblical message is moral instruction. 

And although God must be understood as a ‘wholly Other’, this does not mean the acceptance 

or revival of traditionalism, as its assumption of supernaturalism must now be regarded as no 

longer tenable in an age which has left a mythological worldview behind. In Bultmann’s 

understanding, acts of God are not observable facts that one could try to verify or make 

credible as in traditional theology. God’s ‘acts’ can only be seen with the eyes of faith, and 

faith remains a gift from God. Biblical miracle stories in which God is said to act only appear 

to be descriptions of true occurrences, but should be seen as narratives in a mythological form 

in a worldview that is generally very different from that of Western people in the twentieth 

century. 

It was Bultmann’s objective to interpret and preach the Christian Gospels anew to 

people of the twentieth century who experienced the problem of how to reconcile miracles 

with faith as summarised in confessions. He argued that it would be necessary to unlink the 

stories from their mythological form, which he called ‘Entmythologisierung’ 

(demythologising)
61

, and then to uncover their deeper meaning. In Martin Heidegger’s 

analysis of human existence, Bultmann found a secular groundwork which he made of use to 

uncover the essential meaning and message of the New Testament that could be preached 

understandably in today’s post-Enlightenment world. 

 

 

3.2.2 Tales of miracles demythologised 

 

From 1923-1928, Bultmann became acquainted with the work of Heidegger, a 

colleague at Marburg University, to whom he would dedicate the first volume of his collected 

essays Glauben und Verstehen. Heidegger’s philosophy, articulated in Sein und Zeit (1927), 

seemed to be the best available analysis of Man according to Bultmann: dwelling in an empty 

space (‘zwischen den Zeiten’), wondering whether existence had any meaning at all, and 

aware of inescapable death which threatens Man’s existence. In this work, Heidegger, in his 

‘tortured intensity of prose’
62

, introduces a number of neologisms to express something 

crucial about human existence. When he, for example, writes about death, he expresses this as 

‘the possibility of my own not-Being’, in which ‘my own being-able-to-Be’ is revealed. 

Inevitable death, the finitude of Man’s existence or ‘Being-there’ (Dasein) can reveal the 

possibility of an authentic self. Death, therefore, is disclosed to ‘Being-there’ as a possibility 

which is ‘not to be outstripped’.
63
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Bultmann interpreted Heidegger’s analysis of human existence as a useful 

philosophical preparation for disclosing the essential message of the New Testament: 

Authenticity can truly be found only in God’s Word as an answer to Man’s existential 

question, if one is willing to listen to it and await God’s act of forgiveness. In the following 

paragraphs, I will look more closely at the way Bultmann dealt with biblical miracle stories, 

and in the next section, at his argument on miracles. 

According to Bultmann, the findings of the historical critical method have to be 

accepted. From these findings he concluded that early Christianity as a historical phenomenon 

can be localised in a Hellenistic community which maintained a mythological worldview. He 

defines ‘mythology’ as the representation of the ‘unworldly’ (Unweltliche, Jenseitige) into the 

‘worldly’ (Weltliche, Diesseitige).
64

 In the mythological worldview, the world is presented as 

a stage on which interacting supernatural powers, gods and demons, can interfere with human 

affairs. God’s saving acts in the world as described in the Bible were written in these 

mythological forms, entailed in a specific Jewish religious context: God sent his (pre-existing) 

Son to the world where he died on the cross as an acceptable sacrifice to the Father for the 

sins of Man, and he went up to heaven until he will return again. 

For many people, living in a post-Enlightenment age, this ‘plan of salvation’ in history 

has become problematic. According to Bultmann, this modern understanding is not some 

other worldview, but is an a priori element of our existence.
65

 Since the Enlightenment, for 

many people in the West biblical miracle stories have become a stumbling block in 

understanding God’s Word because of the mythological worldview that the biblical writers 

show to maintain. Bultmann aimed at opening up the message of these stories once more by a 

re-interpretation, making use of Heidegger’s conceptual framework. In this way he argued 

that, on a deeper level, biblical myths express an understanding of human existence 

(Existenzverständnis). 

To discover their true meaning, miracle stories need ‘demythologising’ which he 

defines as a hermeneutical method applied to a myth in an existentialist interpretation.
66

 

A myth is not just a primitive form of early science but it is a medium through which ancient 

cultures expressed truths about Man, the world and God. Demythologising the expression 

‘acts of God’ existentially results in the following meaning: 
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Since human life is lived out in time and space, Man’s encounter with God can only be 

a specific event here and now. This event, our being addressed by God here and now, 

our being questioned, judged, and blessed by him, is what we mean when we speak of 

an act of God.
67

 

In his Shaffer lectures
68

, Bultmann asks himself the ‘crucial question’: If we must 

speak of God as acting ‘only in the sense that He acts with me here and now, can we still 

believe that God has acted once for all on behalf of the whole world?’.
69

 Experiencing God 

cannot be narrowed down to subjective experience. God’s Word cannot be reduced to 

existentialism. Although his Word is ‘addressed to me, as an event happening and meeting me 

as His mercy’ it is still a verbum externum, not invented by Man by imagination, but risen up 

in history in the event of Jesus Christ aimed at a new future for Man.
70

 

In Bultmann’s approach, historical research presupposes a closed system of efficient 

causes which precludes any awareness of God’s acts in Christ. This implies a paradoxical and 

dialectical understanding which is crucial in his interpretation of the New Testament: The 

historical person of Jesus Christ is also ‘the eschatological event’. Jesus as a person was in the 

world ‘once and for all’, but Christ is only ‘visible’ with the eyes of faith.
71

 God’s acting 

grace is present here and now in preaching the Word of God, the kerygma. To live in faith, is 

to live anew, to live an eschatological existence, which means living beyond the world, to 

have conquered death in a new, authentic self-understanding. ‘Inauthentic existence’ means to 

understand oneself as part of the world from an objective outlook (objektivierende 

Betrachtung), but living ‘authentically’ means living from the future, from an open, but still 

unavailable possibility which challenges Man to decide to live responsibly.
72

 This method of 

historical understanding (geschichtliches Verstehen) is able to disclose the meaning of the text 

which people of the twentieth century can still appropriate.
73

 

 

 

3.2.3 The only miracle of God’s mercy 

 

Bultmann called an event which is contrary to the ordinary chain of cause and effect 

and which is explained by a supernatural cause, a ‘Mirakel’. This definition was, mainly 

thanks to Hume, central to discussions about miracles, but according to Bultmann, a miracle 

understood in this way wears a mythological disguise which needs demythologising to 

uncover its deeper, true meaning. He argued that the early Christian community was 

convinced that Jesus had performed miracles in this sense. Bultmann himself also believed 

that Jesus had miraculous powers: 
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Most of the wonder tales contained in the gospels are legendary, at least they have 

legendary embellishments. But there can be no doubt that Jesus did the kind of deeds 

which were miracles to His mind and to the minds of His contemporaries, that is, deeds 

which were attributed to a supernatural, divine cause; undoubtedly He healed the sick 

and cast out demons. However decidedly He refused the demand to prove His claim by 

a miracle (…), He obviously Himself understood His miracles as a sign of the 

imminence of the Kingdom of God.
74

 

But although Bultmann emphasises the importance of the historical person of Jesus to 

whom he attributes miraculous acts, what is truly historical of the gospel miracle stories, turns 

out to be of no concern to him at all. The crucial element about Jesus is not what he preached, 

the ‘Was’, but that he preached, the ‘Dass’.
75

 By the ‘what’ Bultmann means the content of 

the person and consciousness of Jesus, while the ‘that’ refers to the fact that Jesus lived and 

taught. Thus, Bultmann insisted that although the historical Jesus is absolutely indispensable 

for faith, the content of his preaching or teaching is not. Faith can only be grounded in that 

Jesus lived and that he was the bearer of the Word of God.
76

 The reason the kerygma cannot 

be based on historical knowledge is that in Bultmann’s dialectical theology, God as ‘wholly 

Other’ can never be incarcerated in the limited confines of this kind of knowledge. However, 

since his approach is dialectical, a ‘historical minimum’ (that Jesus lived) must remain. 

Along with many liberal theologians of this period, Bultmann assumed that Jesus’ 

religious teaching was not new. In their historical research it appeared that Jesus was a Jew 

who announced the end of history and the subsequent inauguration of an apocalyptic 

kingdom, understood as the fulfilment of the Scriptures.
77

 However, after the death of Jesus, 

Paul envisioned the appearance of Jesus as the turning point in history and he awaited the end 

of the world in a cosmic drama at Christ’s return. In this future event, the dead would be 

resurrected and God would judge the world. He assumed that God had already acted 

decisively in Jesus’ resurrection and that he was the expected Messiah promised in Jewish 

apocalyptic writings.  

Bultmann calls this the first stage in the demythologising process because Paul 

interpreted Jewish myths about future events into the present situation, in the appearance, life 

and teaching of Jesus. Thereafter, in a second stage, the writer of the Gospel of John 

demythologised eschatology in an even more radical fashion: 

After Paul, John de-mythologised the eschatology in a radical manner. For John the 

coming and departing of Jesus is the eschatological event. (…) For John the resurrection 

of Jesus, Pentecost and the parousia of Jesus are one and the same event, and those who 

believe have already eternal life. (…) Mythology has been transposed into history 

(‘Geschichte’).
78
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This transposition resulted in the mythological presentation of historical 

(geschichtliche) wondrous events (Mirakel) which were attributed to the person of Jesus, such 

as his birth from a virgin, his ascension and resurrection. In the mythological worldview, this 

was expressed in spatial terms such as: ‘No one has ascended to heaven but He who came 

down from heaven, that is, the Son of Man who is in heaven’,79 and, ‘He is coming with 

clouds, and every eye will see Him’.80 

Bultmann maintains that this kind of theological language can still be meaningful 

today if one considers miracle-talk as metaphorical.
81

 Miracle (Mirakel) stories as 

metaphorical representations can still be interpreted. In the existentialist interpretation of 

myths that Bultmann proposes, ‘acts of God’ refers to Man’s personal existence. These ‘acts’ 

refer to existential events and are not objectively detectable since God is not a worldly 

phenomenon (Weltphänomen).
82

 To speak of miracles, therefore, means ‘to speak of one’s 

own existence’.
83

 

By applying this existentialist interpretation, Bultmann uncovers the underlying 

message of mythological stories about miracles (Mirakel) which is the only true miracle 

(‘Wunder’), God’s revelation: God is revealed in faith in a particular moment.
84

 This is not a 

purely subjective experience as it breaks in from the outside by the kerygma. Revelation is an 

occurrence, which happens to Man in the proclamation of Christ.
85

 

I cannot speak of God as my God by looking into myself. My personal relation with 

God can be made real by God only, by the acting God who meets me in His world.
86

 

Bultmann calls the miraculous event of God who reveals himself to Man ‘the miracle 

of mercy’, meant for all who live without God.
87

 It is the miracle of the transcendent, merciful 

God who offers forgiveness in Man’s sinful existence which opens up a life of true freedom. 

The true meaning of miracle stories is the inner truth to which they refer (Wunder), and not 

the outer appearance in which the stories are pictured (Mirakel). 

God’s forgiveness is the miracle which is not of this world, but which can take place 

in a person’s world in an inner transformation, and therefore it is hidden (‘verborgen’). In this 

interpretation of Bultmann, the meaning of miracle in the sense of ‘Wunder’ echoes the 

principle of sola fide of the Reformation. As a ‘natural creature’ a human being exists without 

God and perceives the world as such, and from this unbelieving view Man cannot liberate 

himself.
88

 As long as someone relies on one’s own understanding, or on one’s own 

achievements, efforts and/or intellect, one is still determined by sin.
89
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Continuing this line of argument, Bultmann claims that, in comparison to ‘paganism’ 

(Heidentum), only Christianity can speak of the true God (vom wirklichen Gott) since it 

discloses the true miracle of God’s mercy. Natural Man (der natürliche Mensch) can speak of 

God, but not truly know him. Only God can make himself known to Man and therefore all 

God-talk not related to faith is ‘from the devil’.
90

 

 

 

4.2.4 Sermon on the miraculous catch of fish 

 

In his sermons about miracle narratives Bultmann regularly calls on human experience 

to explore their meaning, for instance, in a sermon on the miraculous catch of fish (Luke 5:1-

12). 

One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret,
 
the people were crowding 

round him and listening to the word of God. 
2 
He saw at the water’s edge two boats, left 

there by the fishermen, who were washing their nets. 
3 

He got into one of the boats, the 

one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little from the shore. Then he sat 

down and taught the people from the boat. 
4 
When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, ‘Put out into deep water, and let 

down the nets for a catch.’ 
5 
Simon answered, ‘Master, we’ve worked hard all night and 

haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, I will let down the nets.’ 
6 
When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began 

to break. 
7 

So they signalled to their partners in the other boat to come and help them, 

and they came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink. 
8 
When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, ‘Go away from me, Lord; 

I am a sinful man!’ 
9 

For he and all his companions were astonished at the catch of fish 

they had taken, 
10 

and so were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, Simon’s partners. 

Then Jesus said to Simon, ‘Don’t be afraid; from now on you will fish for people.’ 
11 

So 

they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him. 

In his sermon about this miracle story, Bultmann first addresses the problem that, 

according to him, modern people will have in understanding this miracle. 

We live of course in a time which not only does not normally experience such miracles, 

but does not even consider them possible. We are not only theoretically convinced that 

all happenings in the world take place according to certain norms, according to 

unalterable laws, but in practice too, in our work and affairs, we behave on the 

assumption that everything that happens has its natural cause and natural effect.
91

 

As a result he claims that many people are now unable to make sense of biblical 

stories which contain elements clearly not congruent with their own experiences. As a result, 

some people would reject faith while others maintain their faith but deny miracles, wondering 

if they may still call themselves true Christians. 
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In this way Bultmann interprets the problem of ‘crisis’ or ‘dialectical’ theology as a 

pastoral problem of modernity. By the hermeneutical method of demythologising, he seeks to 

solve this problem by arguing that ‘belief in the miracle stories of the New Testament is not in 

fact the essence of Christian faith. Christian faith means rather faith in the grace of God which 

has been manifested in Christ’.
92

 By the kerygma God speaks to us in our existential situation 

of sin and he opens the way to Man’s authentic being which enables true freedom in 

obedience to him. 

But of course this ‘solution’ of the assumed miracle problem by reducing miracle 

stories to an underlying existential meaning can never convince Christians who maintain that 

belief in miracles as historical events is an integral part of the Christian faith. Bultmann’s first 

concern, however, was not to address them, but those who were struggling with the problem 

of historicity. In his sermon he therefore concentrates on those who, in his view, are unable to 

accept the mythological worldview of biblical times: 

Obedience cannot mean in any event that we are to give up completely the attempt to 

think for ourselves and to accept something as true which we cannot honestly believe to 

be true. It cannot mean that we are to suppress truthfulness.
93

 

Bultmann aimed to address those who could not believe in or who doubted the biblical 

miracles which are a crucial element in the teachings and doctrines of the Christian churches. 

In his dialectical understanding faith is not the acceptance of what is clearly against one’s 

own experience. ‘Blind faith’ would be to accept merely on authority the outer mythological 

form of the narratives as descriptions of what took place in history, at the cost of the loss of 

the much more important inner meaning: 

What then is the meaning of miracle from the standpoint of the Christian religion? To 

believe in miracle means, as we have already suggested, to be prepared to believe that 

the miraculous working of God meets us in our lives.
94

 

In his sermon on the miracle of the miraculous catch of fish Bultmann unfolds the 

deeper meaning of this story which begins when the disciples haven’t caught any fish. They 

are desperate and they are tired. Jesus tells Simon to cast out the nets again and at the moment 

he obeys the astonishing result is that these fishermen are able to net an enormous catch of 

fish. 

Bultmann interprets the story as follows. As human beings we think we can ‘control 

our lives by our own initiative (…) because we wish to live in our own strength, by our own 

will, by the ingenuity of our own planning. Accordingly, we accept as real and valid that view 

of the world which fits into this outlook’. On the one hand, we imagine or view the world as 

controllable by our knowledge, intuition and will, but we must also admit that this outlook 

leads to crisis. It is at this point that ‘the wonder-working word of Jesus comes to us precisely 

when our own resources are exhausted’.
95

 The instant we fail, in a moment of crisis, Jesus 
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steps in and only if we obey him, crisis will be diverted and transformed into a state of inner 

wealth and peace. 

This concludes my explanation of Bultmann’s argument on miracles. It may have 

become clear that Bultmann strongly criticises traditional arguments such as those put 

forward by the Roman Catholic Church. His first point, in agreement with liberal theological 

approaches, is that stories about miracles as ‘Mirakel’ cannot refer to historical events. 

Secondly, miracle narratives should be demythologised in order to become understandable for 

those who search for truth in the biblical writings from a modern post-Enlightenment 

worldview. Bultmann shared a common dialectical approach to theology with Karl Barth. In 

the next section Barth’s position in the debate on miracles will be outlined in comparison to 

that of Bultmann, which may contribute to a better understanding of their different points of 

view. 

 

 

4.3 Karl Barth: miracles as God’s self-revelation 

 

 

4.3.1 Dealing with Bultmann’s dialectics 

 

In explaining his argument on miracles one has to consider that Karl Barth (1886-

1968) went through a theological development from his early Der Römerbrief (1919) through 

to the Kirchliche Dogmatik (1932-1967).
96

 I will refer to this as far as is necessary to 

understand his argument on miracles.
97

 

As dialectical theologians, both involved in their early careers in the magazine 

Zwischen den Zeiten, Bultmann and Barth agreed on a number of issues. Firstly, they 

emphasised the necessity to disclose God’s Word to modern people but in their support of and 

loyalty to the Reformation, they both opposed Roman Catholic and liberal Protestant 

approaches. Secondly, as dialectical theologians they agreed that although God-talk correlates 

with talk of human existence, God first and foremost remains transcendent, a ‘wholly Other’. 

This view differs from mythological representations in which God is imagined as a human 

being with superior powers. Thirdly, they both agreed that science is useful for theology but 
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that theology has its own domain: Theology speaks of God as an Other which does not refer 

in any way to what is or can be known through the senses (‘knowns’), or to a philosophical 

concept such as a ‘being’. 

From the early 1920s onwards, however, Barth would revise his position, while 

working out his own dogmatics in opposition to Roman Catholic and Protestant liberal points 

of view. In 1924, a few years after he had published his commentary Der Römerbrief, Barth 

first sketched his own dogmatics in the Unterricht in der christlichen Religion, reacting to 

what he called the anthropological approach of liberal theology, in particular that of 

Schleiermacher. He refers to this as follows: 

The modern relocation of revelation in feeling (Gefühl) in experience (Erlebnis), in so-

called inwardness is so terrible because it ascribes to human beings in relation to God an 

organ, and the use of an organ, that belongs to us apart from God, because it makes God 

into an object of human beings without God, which denies revelation.
98

 

Barth aimed to ground theology in God’s self-revelation, thereby excluding all traces 

of natural theology that he observed not only in Catholicism, but also in liberal Lutheranism 

and in Bultmann’s existentialism. In his research on Bultmann’s ‘mission of 

demythologising’, Congdon argues that ‘given that this was Barth’s frame of mind at that 

time, Bultmann’s claims appeared at the worst possible moment’.
99

 He refers to Barth’s letter 

to Thurneysen, written 15 February 1925, in which he says the following about Bultmann: 

[He] criticized me on the grounds that I have no ‘clean’ concepts (…) and I criticized 

him for thinking in a way that is too anthropological-Kierkegaardian-Lutheran (…), for 

behaving toward the Bible according to Luther’s procedure in a way that is outrageously 

eclectic, and for not yet getting rid of the historicist eggshells.
100

 

Barth, as a Reformed theologian, criticises specifically all modern attempts by liberal 

theologians to ‘anthropologise’ theology. In this particular period, he also suspects Bultmann 

of a similar approach, albeit the latter’s earlier disapproval of liberal interpretations. 

Bultmann criticised Barth as early as his lecture ‘Ethische und mystische Religion im 

Urchristentum’ (1920), after studying Der Römerbrief. He accuses Barth of ‘sheer mysticism’ 

and even ‘a kind of Gnosticism’, comparable to ‘Catholic restoration of the old cult’ in 

‘ecclesiastical dogma’.
101

 In 1925, Bultmann published two articles which would be important 

for his future relationship with Barth: ‘Welchen Sinn hat es von Gott zu reden?’
102

 and ‘Das 

Problem einer theologischen Exegese des Neuen Testaments’.
103

 In the first article Bultmann 

presents his typical maxim: ‘God or miracle talk is to speak of oneself’.
104

 His second article 
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has another hermeneutical angle: ‘Interpretation (Auslegung) of a text always goes hand in 

hand with the self-interpretation (Selbstauslegung) of the exegete’.
105

 These two articles, 

although from different angles, identify Bultmann’s central thesis on the dialectical character 

of theology which appears throughout his work: God-talk and self-talk are related 

metaphorically. For Bultmann, a theological statement is dialectical when it articulates God 

each time he relates to the individual.
106

 

In June 1928, Bultmann, after having read a copy of Barth’s dogmatics during 1927, 

accused him of evading modern philosophy and ‘naïvely adopting the old ontology from 

Patristic and Scholastic dogmatics‘, and thus that he ‘has fallen prey to an outdated 

philosophy’ himself.
107

 In his turn, Barth answered Bultmann that he grounds theology in 

Heidegger’s philosophy and that he is ‘consumed by a deep disgust at the spectacle of 

theology constantly trying to please the philosophy of its time above all and thereby 

neglecting its own theme’. He adds that his aim is to hear and proclaim ‘the voice of the 

church and the Bible’, even if this would mean thinking for ‘a long stretch in Aristotelian 

terms’, accusing Bultmann of accepting natural theology in an anthropological and 

existentialist disguise.
108

 

I think that with your particular relating of anthropology and theology you are so little 

free of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, that you so little recognise the old, 

insolent dictating of modern philosophy under the new Heideggerian sign, that 

ultimately with you I simply feel carried back to the same place of bondage in Egypt 

that we should have abandoned after my interpretation, with its rejection of 

Schleiermacher and the new connection to the theology of the Reformers.
109

 

Although at the beginning of the 1930s, Barth and Bultmann joined forces again in the 

struggle against the pro-Nazi German Christians
110

, their theological differences increased. In 

his KD II/2 (1940), Barth worked out his new doctrine of God’s election, aiming to ground 

theology exclusively in God’s election of the living person of Jesus of Nazareth. This election 

‘eternally happens in time’, which means ‘in the time of Jesus in his life of obedience to the 

Father’.
111

 It is for this reason, he maintains, that ‘our human existence (Menschsein) is not 

alone anymore’ as our humanity ‘is enacted’ (abspielt) in fellowship with the human 

existence of Jesus Christ and therefore with God’s own human existence (Gottes eigenem 

Menschsein)’.
112

 Here we see Barth’s answer to Bultmann: Human existentiality is grounded 
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in God’s existentiality. In this way, he aims to exclude all natural theological assumptions, 

while retaining the dialectical relationship between God and Mankind. 

 

 

4.3.2 Hermeneutics and the secret of the incarnation 

 

In this section Barth’s argument on miracles will be explained from his view on 

hermeneutics as developed in his later dogmatics.  

In order to solve the problem of how people can understand God’s Word addressed to 

those who live in another, different culture, Barth assumes an analogy between the Christ-

event and the Bible. He maintains that God’s reconciliation is present in the unique history of 

Jesus Christ as an objective and ontological reality. But this is also independent of or ‘hidden’ 

(verborgen) from any human recognition. However, by God’s grace, and thus only in faith, 

this recognition is possible (analogia fidei). God’s incarnation guarantees the correlation or 

the analogy of God-talk and human-talk. 

The choice of the term analogia fidei is of course not accidental but is intended as a 

counterpart to the analogy concept as developed by Thomas Aquinas which Barth principally 

opposes, the analogia entis. Barth maintains that it is only by God’s grace, by God’s self-

revelation, that Man may know anything about God. This explains why Barth in his KD deals 

with the subject of analogy in the part of the ‘Doctrine of God’ (KD II/1) in which he presents 

the foundation for the knowledge of God.
113

  

The Bible contains human testimonies about God’s revelation, which implies the 

occurrence of certain contradictions and mistakes in the texts.
114

 Therefore the Bible can be 

subjected to linguistic and historical criticism. But that it is God’s Word cannot be known by 

Man as it is a confession of faith when ‘in the biblical words of men, God can be heard’.
115

 

God’s grace is the precondition that the sentences in the Bible are God’s Word.
116

 The 

hermeneutical key to understanding the Bible can therefore exclusively be found in the Word 

itself.
117

  

From this hermeneutical position, Barth aims to avoid liberal and traditional claims 

that God can be known in any objective sense, or in the subjective existentialism which he 

holds against Bultmann. Only when people stop looking through historical critical lenses at 

the Bible they will be able to ‘see’ what God conveys to them. For Barth this does not mean 

the negation of historical criticism, but its thorough radicalisation. Biblical texts confront us 

with unexplainable events, contrary to the world of Man, such as the virgin birth and the 

resurrection. Understanding the Scriptures begins at the point where we leave our modern 

preconceptions behind from which miracles are judged to be impossible and only then we 

may begin to discover the meaning of the text.
118
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In his hermeneutics, Barth rejects the genre of myth (Mythus). For him, the 

interpretation of myths involves tracking down timeless anthropological or philosophical 

knowledge or eternal truths, but these have nothing to do with the divine.
119

 Contrary to 

Bultmann who understood myths as true God-talk, although in an ancient worldview, Barth 

maintains that God revealed himself, foremost in the historical event of Jesus of Nazareth, 

which always remains a hidden truth, a secret which can be discovered through the eyes of 

faith. The virgin birth, in particular, points to this secret of revelation.
120

 

 

 

3.3.3 The argument of a miracle as a sign of God’s revelation 

 

For Barth, the miracle of God’s incarnation in Jesus is the Word that in a literal sense 

has become flesh: It is a real becoming (wirkliches Werden), an ‘act of miracle’ (Wundertat). 

It is ‘God’s mercy which is true’.
121

 Although God has truly incarnated in the world and, in 

this way, became immanent, he simultaneously remains radically transcendent. Since this is 

not empirically knowable it is a confession of faith. The exclusive knowledge (Erkenntnis) of 

God’s revelation remains a secret which can lead to recognition (An-Erkenntnis) and 

confession (Be-Kenntnis).
122

  
In the prolegomena of the KD, after considering various historical-critical objections, 

Barth concludes that the virgin birth was acknowledged by the Church because it coincided 

with the central elements of faith. For him this means that the virgin birth is a ‘sign of 

the mystery of the incarnation of God’ which means that this occurrence is not attainable 

merely by human means but needs God’s revelation to be able to see it as an act of God. This 

sign is mutually interdependent with another sign of this mystery, the empty tomb. In this 

sense, these miracles must remain in their role of signification, in order to prevent that the 

mystery of God’s incarnation dissolves into a purely natural theology. 

But how can this recognition take place if not by empirical means? According to 

Barth, it is only through God’s grace by which someone can ‘see’ that the miracle of the 

virgin birth signifies God’s self-revelation in the person Jesus of Nazareth. The miracle 

(Wunder) of Christmas is ‘that God Himself, in the midst of, but independent from the created 

world, begins with Himself’.
123

  

This exclusive theological construction, with its starting point in God’s grace through 

the virgin birth, forms the basis for the interpretation of all other biblical miracles. In his 

approach, Barth advocates a radical separation between God-talk and existentialist language 

about the world. God’s Word is about God and Man. For Barth, this implies an ontology of 

Man (eine Ontologie des Menschen) but never any form of cosmology (keine Ontologie des 

Himmels und der Erde). He denies the existence of a biblical worldview or cosmology.
124
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By creating a cosmography, Man tries to conceive a complete picture of reality (Bild vom 

Ganzen) by which Man resists God, relying on his own understanding.
125

 According to Barth, 

the scientific understanding of the world is no more than an attempt to describe the 

regularities of our experiences by means of laws, but this does not mean that all events have 

become completely explainable. Natural laws do not form an autonomous structure between 

God and his creation, or are not some replacement of God, but they are ‘sentences of a noetic 

character’ or ‘well-founded hypotheses’. God-talk can never be limited by these laws because 

this would mean that God would be no more than a reflection of Man’s intellect.
126

 

A miracle as an event which cannot be explained by known natural laws does not refer 

to God’s revelation as such. This insight is only attainable by God’s grace. An inexplicable 

event therefore can become a revelation by an act of God. When someone acknowledges the 

virgin birth as a miracle, this does not mean that the event is disclosed as a revelation of God. 

This would need another act of God. This means that Barth’s concept of revelation implies 

miracles, but that the contrary is not necessarily the case. The miracles performed by Jesus 

are, for Barth, ‘real miracles’ (echte … absolute Wunder), without any analogy whatsoever.
127

 

These miracles transcend all immanent categories of scientific thinking by which God’s 

power can never be restricted. 

By these real, absolute miracles the existential situation of Man is highlighted in a 

special way.
128

 Through miracles, a new, surprising light shines on our human existence. 

Barth characterised human existence by anxiety (Angst) and distress (Not) and in this 

situation Man is completely alienated from God. It is the function of Jesus’ miracles to point 

to the healing and redemption of the entire human being. When this happens, Man’s alienated 

form of existence is nullified by God who shows his faithfulness. Only by his mercy, human 

existence will be able to overcome situations of anxiety, fear and alienation.
129

 By the miracle 

of Jesus’ virgin birth, God came into Man’s existential situation. The light that shines in this 

miracle is the sign of God’s Kingdom that has come into close proximity to the human 

situation.
130

 But, again, it is only by faith in God’s act of mercy that one can recognise 

miracles as God’s acts. Just as the revelation as proof (Erweis) of God’s power over the world 

is possible in the form of miracle, a miracle as an event which conquers the threats of death, 

suffering and disease, is a sign of God’s revelation.
131

 

In order to clarify Barth’s argument of a miracle as God’s self-revelation in a ‘real 

becoming’, it may be helpful to relate his point of view to Bultmann’s position. With regard 

to the miracle of the resurrection, Bultmann observed a problem in Barth’s account, which he 

pointed out in ‘Das Problem der Hermeneutik’.
132

 He criticises Barth who claims that the 

resurrection is not a historical fact (historisches Faktum) as such, but also that it is history 
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(Geschichte) in another sense, concluding that the resurrection ‘really happened’ (wirklich 

ereignet).
133

 Bultmann asks Barth to give an account of the concepts he uses, especially of 

how he understands ‘Geschichte’ and ‘geschehen’ (to happen).  

To understand Barth’s point, I refer to his terminology on the subject of God’s 

creation, in the KD III. There he argues similarly about the creation as a ‘real history’ 

(wirkliche Geschichte) since it is the origin of all history. However, the creation is not 

something the historian as a scientist would have access to, as it is only visible through the 

eyes of faith.
134

 However, this does not mean that the creation is a timeless or unhistorical 

reality.
135

 According to Barth, the biblical account of the creation lies in the middle, which he 

terms ‘unhistorical history’ (unhistorische Geschichte) or ‘prehistorical history’ 

(praehistorische Geschichte). This same kind of terminology is used by Barth when he deals 

with the miracle of the resurrection. 

For Barth, the concept ‘Geschichte’ means something different than what Bultmann 

suggests. For Bultmann history (Historie) refers to the study of what happened factually 

which can be established by critical historical methods. In his view ‘Geschichte’ refers to an 

interpretation of an (assumed) event or fact which implies the appropriation of meaning, and 

is therefore a purely theological concept.
136

 From this point of view he concludes that Barth’s 

concept of ‘unhistorische Geschichte’ is unclear because it suggests to uphold empirical 

objectivity but without any form of scientific verifiability. How can it be, Bultmann asks, that 

certain acts of God really did happen without being accessible to scientific inquiry? Does this 

not imply accepting the same sacrificium intellectus which Barth holds against traditional 

theology? It is at this point that Bultmann accuses Barth of traditionalism by returning to a 

medieval Scholastic point of view. 

In his answer to Bultmann, Barth acknowledges that the language of the New 

Testament contains ‘representational forms, and ideological (weltanschauliche) 

presuppositions’ of a particular period. But then he continues to say that the proper sequence 

used to understand what these texts can mean for people today is, first, to determine what was 

said in its historical form, and ‘then in the line with this scholarly enterprise (sachliche 

Bemühung) one will also do the necessary work of translation (Übersetzungsarbeit) and 

somewhere confront contemporary human beings’.
137

 Barth blames Bultmann for not paying 

enough attention to this first stage of the hermeneutical process, understanding the Word of 

God itself. In his answer to Bultmann, he separates the content of the message (die Sache), 

what the original writers meant, from what the texts mean now in their translation. 

This concludes my explication of Barth’s argument. In miracles God reveals himself 

in the historical presence of Jesus Christ but this remains a hidden truth that can become a 

disclosed reality for Man by God’s grace. Therefore, miracles as true acts of God cannot be 

subject to any scientific verification or function as evidence to make faith plausible. 
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Although the Bible can be subjected to linguistic and historical criticism, it remains 

God’s Word. Barth’s hermeneutics flows from his doctrinal arguments about God who is 

authoritative in Scripture. Man seeks to hear God’s Word but remains completely dependent 

on God’s revelation. 

 

 

3.4 Richard Swinburne: Miracles as ‘non-repeatable counterinstances’ 

 

3.4.1 The Anglo-Saxon resurrection of natural theology 

 

In this next section I will present a very different kind of argument from an Anglo-

Saxon analytic approach of Richard Swinburne (born 1934). Swinburne is a British 

philosopher of religion and a member of the Orthodox Church. He is regarded as one of the 

leading Christian apologists, arguing that Christian faith is rational and coherent in a thorough 

philosophical sense. In Western theology, this type of approach is quite different from the 

argumentations that we have seen so far.  

Firstly, Swinburne argues that Christian belief in miracles is based on a theistic theory 

which has similarities with scientific theories. Secondly, he formulates his argument from 

within the Anglo-Saxon analytic philosophical tradition, aiming at an inductive argument, 

supported by means of Bayesian probability theory. Thirdly, Swinburne is a Christian from 

the Eastern Orthodox tradition, but his argument in favour of miracles differs from what I 

have called the classical argument of the Roman Catholic Church. Therefore, his argument is, 

in its form and content, an interesting, original but also well argued contribution to the debate 

on miracles.  

In this first section, I will outline Swinburne’s position in comparison to those I have 

presented so far, and then that he reacts primarily to Hume’s inductive argument. 

In what way is Swinburne’s approach different from the arguments that we have seen 

so far? First of all, it conflicts with liberal theology by arguing that it is quite probable that 

violations of natural laws such as the biblical miracles have actually occurred. His argument 

is also different from the arguments offered by the dialectical theologians Bultmann and 

Barth. For them, miracles are only visible with the eyes of faith and cannot refer to observable 

facts which function in theories. 

In the classical Roman Catholic line of reasoning, we have seen that miracles are 

regarded as ‘facta divina’. In this approach faith is in accordance with reason. In this a priori 

argument God may be known by ‘the natural light of human reason, by means of created 

things’, and by ‘another and a supernatural way’.
138

 This argument has been supplemented 

with an a posteriori argument which allows scientific investigation in cases of reports of 

miracles in order to determine the exclusion of natural causes. However, as I will show in the 

evaluation of this kind of argument in Chapter 5, the problem with this a posteriori argument 

is that, due to the advance of science, not only the number but also the kind of recognised 

miracles by the Church has decreased, which makes this argument susceptible to the so-called 
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God-of-the-gaps argument which states that if God is said to be able to intervene in the world 

by miracles, the advance of science will lead to a diminishing role of God in the observable 

world.
139

  

Swinburne also holds to a rational form of theology, but tries to justify the possibility 

of miracle claims albeit ongoing scientific discoveries. According to him, there are empirical 

arguments which, taken together, point to a high degree of probability that God exists, and 

that he works miracles. His argument is that because miracles are ‘odd’ events which take 

place very rarely, they would not interfere with scientific theories which are based on regular 

events. Swinburne’s argument will be presented in the next few sections. In order to 

understand his position, I will first offer an explanation for this kind of revival in natural 

theology during the twentieth and in the twenty-first century.140  

 

In Hume’s argument there is no room for natural theology, on the basis of his theory 

of induction. For him, inductively-secured causal regularity leads to the conclusion that 

miracles as ‘violations’ are impossible, and that a god or other invisible agent can never be 

regarded as a cause of any observable effect. This argument had an enormous influence on the 

downfall of natural theology in the nineteenth century, and on the subsequent birth of liberal 

theology.  

Immanuel Kant also declared the impossibility of natural theology, but from a 

different philosophical point of view. He argued that Newton’s laws of motion, together with 

the propositions of Euclidean geometry, were not based on induction as Hume had 

maintained, but on synthetic a priori knowledge. This means that, as human beings, we are 

structurally equipped to perceive the world an sich (the world as it is in-itself) only according 

to what our epistemic structures allow us to perceive. According to this theory, we can never 

know anything directly about the world ‘as it is’, and since God belongs to this domain as 

claimed by natural theologians, it is impossible to have any true knowledge of God.  

In the Anglo-Saxon world, natural theology also came under attack by the schools of 

logical positivism and the later Wittgenstein. From a picture theory of language, logical 

positivists such as Rudolf Carnap and A.J. Ayer argued that religious claims about God’s 

miracles are cognitively meaningless. In this approach, a strict verification principle is 

maintained according to which it can never be verified whether a religious claim about God’s 

actions in the world is true or not. On the basis of the later works of Wittgenstein, some 

philosophers, for example D.Z. Phillips, argued that the ‘language games’ of religious 

language and science are fundamentally different. In this view, although the sentence ‘God 

works miracles’ looks like a statement about an activity similar to the sentence ‘John carves a 

statue’, the logical grammar of the sentences is quite different as the first sentence is not a 

                                                           
139

The German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer argued against the idea of God as a Lückenbüßer (stop-

gap): ‘how wrong it is to use God as a stop-gap for the incompleteness of our knowledge. If in fact the 

frontiers of knowledge are being pushed further and further back (and that is bound to be the case), 

then God is being pushed back with them, and is therefore continually in retreat. We are to find God in 

what we know, not in what we don't know’, from a letter to Eberhard Bethge, 29 May 1944, in: Letters 

and papers from prison (1997). (Bethge, E. Ed.). (Fuller, R.H.). Touchstone, pp. 310-312. 
140

 The following paragraphs are based on the historical overview offered by Philipse, H. (2012), 

chapter 2. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eberhard_Bethge


80 
 

description of an activity but an expression of faith. According to this approach, the 

suggestion of natural theology that the logical grammar of these utterances is similar was 

rejected because it assumes that God is an actor in reality, which was judged as a confusion of 

language games.
141

 

However, during the 1960s and 1970s, a number of Christian philosophers in the 

Anglo-Saxon analytic tradition, such as Alvin Plantinga, Nicholas Wolterstorff and also 

Richard Swinburne, sought to formulate clear and precise arguments to revive the position of 

natural theology. Against the background of developments in the philosophy of science, one 

can speak of a resurrection of natural theology which had, and still has, an important voice in 

the debate on miracles. In this section, I have selected Swinburne’s argument, and in the next, 

we will look at the contributions to the debate of the analytic philosopher and theologian 

William Lane Craig (3.6), and the biophysicist and Anglican theologian Alister McGrath 

(3.7). 

Developments in the twentieth and the twenty-first century show that the earlier 

negative verdict on natural theology was premature. First of all, Hume’s negative conclusion 

on natural theology turned out to be based on a philosophy of science which most scientists 

and philosophers do not endorse anymore.
142

 Swinburne reacts to Hume’s argument by 

maintaining that it can be argued that the Christian God can be a cause of miracles, if all 

available empirical evidence is taken into consideration. 

Another important development in the philosophy of science was that Euclidean 

geometry and a number of fundamental principles of Newton’s natural science, which had 

been regarded by Kant as necessarily true, turned out to be not universally valid. Kant 

assumed that they were synthetic a priori truths, but this view needed correction as a result of 

findings in quantum mechanics and on the basis of the theory of general relativity.
143

  

Logical positivism has also been abandoned, and with it, its harsh verdict on natural 

theology. And the approach of some later Wittgensteinians such as D.Z. Philips, who argue 

that natural theology is impossible because it is based on a confusion of different language 

games, has also received ample criticism. It seems a convenient solution to separate religious 

language from scientific language as two different games of language, but there are many 

theologians who disagree fundamentally with this approach, as it implies that faith would be 

independent of reason and empirical data. They maintain that it can be argued that empirical 

evidence substantiates the claim that God can be regarded as the cause of miracles. Richard 
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Swinburne is an important representative of this line of argument which is the reason why I 

have selected him in this overview of arguments in favour of miracles. 

 

3.4.2 Weighing the evidence in theistic theory  

 

Swinburne seeks to make credible that the biblical miracles have truly happened if one 

is willing to take into account all the available evidence. His argument should be seen in the 

wider context of the Anglo-Saxon empirical tradition and is primarily aimed at addressing 

Hume’s verdict that miracles are physically impossible. He takes into consideration the 

additional improvements of Hume’s position by Anthony Flew, Alastair McKinnon, Patrick 

Nowell-Smith, and Malcolm Diamond (2.2.3). 

Swinburne faced the challenge to come up with an argument in favour of miracles 

while not contravening the scientific method. Formulated differently, Swinburne aimed to 

justify the concept of a miracle logically by arguing that, although miracles refer to events in 

the world, they nevertheless do not lead to falsification of or adjustments to known natural 

laws. In the next paragraphs and in the next section, I will outline Swinburne’s argument 

which comprises two important parts.  

Swinburne argument entails, fist of all, that there are good reasons to assume that it is 

probable that a law of nature has indeed been violated and, secondly, that it can be argued that 

God has caused such an event. Note that these two aspects correspond to Hume’s definition. 

To take up the challenge just mentioned, Swinburne claims that the ‘very same criteria 

which scientists use to reach their own theories lead us to move beyond those theories to a 

creator God who sustains everything in existence’.
144

 Accordingly, he claims that theism is a 

coherent scientific theory because it is a theory comparable to, although not quite the same as, 

generally accepted scientific theories. The reason for this is that the demands of verification 

and testability, and the prediction of new facts from a theory are not applicable in theistic 

theory since miracles are, what he calls, ‘odd’ or very exceptional events. Theism should be 

seen, according to him, as a ‘large-scale theory of the universe’.
145

 

In this theory Swinburne considers God as a hypothesis and, as is the case in regular 

scientific theories, this enables research to test it by scientific methods. But he aims to evade 

the ‘God-of-the-gaps’ argument and to overcome the usual requirements which regular 

scientific theories have to meet, by designing his theistic theory in such a way that it is 

sufficiently dissimilar to common scientific theories. He argues that the scientifically-

acknowledged method of inference to the best explanation (abduction) will be able to confirm 

theistic theory by assessing the probability of the hypothesis that God is the cause of miracles. 

Swinburne has been praised as one of the most significant proponents of 

argumentative theism today. One of his critics, the Dutch philosopher Herman Philipse, has 

called his approach ‘by far the most promising strategy’, the ‘toughest case’ for the critical 

philosopher of religion.
146

 His argument will be described in more detail below. 
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The first part of Swinburne’s argument is that it is probable that a law of nature has 

indeed been violated. This part contains two separate steps. He starts by defining a miracle as 

a ‘non-repeatable counterinstance’ which he explains as follows: A non-repeatable event E 

can be justified when it happens ‘contrary to predictions of a formula L, which otherwise we 

have good reason to believe that events similar to E would not occur in circumstances similar 

as we like in any respect to those of the occurrence of E’.
147

 When what happens is entirely 

irregular and unpredictable, its occurrence cannot be described by known natural laws. These 

laws are universal, formulated for instance as ‘All A’s are B’. However, Swinburne claims 

that there can be an ‘isolated exception to its operation’ which does not falsify this law 

because it is a kind of exception which is not repeatable, testable or predictable: 

For this reason it seems not unnatural to say that the purported law is no less a law for 

there being a non-repeatable exception to it; and then to describe the exception as a 

‘violation’ of the law.
148

 

He distinguishes ‘natural laws’ from ‘statistical laws’ which have the form of, for 

example, ‘99.9% of A’s are B’ in which case he typifies any exceptions as ‘quasi-violations’. 

When Swinburne defines miracles as ‘counterinstances’ or violations of natural laws, he also 

includes these quasi-violations of statistical laws.
149

 

He continues the argument by maintaining that there is good evidence to suppose that 

events as described in the Bible, for instance a resurrection from the dead or turning water 

into wine, are violations of a law of nature.
150

 By distinguishing repeatable violations of 

natural laws which would lead to falsification of these laws from non-repeatable, isolated 

exceptions, Swinburne argues that miracles do not have to lead to falsification of a theory. 

At this point, Swinburne’s provisional answer to his opponents who improved Hume’s case 

by providing logical arguments against miracles is that scientific autonomy is not threatened 

by accepting miracles as ‘non-repeatable counterinstances’.
151

 

The second step of the first part of his argument is that, taking all the available 

evidence into consideration, it can be argued that miracles did indeed take place. He 

distinguishes four kinds of evidence in favour of the occurrence of miracles: our own 

memory, the testimony of witnesses, physical traces, and ‘our own contemporary 

understanding of what things are physically impossible or improbable’.
152

  

Swinburne agrees fully with Hume’s approach of an inductive argument in which 

witness reports about claimed miraculous events are judged. However, he weighs the 

available evidence differently and accuses Hume of not paying attention to additional kinds of 

evidence, which makes his argument suspicious as there is more evidence in favour of 

                                                           
147

 Swinburne, R. (1970), p. 27. 
148

 Swinburne, R. (1997a), pp. 228-236. 
149

 Swinburne, R. (2008), p. 86. 
150

 Swinburne, R. (1970), p. 32. 
151 The argument is not original and can also be found in Byrne, P. (1978). ‘Miracles and the 

philosophy of science’, in: Heythrop Journal, 19, pp. 162-170; Odegard, D. (1982). ‘Miracles and 

good evidence’, in: Religious studies, 18, pp. 37-46 and, much earlier, in Broad (1916-1917), pp. 77–

94. 
152

 Swinburne, R. (1970), p. 34. 



83 
 

miracles than he is willing to consider. In weighing this evidence, Swinburne makes use of 

Bayes’ Theorem to substantiate his claim that it is probable that miracles have occurred. The 

following paragraph illustrates this approach but can be skipped if they are found to be too 

abstract. 

The theorem can be used to show that where P is ‘probability’, M is ‘miracle’ and E 

represents ‘evidence’: P(M|E)/P(-M|E) = P(M)/P(-M) × P(E|M)/P(E|-M). This is to say that a 

miracle M becomes more probable when we take into account evidence E that is more to be 

expected if M is true than if M is false. Swinburne’s aim is to increase the value of E by 

allowing more evidence than Hume takes into consideration and by giving more weight to the 

value of testimonies which Hume devalued in his particular arguments. 

However, this strategy is open to criticism since the crucial problem is the attribution 

of input values in the equation. Swinburne, who already believes that miracles have occurred, 

uses input values his opponents would disagree with. This point of criticism, that the backing 

argument of Bayes’ probability calculus is circular, I will work out in the evaluation of his 

argument in Chapter 5. Swinburne, however, realised and acknowledged this point. 

With one Weltanschauung (‘world-view’) one rightly does not ask much in the way of 

detailed historical evidence for a miracle since miracles are the kind of events which 

one expects to occur in many or certain specific circumstances. The testimony of one 

witness to an occurrence of the kind of miracle which in its circumstances one would 

expect to happen should be sufficient to carry conviction, just as we accept the 

testimony of one witness to a claim that when he let go of a book which he was holding 

it fell to the ground. With another Weltanschauung one rightly asks for a large amount 

of historical evidence, because of one’s general conviction that the world is a certain 

sort of world, a world without a god and so a world in which miracles do not happen. 

Which Weltanschauung is right is a matter of long argument …
153

 

Although there is more evidence to support the claim that non-repeatable 

counterinstances have occurred, Swinburne admits that it depends on one’s worldview how 

much weight is assigned to the available evidence. He admits that the evidence is ‘not on 

balance strong enough to render very probable the interventionist agency of a god’. The latter 

is a conviction or confession of faith, but, Swinburne continues, ‘the case is radically different 

if we have evidence of other types for or against the existence of a god’.
 154

 So, on the one 

hand Swinburne acknowledges that someone’s worldview does play a role in weighing the 

evidence, but, on the other hand, he tries to minimise this subjective element by producing 

more evidence to make credible that a god exists. However, what counts against this proposal 

is that the weighing of evidence in favour of the existence of a god would equally be 

dependent on one’s worldview. This leads us to the second part of his argument. In order to 

argue that miracles are probable, Swinburne’s concept of ‘non-repeatable counterinstances’ is 

not enough as he still has to show that it is reasonable to suggest that (the Christian) God has 

intervened in our world. 
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3.4.3 The argument of the rationality of God-caused miracles 

 

This second part of his argument on miracles comprises of a number of steps. Firstly, 

he distinguishes a scientific from a ‘personal’ explanation which he defines as an ‘occurrence 

of an event effected by the act of an agent, that is an ordinary man, in terms of his purpose or 

intention in producing it’.
155

 Such an agent P can produce similar effects in similar 

circumstances by an intentional act. Then he moves on to an intentional violation of a natural 

law E by an agent P: ‘Now if we show that E was a violation of a natural law, and that P 

produced E intentionally, then we have shown that P by his intentional action violated a 

natural law’.
156

 The intended effect of an act of agent P can objectively be attributed to P. 

Then Swinburne asks what reasons there can be to attribute a violation of a natural law E to a 

god as an agent. 

So far, this part of the argument is that a human agent can violate the regular course of 

nature by an intentional act. With the next part of the argument, ‘a god’ is introduced as a 

possible interacting agent. Of course this would presuppose the existence of a god. Given the 

subject of this study I will not elaborate in detail on his argumentation in favour of the 

existence of a god which can be found in The existence of God (1997). Note the capital G 

here, which means that the argument aims not just to make credible that ‘a god’ exists, but 

more in particular that it is reasonable to believe in the existence of the God of the Bible. 

The application of Bayes’ Theorem is again essential to his reasoning in this work, 

supplemented by methods of inductive reasoning and confirmation theory, held together in 

what is intended to be a coherent framework of theism.
157

  

In a similar way to his argument on the probability that miracles as ‘non-repeatable 

counterinstances’ have truly happened, he only uses a posteriori arguments, experience and 

evidence, to argue for the probability that the Christian God can be held accountable for 

miracles. He considers these arguments to be good ‘C-inductive’ arguments. In a good 

C-inductive argument, the premises add up cumulatively to the probability of the conclusion. 

This means that the argument is constructed in such a way that argument A supports argument 

B, A+B together support argument C, arguments A+B+C support argument D, and so on. 

These arguments, when taken separately, have little probability of endorsing proposition h 
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(‘God exists’), but, when considered cumulatively, offer a good ‘P-inductive’ argument which 

is an argument in which the premises make the conclusion probable (P >½). 

By using Bayes’ Theorem, formalized as P(h|E&K) = P(E|h&K) P(h|K) / P(E|K), 

Swinburne intends to show that P(h|E&K), the probability P that the Christian God exists h, 

given the evidence E and our background knowledge K, is not less than ½, which means that 

the proposition h is more probable than its counterproposition -h. Swinburne’s strategy is to 

show that there is more evidence than his opponents are willing to consider which aims at 

making it probable that non-repeatable counterinstances have truly happened, and that these 

events are ‘indirect evidence of the existence of God’.
158

 Miracles, in other words, are indirect 

proofs of the proposition that God exists, and with other good arguments God’s existence can 

be made probable in a cumulative strategy. This is to say that, according to Swinburne, all the 

evidence and our background knowledge together indicate that it is more plausible that God 

exists than that he does not exist.
159

 

Continuing his argument from the conclusion that it is plausible that God exists, he 

then argues that God intentionally acts in the world by violations of natural laws. His point is 

that a miracle ‘occurs in ways and circumstances otherwise strongly analogous to those in 

which occur events brought about intentionally by human agents’.
160

 A miracle points to 

God’s intention to act in the world, analogous to the psychological capacity of human agents. 

Evidence of such an event consists of three elements: A violation occurs on request, such as 

by prayer, it is aimed specifically at God and the request is followed by, what he calls, a 

‘voice’, which should be understood as ‘not being the voice of an embodied agent, giving 

reasons for granting or refusing the request’.
161

 Such occurrences constitute a pattern, 

suggesting ‘God with a certain character tampering with the world’.
162

 In The existence of 

God, Swinburne explains what he means by the concept ‘God’.
163

 He refers to God by a 

number of attributes: a non-embodied person (a spirit), omnipresent, omniscient, and perfectly 

good and free. 

Swinburne aims to provide a ‘complete’ or ‘full’ explanation of all the data available 

which supports the theistic theory that the Christian God exists and works miracles. 
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In explaining some phenomena as caused by persons, we seek a hypothesis which leads 

us to expect the phenomena which we would not otherwise expect to find, as simple a 

hypothesis as possible, and one which fits in with background knowledge. (…) In 

assessing a much wider picture of phenomena in terms of their causation by human 

persons we build up a picture of the phenomena as caused by human persons with 

constant powers and purposes and beliefs with change in regular ways (…) as we can.
164

 

Looking at and weighing all the available evidence, Swinburne concludes that 

causation by human agents can also be applied to God. This would only be possible if one 

assumes that God as a non-embodied agent is able to intervene in the world. 

His book The resurrection of God incarnate (2003) can be viewed as the last step in 

Swinburne’s argument on miracles. In this work, he sets out to explain why it would be 

reasonable that God intentionally incarnated in the body of Jesus of Nazareth, and why he 

raised Jesus from the dead. He admits about these reasons, that he ‘derived them from the 

Christian tradition’, more particularly from the Orthodox tradition: 

It needs the Christian tradition to make us aware of a theory, a particular theory of the 

divine nature and of what a being with that nature might be expected to do, to be found 

in the New Testament but articulated more fully by such writers as Athanasius, 

Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas, before we can judge whether or not, by objective 

standards, the evidence supports that theory well.
165

 

Swinburne’s argument has a completely different course of reasoning than has been 

used in previous arguments in favour of miracles. With the help of statistical calculations, he 

tries to make plausible that God exists and that he intervenes in the world. God is the ‘best 

hypothesis’ in a theistic theory which he compares with regular scientific theories. 

His approach is therefore essentially evidentialistic, although he admits that his argumentation 

can never be convincing on the basis of evidence alone, but mainly depends on someone’s 

worldview. 

 

 

3.5 Karl Heim: Miracles enshrined in modern physics  

 

3.5.1 The reasonableness of faith in the advance of science 

 

Another original argument on the subject of miracles can be found in the work of the 

German theologian Karl Heim (1874-1958). Just as Swinburne he argues that theology is not 

incongruent with ‘regular’ science. His early call for a dialogue with science was an 

exceptional position among German theologians in the first half of the twentieth century. 

As I have shown in previous sections on continental dialectical theology, two of the most 

influential German theologians in this period, Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann, discouraged 
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dialogue with science. In their approach miracles do not refer to observable facts but become 

visible only with the eyes of faith. But among several German natural scientists who were 

sympathetic towards the Christian faith, Heim’s attempts to bridge theology and the natural 

sciences were well received, for example by Max Planck, Werner Heisenberg and Carl 

Friedrich von Weizsäcker.
166

 From this point of view, against the background of 

developments in science and philosophy at the beginning of the twentieth century, Heim 

argued that miracles are not inconsistent with modern science. 

 

It is important to understand that Heim intended to find a scientific foundation in his 

attempt to bridge theology and the natural sciences. His philosophical starting point in this 

endeavour is ontological, in his case a by Husserl and Heidegger inspired phenomenological 

analysis of what reality is as it is ‘given’.
167

 In this ontological analysis he elaborates on the 

work of Kant, Einstein and Heisenberg, focusing in particular on the concepts of space, 

boundary and polarity.
168

 

Heim’s theological views are directly related to the research of modern physics from 

its beginnings in the twentieth century. He was convinced that the paradigm shift in physics in 

which the causal-mechanical view of classical Newtonian physics had to be corrected, could 

throw a new light on faith in God or, in general terms, on a conviction that is assumed to have 

measurable effects on the physical plane. According to him this shift took place ‘from the 

causal-mechanical picture beloved of a technical age which believed in magnitudes fixed and 

absolute in themselves, to a mode of thought from which all these absolute fundamentals have 

been relativized’.
169

 By his endeavour he sought to make faith reasonable in an era in which 

for many in the Western world it became increasingly more difficult to reconcile faith with 

reason and empirical findings. This forms the context in which Heim’s argument on miracles 

should be understood. 

Kant regarded the basic categories of the human mind as the transcendental 

‘conditions of possibility‘ for any experience. He thus believed that, for example, 

‘space’ and ‘time’ are essential in human experience as intuitions (Anschauungen). According 

to Heim, Kant’s proposal was revolutionary by arguing that the ‘objective’ world is a function 

of cognitive subjectivity.
170

 In such a view the subject is given an all-decisive and 

determining role in observation and perception. However, since in the development of modern 

physics the subject-object dichotomy was proved to be basically incorrect, Heim envisioned a 
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‘second Copernican revolution’ in epistemology.
171

 Disagreeing with Kant, Heim reasoned 

that, based on Einstein’s general theory of relativity, space and time are inseparable from 

matter, or physical reality. In this theory gravity depends on the curvature of what Einstein 

called ‘space-time’ which determines how mass is moved. 

In his ontological analysis of the micro-physical world, Heim mainly relies on Werner 

Heisenberg’s work in quantum mechanics. He referred to developments in this field in 

particular by referring to Heisenberg’s ‘uncertainty principle’.
172

 According to this principle, 

the more accurately the position of a particle is determined, the less precisely its momentum 

can be known, and vice versa. Heim also acknowledged Heisenberg’s ‘observer effect’ which 

means that it must be assumed that, at the quantum level, the act of observation influences 

the phenomenon which is being observed. He expresses this principle by saying that ‘the 

corpuscle is only at a particular point when it betrays its presence at that point to an observing 

subject by some specific effect’.
173

  

Heim concludes that the findings of quantum mechanics have ruled out the possibility 

of a deterministic substructure, and that natural laws must now be seen in terms of probability 

and their regularity as purely statistical.
174

 Although his view of the ‘observer effect’ is 

debatable
175

, Heim’s general conclusion, that the alleged determinism of classical physics 

needed correction, is generally accepted.  

From these considerations in physics Heim draws philosophical and theological 

implications. His argument on miracles, to which I will limit myself as one of these 

implications, starts by arguing that on the basis of the findings of indeterminism in physics 

‘non-causal decisions’ (akousale Entscheidungen) become possible again, by which he means 

‘the possibility of thinking of faith’ (Denkmöglichkeit des Glaubens).
176

 His conclusion is that 
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the necessary correction of determinism in modern physics not only proves that the ‘false 

absolutes’ of the earlier deterministic scientific worldview were nothing more than 

constructions of Man, but also that it enables a new kind of argument for the existence of God 

and miracles and that God can be regarded as the only absolute. 

 

 

3.5.2 Identifying a miracle as an act of God 

 

To make it plausible that God is the active agent in miracles, he makes use of an 

analogy between the human will and God’s will, which is a step similar in Swinburne’s 

argumentation. The human being has a free will and is therefore able to interfere in natural 

processes, although the human will cannot be described objectively in physical terms. Only 

the results of a subject’s decisions can be described in behavioural terms
177

, which Heim 

expresses as ‘the realisation of possibilities which were already latent, shifts of constant 

energy quanta into new forms’.
178

 By the human will, Man can act in each present moment 

(Jetztpunkt). Heim expresses his ideas by using his own terminology: The human ‘I’ can be 

localised at the interface of the ‘polar space’ (polaren Raum) of the physical, describable, and 

the micro physical, indescribable world.
179

 This indescribable world refers to what cannot be 

objectified but which is nevertheless a reality, which can be said to be congruent with findings 

in quantum physics. 

In the next step, Heim moves from the human ‘I’ to faith in God. ‘Faith’ is initially 

defined by him in a neutral way as a basic conviction or belief (Absolutum) which all human 

beings maintain in handling reality which is not obtainable without a person’s commitment.
180

 

Faiths or basic beliefs cannot be proved by means of scientific reason or empiricism, but 

should be seen as personal convictions, mediated by a person’s conscience, not just by one’s 

rational and/or purely emotional apparatus. 

The Christian faith is also an example of faith. In the Christian view, the world we live 

in can be seen as dependent upon, in Heim’s terminology, ‘forces (Gewalten) of the will’. In 

this view, the human will is entangled in a ‘lively wrestling of forces, which have some 

similarity with our will’.
181

 These forces encompass transcendent beings such as gods and 

demons which control our world from a ‘superpolar space’. Faith cannot be restricted 

spatially as it relies on these primordial forces. Opposite the ‘polar space’ of the ‘I’, is the 

dimension of the ‘primordial space of eternity or the omnipresence of God’.
182

 In the 

conviction of a Christian a person is able to have experiences of God. Only conscience paves 

the way to the certainty of this superpolar space in which God is omnipresent.
183

 This kind of 

certainty cannot be compared to the type of certainty which is attainable by scientific reason. 
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The connection to the polar space of God is mediated by Jesus Christ, a space ‘we could not 

see previously as long as we were trapped in the polar world’.
184

 

On the basis of analogy between the human will and God’s will, Heim argues that 

miracles are acts of God and demons.
185

 The argument is built up as follows. In accordance 

with practices of sorcery in primitive nations (Zauberei primitiver Völker), and on the basis of 

findings in parapsychology and in psychosomatic medicine, Heim asserts that faith (in 

general) has shown to have undeniable effects on organic organisms and on nonorganic 

objects.
186

 Faith, in his view, can only be understood against the background of a ‘demonic 

worldview’ (dämonische Weltanschauung).
187

 Someone who believes in God, who has a 

‘living I-Thou relationship’ with God, will be able to interpret a specific event as an act of 

God’s will.  

This recognition of an event as a miracle for those who already believe is something 

Heim shares with Bultmann and Barth. However, they would never reason from the findings 

of modern science to make God’s existence plausible. According to Heim, the biblical 

purpose of a miracle is the defeat of demonic forces by a divine power that precedes the 

completion of the Kingdom of God. By his will, God interferes in our world by delivering 

Man from evil demonic forces. Miracles must be considered as transformations in which evil 

forces are overcome and the polar space of human existence is renewed as a new creation, a 

process that started from Christ’s resurrection and that runs to completion in the future, the 

consummation mundi. Heim does not consider these acts to be ‘violations of natural laws’ 

because all of reality is governed by the all-encompassing primordial space of God and 

demons. In this sense, ‘all events take place according to laws and everything that happens 

can also be considered a miracle (Alles ist Wunder)’.
188

 

 

Heim’s kind of argumentation is another original contribution to the debate on 

miracles. He interprets the biblical miracle stories in terms of the power of God versus evil 

forces in a process that will lead to a re-creation of the cosmos, an interpretation which he 

attempts to make credible by involving scientific and philosophical considerations.  

 

 

3.6 William Lane Craig: Miracles defended from biblical testimonies 

 

3.6.1 God’s acts as non-violations of natural laws 

 

In the next presentation of arguments in favour of miracles I will look at an important 

current argument in the debate in which it is assumed that miracles cannot be ruled out as 

occurrences that have taken place in history on the basis of Scripture. A representative of such 

an argument is William Lane Craig (born 1949), an American analytic philosopher and 
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Christian theologian. His contribution to the debate on miracles consists of what some writers 

consider to be one of the most thorough investigations of the New Testament texts, in 

particular on Jesus’ resurrection.
189

 From a Reformed epistemological angle he reasons that 

the resurrection is a historical fact which can be affirmed by Scripture. Central to Reformed 

epistemology is the proposition that belief in God may be ‘properly basic’, and that, in 

order to be rationally warranted, it is unnecessary to infer this belief from other truths.
190

 

Craig describes Reformed epistemology as ‘one of the most significant developments in 

contemporary religious epistemology (…) which directly assaults the evidentialist construal 

of rationality’.
191

 In this view belief in God cannot be justified just on the basis of evidence or 

argument but primarily by direct communication from God (or the Holy Spirit) to Man. 

At this point Craig agrees with Alvin Plantinga who, in Warranted Christian belief 

(2000), argued that faith should not be understood as intellectual knowledge but rather as 

‘fundamentally practical’, produced in Man by the Holy Spirit. Scripture is communication 

from God to Man by means of testimonies but it requires the special work of the Holy Spirit 

to be able to believe this.
192

 

In this section, I will not give extensive details of Craig’s precise arguments but I will 

focus on his way of argumentation in favour of miracles and more specifically of the 

plausibility of Jesus’ bodily resurrection.  

In The Historical Argument for the Resurrection of Jesus (1985), Craig describes 

the history of the debate on miracles in which he specifically addresses Hume’s 

argumentations against miracles. This work is followed by Assessing the New Testament 

Evidence for the Historicity of the Resurrection of Jesus (1989), an exegetical study of 

the New Testament texts. In the first book, his doctoral thesis in theology under the direction 

of Wolfhart Pannenberg, Craig affirms Pannenberg’s criticism on Troeltsch’s liberal position. 

Troeltsch maintained that one of the most basic principles of historiography is that the 

past does not differ essentially from the present. Following this principle of analogy, he 

argued that non-analogous events such as miracles should be banished from the realm of 

history.
193

 His argument affirmed the conclusion of the impossibility of miracles drawn by 

Spinoza, Hume and liberal theologians. In his work, Craig supports the line of argumentation 

of Pannenberg who, by denying Troeltsch’s principle of analogy, upheld the historicity of the 

resurrection of Jesus.
194

 

Craig endorses Pannenberg’s epistemology by arguing that all knowledge of God must 

be based on revelation and that the content of Christian revelation should be reconstructed 

from the Bible, which would be a more coherent reconstruction than alternative views. This is 

to say that Pannenberg, in agreement with most scholars in the science-theology dialogue, 

                                                           
189 According to Habermas, G. (1988). ‘Review: The Historical Argument for the Resurrection of 

Jesus’, in: Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 31 (2), pp. 240–242. 
190

 Plantinga, A. (1993). Warrant: The Current Debate. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
191

 Craig, W.L. (2004). ’Religious Epistemology’, from the site Be Thinking, retrieved 1 October 2016. 
192

 Plantinga, A. (2000), pp. 205-207. 
193

 Troeltsch, E. (1913). ‘Über historische und dogmatische Methode in der Theologie’, in: 

Gesammelte Schriften. Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 2, pp. 729-753. 
194

 Pannenberg, W. (1970). ‘Redemptive Event and History’, in: Basic Questions in Theology. (Transl. 

Kehm , G.H.). Philadelphia: Fortress, pp. 40-50. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resurrection_of_Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basic_belief
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Lane_Craig
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exegesis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Testament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wolfhart_Pannenberg
https://sigevuxa.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/warrant-the-current-debate.pdf


92 
 

uses coherence as a criterion of truth with regard to Christian doctrines.
195

 In this view God 

reveals himself to Mankind in the Bible in a cohesive manner. This is visible not only for 

those who are believers as in the dialectical theology of Barth and Bultmann. When God acts 

in history, everyone would be able to recognise such an event.
196

  

On this point there is similarity with the traditional a priori argument of the Roman 

Catholic Church: Miracles, because they are observable but physically impossible events, 

point to a transcendent cause, which is a conclusion that anyone could reach, based on 

rational insight. But Craig’s argument also shows similarities with that of Swinburne since 

they both aim to make credible that miracles are historical events. However, Swinburne 

follows a different apologetic strategy than Craig by using probability calculus and a different 

concept of coherency which does not contain integration of data.
197

 

In his argumentation of the resurrection of Christ, Craig follows Pannenberg’s strategy 

who maintained that although the resurrection is beyond any human understanding, it does 

refer to a historical fact. In this argument the factuality of the biblical miracles is based on 

testimonies by Jesus’ disciples and by the empty tomb. This means that Craig clearly has an 

evidentialistic approach to the miracle narratives.
198

  

Another similarity can be found in the approach of Karl Heim since Craig introduces 

his argument on miracles by referring to quantum physics.
199

 He first points out that natural 

laws are to be understood today as descriptions or as inductive generalisations, never 

as prescriptions. This implies that an event can never be ruled out logically on the basis of its 

incongruency with regular patterns. However, this does not mean that the earlier formulation 

of natural laws has become obsolete because these laws operate very well on the macro 

Newtonian level in physics, the level also of our daily human experiences. Indeterminacy in 

quantum physics takes place within statistical limits and concerns only the microstates. And 

even at this level, one may reasonably speak of events which are naturally impossible.
200

 

For Craig the physical universe governed by quantum mechanical laws ‘not merely 

allows for the possibility of miracles but (…) actually ‘necessitates acts of extraordinary 

providence’, since quantum indeterminacy can result in certain chaotic macroscopic systems 

and therefore would make God’s intervention necessary.
201

 However, Craig denies Heim’s 

approach to argue for the reasonableness of faith and the occurrence of miracles by trying to 

connect to indeterminism in quantum physics. He rejects this path of argumentation by 
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arguing for the historical credibility of miracles at the macroscopic level from the premise 

that such events can never be excluded a priori. 

This logical argument allows him to weigh the evidence of such occurrences which, as 

he assumes, have taken place.
202

 Endorsing Bilynskyj’s views on ‘natural laws’ Craig argues 

that as long as natural laws are conceived of as universal inductive generalisations, the idea of 

a ‘violation of a law of nature’ is incoherent because universalism logically excludes 

exceptions or violations.
203

 Natural laws have ‘implicit ceteris paribus clauses stipulating that 

no natural or supernatural causes are intervening’.
204

 The outcome of Bilynskyj’s discussion 

at this point is that, referring to Hume’s classical definition, natural laws should not to be 

construed as universal generalisations, or that miracles should not be defined as violations of 

natural laws. Bilynskyj opts for the first alternative, arguing that laws of nature are about the 

dispositional properties of things based on the kinds of things they are.
205

 He therefore 

proposes that natural laws should be formulated as singular statements about certain kinds of 

things and their dispositional properties.
206

 

‘Assumed dispositional properties of things’ refers to Aristotle’s view on the concept 

of the natural, meaning ‘that which happens generally’. ‘Nature’ is regarded here as a notion 

firmly attached to items which belong to a certain type or category. ‘A violation of a law of 

nature’ would merely mean for Aristotle that what generally happens with this item did not 

occur. Similarly, Bilynskyj asserts that qualifying an event as physically impossible means 

that an event F is not produced at a time t by the dispositions of the natural agents which are 

causally relevant to F at t.
207

 In other words, dispositional laws are not violated when the 

predisposed behaviour does not occur. Accordingly, Bilynskyj redefines a miracle as an act of 

God which cannot be excluded on logical grounds and which is physically impossible, but 

religiously significant.
208

 

This approach is comparable to that of Swinburne’s since Craig also faces the 

challenge to come up with an argument that defends the recognition of miracles but without 

contravening the scientific method. In this way both try to avoid the God-of-the-gaps 

argument, and to make it plausible that miracles caused by God most probably did take place. 

Now the question is: what could conceivably transform an event that is naturally 

impossible into a real historical event? Clearly, the answer is the personal God of 

theism. For if a transcendent, personal God exists then He could cause events in the 
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universe that could not be produced by causes within the universe. It is precisely to such 

a God that the Christian apologists appealed.
209

 

Thus both Swinburne and Craig claim that miracles are historical events but they are 

so exceptional that this does not necessitate any change of the laws of nature. Therefore the 

God-of-the-gaps counter argument would not be applicable. Also note the similar conditional 

arrangement of their arguments: It first should be made reasonable that God exists, before it 

can be argued that he is a likely cause of miracles. 

Craig’s argument on the existence of God is best known for his use of what he 

calls the ‘Kalām cosmological argument’ which is a modern formulation of the cosmological 

argument. 
210

 In this argument, Craig attempts to demonstrate that time can never be projected 

into the past infinitely, which would justify the conclusion that the universe must have had a 

beginning.
211

 He contests Spinoza’s rationalistic approach by maintaining that even when 

natural laws are considered to be necessary truths, God could have created a universe with a 

different set of laws. God is free to choose, not only with regard to the creation of a universe, 

but also to intervene in the created universe through what we call miracles or his ‘exceptional 

providence’.
212

  

Craig’s second objection to Spinoza’s argument is that a rationalistic method of 

reasoning, based on deductively-inferred, necessarily true conclusions, does not answer 

empirically-minded opponents in the miracle debate. For example, William Paley in Natural 

theology or evidences of the existence and attributes of the Deity (1802) argued that the 

empirical evidence for God as the designer of the universe is overwhelming. He did not aim 
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to achieve demonstrative certainty but to show that it is much more plausible to believe in 

God than not to believe on empirical grounds.
213

 

In the analysis of Spinoza’s argument, Craig points out that when a miracle is defined 

as a ‘violation of universal natural laws’, Spinoza’s conclusion that this leads to a 

contradiction in terminis is certainly correct. As indicated before, Craig suggests to abandon 

the notion of violation altogether and to speak of a miracle as a naturally impossible event. 

He fully agrees with Swinburne that it is not necessary to revise a natural law when one 

particular exception, or ‘unrepeatable counterinstance‘, occurs.
214

 The only criticism Craig 

holds against Swinburne is that he does retain the violation concept, ‘which would invalidate 

his argument’.
215

 When an event is called ‘naturally impossible’, such as walking on water or 

a resurrection of the body, it may make us aware of an intervention of God since there is 

clearly no natural way of explaining such a miraculous event..  

 

 

3.6.2 The God-hypothesis as an explicatory model 

 

Since Craig defends miracles as historical events, he mainly argues against Hume and 

all those who deny the historicity of biblical miracles, rather than against Spinoza. In the 

following paragraphs, I will elaborate on his criticism in which I will specifically pay 

attention to his argument on the resurrection of Jesus. 

Craig holds against Hume’s principal argument that it is either question-begging or 

mistaken since Hume concluded that miracles ‘have never occurred’ from an inductive 

approach.
216

 He accuses Hume of confusing ‘the realms of science and history’.
217

 Craig’s 

point is that an event which does not fit into our regular experiences can nevertheless have 

happened historically. Science can determine what is naturally possible and what is not, but 

whether a miracle has truly happened or not is a matter of historical research. He holds 

against Hume that he assumes that naturally impossible events can have never have happened 

since uniform experience is against such events. Thus Hume excludes miracles a priori on the 

basis of analogy: History rests on tested and generally-accepted experience but this is using a 

‘methodological principle, a sort of ‘historical naturalism’ that excludes the supernatural’ in 

principle.
218

 Hume would be unable to draw such a conclusion from his theory of induction 

which makes the argument invalid. Applied to the miracle of the resurrection Craig reasons as 

follows: 
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In the case of the resurrection, for example, if the testimony which we have in the New 

Testament makes it probable that Jesus’ tomb was really found empty on the first day of 

the week by some of his women followers and that he later appeared to his disciples in a 

non-hallucinatory fashion, then it is bad historical methodology to argue that this 

testimony must be somehow false because historical evidence shows that all other men 

have always remained dead in their graves. Nor can it be argued that the testimony must 

be false because such an event is naturally impossible, for it may well be the case that 

history proves that a naturally impossible event has, in fact, occurred.
219

  

 

In short, Craig’s point is that if God’s existence is possible, then it is also possible that 

he has acted at some point in history. Thus, the main question to be asked according to Craig 

is whether or not such acts have actually taken place. Consequently, he concludes that one 

should investigate the evidence of miraculous events which can be found in historical sources. 

In order to identify a miracle as a historical event, Craig follows Bilynskyj’s proposal 

in which he formulated four criteria: (1) the evidence for the occurrence of the miraculous 

event E is at least as good as the evidence for other acceptable but unusual events similarly 

distant in space and time from the point of inquiry; (2) an account of the natures and/or 

powers of the causally-relevant natural factors necessary to explain E would be clumsy 

and ad hoc; (3) there is no evidence for one or more of the natural causes which could 

produce E, except for the inexplicability of E itself and (4) there is some justification for a 

supernatural explanation of E, apart from the inexplicability of E.
220

 

A further identification of this miracle can be achieved, according to Craig, by 

establishing the historical-religious context of the life, teachings and personal claims of Jesus. 

He admits that the evidence is certainly not completely persuasive, but that it may be 

sufficient for those who are not biased. The evidence which Craig is offering of Jesus’ 

resurrection consists of three ‘facts: the empty tomb, the appearances and the origin of the 

Christian Way’.
221

 On the basis of this historical evidence, Craig argues that a historian ought 

to accept the hypothesis of the resurrection as the most coherent reconstruction of what truly 

happened. 

 

In his work, Craig goes to great lengths to investigate and weigh all the evidence, 

specifically his historical argument about Jesus’ resurrection based on the testimonies in 

Scripture.
222

 It is not necessary to outline all this evidence extensively here as it is my 

intention to concentrate on the way he constructs his argument. My observation is that his 

approach is evidentialistic, since he argues for considering all the available evidence which 

would make it reasonable to conclude that the God-hypothesis does indeed explain a broad 

range of phenomena, including miracles. His argument shows a number of similarities with 

Swinburne’s argument but he also allies with earlier Christian apologists such as Jean le 

Clerc, Samuel Clarke, Jacob Vernet, Gottfried Less and William Paley, who support the view 

                                                           
219

 Http://www.reasonablefaith.org/the-problem-of-miracles-a-historical-and-philosophical-

perspective. 
220

 Bilynskyj, S.S. (1982), p. 222. 
221

 Ibid. 
222

 See Craig, W.L. (1985) and (1989). 

http://www.reasonablefaith.org/the-problem-of-miracles-a-historical-and-philosophical-perspective
http://www.reasonablefaith.org/the-problem-of-miracles-a-historical-and-philosophical-perspective


97 
 

‘that the factual evidence is sufficiently strong to warrant the conclusion that these events 

really occurred’.
223

 According to these apologists, the evidence for Jesus’ resurrection is just 

as convincing as the evidence for other historical events, the facticity of which we also accept. 

 

 

3.7 Alister McGrath: Miracles as ‘revelatory events’ 

 

3.7.1 The current necessity of an engagement between science and theology 

 

Another original contribution to the debate on miracles can be found in the work of 

Alister McGrath (born 1953). He is interesting for the debate for various reasons. Firstly, 

McGrath is a former atheist who became a Christian in his undergraduate years when he 

‘discovered that Christianity was far more intellectually robust’ than he first imagined, after 

which he decided to ‘turn his back on one faith and embrace another’.
224

 Secondly, he is well 

qualified as a scientist (a molecular biophysicist) and a theologian from the (evangelical 

movement of the) Anglican Church. The aim of his work is a ‘coherent exploration of how 

Christian theology can engage with concerns and debates within modern culture, focusing on 

one of its leading elements, the natural sciences’.
225

 He currently works on a ‘genuine 

interaction and interchange between the two disciplines’.
226

  

McGrath’s main work consists of three volumes in which he argues for an interaction 

of the natural sciences and Western theology in a ‘scientific theology’.
227

 In the next 

paragraphs, I will sketch the main outline of McGrath’s approach from which his view on 

miracles can be understood. 

Evangelicalism is, for McGrath, one of the great traditions of Christian theology, to 

which he also adds Roman Catholicism and Orthodoxy.
228

 Upholding an evangelical 

perspective means for him that ‘theology must be nourished and governed at all points by 

Holy Scripture, and that it seeks to offer a faithful and coherent account of what it finds 

there’.
229

 He points to the narrative of Jesus Christ as the heart of Christianity, and therefore 

would not like to call himself a ‘theist’ as this ‘fails to do justice to its trinitarian morphology, 

which in turn represents its incarnational foundations’.
230

 McGrath intends to reason about 

Christianity ‘as it actually is’, rather than in what he calls some constructed variant such as 

theism.
231

 

But theology should also consider the findings and progress of the natural sciences as 

an impetus for its own object of study. The successes of the natural sciences prove the ‘simple 
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assertion that what scientific theories describe is really present’.
232

 Theology can equally be 

regarded as a search in progress which prevents it from becoming trapped in a former 

worldview. For example, the Church appeared to make faith dependent on the outmoded 

theory of geocentrism after the discovery of heliocentrism. 

According to McGrath, scientific theories and Christian doctrines can both be seen as 

a posteriori human efforts, aimed at accounting for ‘what is encountered’. Whereas the 

natural sciences study nature and develop theories in order to explain and predict natural 

phenomena, the Christian doctrines have been developed from the narratives about Jesus in 

the New Testament. In this sense McGrath calls himself a ‘realist’ since, in comparison with 

the natural sciences based on experimental data, theology is based on Scripture. 

In the footsteps of Thomas F. Torrance (1913-2007), he defends theological realism. 

For Torrance, theological knowledge represents a genuine disclosure of what is objectively 

real. Both the natural sciences and theology presume that knowledge has ‘ontological 

foundations in objective reality’ and thus have an obligation to account for what is 

encountered.
233

  

This encounter, McGrath adds, implies the construction of concepts within a social 

community. At this point, he finds support in the work of Alasdair MacIntyre (born 1929) 

who emphasised the role of traditions in moral philosophy. MacIntyre argued that since 

universal rationality, as presupposed in Enlightenment philosophy, is obsolete, it is more 

plausible to propose competing rationalities which cannot be disengaged from the traditions 

which mediate them. A tradition offers an interpretive lens through which the world is 

observed and experienced. A Christian may see nature as guided and governed by God, while 

a natural scientist may see it as unguided, based on an extraordinary coincidence but to a large 

extent explainable by the theory of evolution. However, although in each tradition ‘nature’ 

can be constructed differently, ‘it does not necessarily follow that ‘nature’ is totally 

subordinated to the category of the ‘social’’.
234

 In the sciences we encounter something that is 

real, but there is no universal interpretation of what is encountered. We can interpret 

phenomena differently and, therefore, there can be no correct view of ‘nature’. 

From this perspective he criticises the theological views of those who either emphasise 

the importance of objectivity, such as argued from Enlightenment premises, or those who 

emphasise social constructivism in postmodernity. He aims to avoid their negative aspects 

(Enlightenment’s universalism and the subjectivism of postmodernism) but also to accept the 

positive sides of both the Enlightenment (objectivity) and postmodernity (construction of 

concepts). As an alternative approach he follows the position of ‘critical realism’ as originally 

developed by Roy Bhaskar.
235

 Critical realism, as McGrath explains it, ‘is sensitive to the 
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historically situated and personally involved character of theological knowledge, while 

resolutely declining to let go of the ideals of truth, objectivity and rationality’.
236

 It can be 

defined as an apprehension of reality with the use of mathematical formulae (in natural 

science) and/or mental models (in natural science and in theology). 

An important characteristic of Bhaskar’s critical realism is that all sciences are reality-

based, thus including the social sciences. He distinguishes levels or strata of reality, each of 

which is studied by a conforming type of science. At the first level of reality we find the 

molecular sciences, then the biological sciences, followed by the social and, finally, the 

psychological and semiological sciences. Each level of science has its own methodology of 

research, which depends on the object of investigation. This means that there is no universal 

epistemology applicable to all the sciences, but that there are different epistemologies, 

distinguished by the entities under investigation. 

Following Bhaskar’s proposal of the stratification of reality, McGrath adds theology 

and history to these sciences. Crucial in this approach is that theology is part of a stratified 

system of knowledge and, secondly, that the reliability of knowledge depends on 

experimental research and on reflection on what this research seems to reveal. On this point 

McGrath finds support in Torrance’s view that epistemology in the natural sciences is ‘multi-

levelled and corresponds with the multi-levelled system of observable reality’.
237

 Torrance 

also applied this to theology, leading to levels of theological reflection. According to 

McGrath, the failure of hermeneutical approaches is that they do not incorporate this stratified 

approach of what is encountered in the world by overemphasising the role of social 

construction. 

Although the sciences operate at different levels, they all postulate hypothetical 

entities or social constructs as a result of their engagement with reality. In all attempts to offer 

an account of what is encountered in the world, models, images or other constructs are used as 

heuristic devices. These constructs should be assessed according to how effectively they 

represent observational data as understood in a specific historical and social context. The 

natural sciences demonstrate the credibility of realism through their successes which is based 

on the experimental method. McGrath thinks that this approach is also appropriate for 

theological inquiry: 

The successes of the natural sciences show that they have somehow managed to 

uncover the way things really are or look into something which is fundamental to the 

structure of the universe (…) If a realist approach applies to the study of the works of 

God, how much more so must it apply to their ultimate ground.
238

 

Applied to the theological enterprise, McGrath maintains that realism is ‘clearly 

presupposed and applied by the classic Christian theological tradition, within which I stand’. 

Theological statements about God and his actions are not merely statements about God, but 
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can be taken to refer to God.
239

 However, the encounter with the reality of God is always 

interpreted from a specific social environment which points to the role of tradition. 

Nevertheless, McGrath goes further in this comparison of science and theology by 

pointing out that the Christian doctrine of creation, nature seen as creation, not only offers the 

best possible explanation of the natural world but he also believes that Christian natural 

theology, although tradition-specific, ‘possesses a universal applicability, thus offering an 

explanation of other traditions, while at the same time reinforcing the plausibility of its own 

tradition’.
240

 Christianity not only offers the best explanation of the natural world but also a 

universal theological view which encompasses other religious traditions. His interpretation of 

‘nature’ as God’s creation is in conformity with the Creeds, and in line with the views of 

Aquinas and Calvin: 

[If] there is no autonomous character to creation, which forces humanity to see it in one 

way, to the exclusion of all others, then Christianity is free to reassert its distinctive 

understanding of nature. Nature, it must be agreed, is an interpreted concept; all bring 

their own interpretations to the natural order, and none can be regarded as authoritative 

or binding for all. There is, after all, a distinctive Christian way of looking at nature – as 

creation.
241

 

The Christian thus interprets nature as a created order, and human beings as created in 

the image of God, which implies a congruence of the rationality of Man with the order in 

natural. Natural theology rests on a partial disclosure of God’s glory in the works of creation, 

but God can only be fully known in and through Christ.
242

 Christ is the divine logos who 

became flesh, the archetype of what it means to be truly human. Therefore, the doctrine of the 

incarnation is closely linked to the created order. For McGrath this means that the Christian 

tradition goes back to decisive moments in history, and that a number of coherent doctrines 

have been developed as a result of these events after communal reflection. In other words, 

doctrinal development within the church is based on historical events and always implies 

social constructivism. For McGrath two historical events are crucial which indicate ‘the 

identity and significance of Jesus Chris’: ‘the cross – first being crucified upon it, and then by 

his being raised from the death which it brought’.
243

 

 

 

3.7.2 Miracles as inexplicable ‘revelatory events’ 

 

McGrath argues that Christian doctrines developed as a response to past ‘revelatory 

events’ that form the origins of Christianity, such as the virgin birth and the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ. The crucial question for me in this study on miracles then is: How are we to 

understand this concept of ‘revelatory events’? At this point it becomes clear that McGrath 

intends to follow Barth: 
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Revelation is first and foremost a divine act. But it is a divine act which impacts upon 

humanity. Barth, presumably with the shell-pocked battlefields of the recent Great War 

in mind, refers to the impact of revelation as ‘shell-holes and craters’. The revelational 

imprint on history is like the explosion of an artillery shell, leaving a crater which may 

be investigated long after the immense power of the detonation has passed. Yet it is the 

detonation, rather than the resulting crater, which is to be considered as ‘revelation’ in 

the proper sense of the word. It refers to divine action, not a permanent state – but an 

action which leaves an imprint on history, at various levels. 

Revelation, according to McGrath, is a past event which leaves a multi-layered imprint 

on history. Just as the physicist who has no direct access to the electron or the Big Bang, the 

theologian also has no direct access to past revelatory events or divine acts. The multi-layered 

impression of these divine acts in history forms a stratified reality, consisting of the following 

levels: biblical texts, patterns of worship, ideas, communities, institutional structures, images, 

distinctive vocabulary, and religious experience.
244

 Just as the natural world can be divided 

into stratified structures open to scientific inquiry, similarly theology ‘addresses itself to God 

their creator who is revealed through them’. But although theology is not scientifically 

verifiable in the same sense as the natural sciences are, McGrath maintains that it is grounded 

in the historical factuality of God’s presence which has been articulated in the doctrine of the 

incarnation.
245

  

At this point of the argument he acknowledges that his approach rests on his 

interpretation of Barth: God cannot be known by scientific means, only by God’s self-

revelation, foremost in the incarnation in Jesus Christ. In the event of the incarnation, God 

discloses himself and is anchored in the realities of the world. This disclosure can be put into 

words and images, but these are merely indicators of a greater reality than can ever be 

conceived. In this way, God always remains ‘hidden’, which is to say that God’s self-

disclosure cannot be objectified. Christian doctrines are therefore not to be taken literally or 

be made credible by evidence but function as visualisations, pointing to what ultimately lies 

beyond verbal formulae: the reality of God. 
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Chapter 4 A critical evaluation of arguments 

                   against miracles 
 

 

 

After the completed presentations of the arguments in Chapter 2 and 3, I have now 

reached the stage of a critical evaluation of these arguments which will complete my answer 

to the first two research sub-questions of this study. The purpose of this analysis and the 

following evaluation of a number of important arguments for and against miracles is to 

contribute to a clarification of the debate from a philosophical point of view. So far, I have 

sketched the different views as objectively as possible. What follows is my own critical 

evaluation of these positions which is intended to deepen the discussions on the topic of 

miracles.  

In this chapter I will start with an evaluation of the arguments against miracles of 

Spinoza and Hume since the New Atheists claim to find support of their views in these 

approaches (4.1-3). In this evaluation I will raise epistemological issues and consider a 

number of reflections from the philosophy of science. This will result in a number of 

reservations against these arguments, specifically with regard to the conceptualisation of 

‘natural law’ and of ‘human experience’ on the basis of which miracles are denied. I intend to 

show that especially Hume’s argument, which still plays a major role in the current debate, 

suffers from a very narrow concept of ‘human experience’. However, albeit these reservations 

I will also indicate a number of points in these arguments which are of value. 

This chapter will be concluded with a look at current scientific research about miracle 

claims. The aim of this research is not just to make credible that miracles still happen today, 

but also that, by an argument of analogy, such an affirmation would support the view that the 

biblical miracle stories do refer to factual occurrences and thus that these miracles gain 

credibility (4.4). 

 

 

4.1 Spinoza 

Spinoza can be said to have radically raised the issue of miracles on the agenda of 

theology and philosophy. He argues specifically against transcendent causality, the idea that 

God would interfere in worldly affairs which presupposes a dualistic worldview as maintained 

in the traditional theology of Scholasticism. He argues that there is only one world: Nature or 

God, a perfect order or creation and therefore not in need of any ‘correction’ by miracles 

which he characterises as a ‘blasphemy’. 

Spinoza explains why it must be wrong to assume that miracles, understood as 

violations of the natural order, can happen since natural laws, or God’s decrees, are 

universally valid. This argument can be typified as a categorical deductive argument which, 

on the basis of the premises, results in a logically valid conclusion. In his argument, the 

logical error in the traditional way of reasoning is that God who is infinite could be the cause 
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of any finite event such as a miracle. This leads him to the only option which is to look for 

natural causes for any claimed miracle. Furthermore, from this argument he also concludes 

that the language used in biblical stories about miracle stories in which natural laws are 

clearly violated should never be taken literally but as an expression of faith.  

I would like to raise a number of points about Spinoza’s argumentation. Firstly, it is 

assumed in this kind of philosophy that Nature (or God) operates in a scheme of deterministic 

necessity. Spinoza assumes that a ‘natural law’ is universally valid and thus allows no 

exceptions. Hume would be an early critic of such a rationalistic strategy from an empirical 

approach. According to him natural laws are not based on ‘clear ideas of the human mind’ but 

on a great number of observations which makes these laws reliable, and exceptional cases 

such as miracles highly unlikely. However, recently it is argued, in defence of Spinoza, that 

he was well aware of the critique of his approach, and that he merely wanted to show that 

from certain axioms and definitions, propositions and conclusions could be deduced without 

claiming that these axioms and definitions were generally agreed upon. Hubbeling
1
 points out 

that ‘Spinoza uses the axiomatic method in a modern way’, which implies that deductions can 

truthfully be made from axioms and definitions that remain debatable.
2
 For example, Spinoza 

disagreed with Descartes’ point of departure in rationalistic reasoning, although he correctly 

derived his logically valid conclusions. This, however, would weaken Spinoza’s case since, 

although the deduction from axioms and definitions is logically valid, it is still possible to 

disagree with them. 

In support of Hume’s critique it has been established that Spinoza’s view on the 

immutability of natural laws is incorrect. Due to the advance of science, it has been 

discovered that these laws have proved to be invalid at very small scales, very high speeds, or 

very strong gravitational fields. This implies that the laws of Newtonian physics which 

operate on the macroscopic level in physics needed a correction. It is on that level that the 

miracle debate usually takes place when the question of factuality is discussed. Developments 

in science also show Spinoza’s rationalistic approach has given way to an empirical approach. 

In empirical research knowledge is gained by means of direct and indirect observations in 

experimental designs in search of or to confirm a theory. Findings should repeatedly be 

produced and thus be verifiable, and predictions should be made to be able to affirm or deny 

the correctness of the theory. In the current debate on miracles empirical (rather than 

rationalistic) arguments dominate the debate which can clearly be observed in an emphasis on 

the question of ‘evidence’ against or for alleged miracles. In the empirical arguments against 

miracles it cannot logically be assumed that miracles are impossible but rather as highly 

improbable since exceptional occurrences can never be ruled out in such approaches. 

When Spinoza advances in his argument by showing that Scripture itself proves that 

miracles are impossible, the following critical remarks can be made. Firstly, I cannot help to 

observe a confusion of categories since ‘proof’ is a philosophical and not a religious concept. 

In his axiomatic method, from the premises he assumes, it is consistent to conclude the 
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impossibility of alleged facts, but is it consistent to prove this from the Bible which he 

qualifies as a book of faith that in parts is imperfect and even corrupt, erroneous, and with 

many inconsistencies?
3
  

Continuing on this line of criticism, recent commentators observe a serious tension in 

the TTP. This tension stems from Spinoza’s thesis that Scripture itself shows that miracles 

must be explained naturally.The question in this discussion is whether or not Spinoza, 

claiming that Scripture should be read as far as possible in natural terms, is not ‘dogmatic’ in 

his own approach. For example, when in the story of Joshua, Spinoza assumes that the 

hailstones could have caused an increase in daylight by a greater refraction than usual. In the 

following paragraphs I will sketch some main positions of this discussion. 

Strauss and Fraenkel explain Spinoza’s approach from his early background by 

suggesting that as a student Spinoza had been a Maimonidean dogmatist which becomes 

apparent in his discussion on miracles.
4
 According to Strauss his views on biblical miracles 

are a ‘relic’ of his ‘youthful, as it were intra-Jewish, reflections’. He maintains that from this 

background Spinoza denies the possibility of biblical miracles, especially those in the New 

Testament about the resurrection of Jesus. The problem with such an ‘explanation’ however is 

that it is not a valid counterargument but an argumentum ad hominem since it does not deal 

with the argument itself but with the one who proposes it. 

Fraenkel emphasises another aspect of Spinoza’s alleged dogmatism by stating that it 

‘plays a key political role’, since it makes philosophy ‘compatible with the religious 

foundations of the state’ and is therefore a ‘key component’ in his defence of the freedom to 

philosophise. Dogmatism is required for the political reason of enabling philosophers to 

convert restrictive forms of religion into reasonable forms of religion which comply with a 

democratic state community. But this suggestion, that Spinoza’s philosophical rationalism 

would be based on a social or political motive, can also be called a fallacy as it seeks an 

explanation of why it would be used instead of discussing it on its own merits. 

Harvey disagrees with Strauss and Fraenkel, arguing that ‘there is no one motive for 

Spinoza’s use of dogmatic exegesis’ and that ‘he was honestly committed to the scientific 

study of Scripture for its own sake’ which required the rejection of dogmatic exegesis.
5
 

However, this point of view suggests that the philosopher would ‘purely’ reason without an 

interpretation from a specific context.  

Nadler follows another route by attempting to harmonise the different views on 

Spinoza’s alleged dogmatism. Although Spinoza frequently states that there is nothing 

narrated in the Bible that is ‘contrary to the laws of Nature’, he also maintains that the biblical 

authors in their era were ignorant of ‘some perfectly natural explanation’.
6
 Joshua thought that 

he had witnessed an event contrary to the laws of nature, but only because of his lack of 

knowledge of natural laws. What he had witnessed can now be explained by natural causes.
 

According to Spinoza’s interpretive principles, some events which suggest God’s interference 

in the world are just misunderstandings caused by ignorance. Other stories contain ‘prophetic 

representations’, for instance, when God descended in fire upon Mount Sinai. Nadler argues 

                                                           
3
 TTP 12. 

4
 Strauss, L. (1952), pp. 164-167 and Fraenkel, C. (2013), pp. 643-658. 

5
 Harvey, W.Z. (2013), pp. 669-670. 

6
 Nadler, S. (2013), pp. 623-642. 



105 
 

that this harmonising interpretation implies the dominance of a natural explanatory strategy 

very clearly. 

Preus concludes that Spinoza felt uneasy about his own approach by thinking that he 

could derive his own view of miracles from Scripture and that ‘some biblical authors (not the 

prophets) apprehended nature somewhat as he did’ by pointing to natural causes in their texts 

such as the strong eastern wind in the Exodus story. He suggests that Spinoza was aware that 

he used Scripture to show that the conventional understanding of miracles as ‘violations of the 

laws of nature’ cannot be found in Scripture itself, which introduces ‘a severe tension’ to 

the TTP.
7
 In my view this uneasiness can be traced to Spinoza’s use of Scripture as a 

document of faith that he also uses to support his own philosophical rationalistic views. 

My point here is that statements of faith in Scripture cannot consistently be framed in 

rationalistic terms. Furthermore, if according to Spinoza the Bible is not a book of science but 

a book of faith, teaching obedience, justice and charity, it seems incongruent to attempt to 

explain the stories by looking for textual clues that could explain miraculous events as if they 

had actually happened. It would make more sense to argue that the biblical writers, who had 

some knowledge of nature in the worldview that they indicate to maintain, framed these 

stories from their position of faith in order to advance devotion, an argument he also uses 

frequently. Besides, Spinoza seems to extrapolate the textual find of natural clues that would 

explain miracles to stories which do not contain any such clues. For example, the crucial story 

of the resurrection of Jesus does not give any indication for a natural explanation. In a letter to 

Henry Oldenburg, Spinoza writes that the story should be interpreted only spiritually: 

But, you will say, all the Apostles thoroughly believed, that Christ rose from the 

dead and really ascended to heaven: I do not deny it. Abraham, too, believed that God 

had dined with him, and all the Israelites believed that God descended, surrounded with 

fire, from heaven to Mount Sinai, and there spoke directly with them; whereas, these 

apparitions or revelations, and many others like them, were adapted to the 

understanding and opinions of those men, to whom God wished thereby to reveal His 

will. I therefore conclude, that the resurrection of Christ from the dead was in reality 

spiritual, and that to the faithful alone, according to their understanding, it was revealed 

that Christ was endowed with eternity, and had risen from the dead (using dead in the 

sense in which Christ said, "let the dead bury their dead"), giving by His life and death a 

matchless example of holiness. Moreover, He to this extent raises His disciples from the 

dead, in so far as they follow the example of His own life and death. It would not be 

difficult to explain the whole Gospel doctrine on this hypothesis.
8
 

I find this approach far more congruent with his presupposition of separating 

philosophy, or science, from religion. Since no factual event can be contrary to Nature, any 

element in a story containing violations of the natural order is untrue by definition, but the 

story can, nevertheless, have a spiritual meaning. Spinoza endorses this approach while also 
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attempting to argue that Scripture itself indicates that miracles should be explained by natural 

causes which affirms that there is a serious tension in his approach. 

 

Apart from this criticism of Spinoza’s arguments, I would also like to point out a 

number of valuable points from his contribution to the debate which deserve consideration. 

Firstly, Spinoza criticised the argument of authority in defense of miracles, in an era in which 

natural philosophy developed rapidly. From the period of the Renaissance, scholars had 

gradually moved away from renderings of ancient research to the realm of the present natural 

world. In the medieval traditions the meaning of things had always been accessible through 

reference to a vast, coherent and universal literary heritage, but in his age this was disturbed 

by an increasing corpus of geometrical knowledge and a rich flood of still unintelligible 

observations which gradually undermined the works of previous authorities. However, the 

great number of data accumulated in this period did not lead to a new vision on natural 

philosophy or to an alternative conception of nature. In Thomas Kuhn’s terminology, in that 

era one was faced with ‘facts in search of a paradigm’.
9
 Robert Markley described this period 

as ‘a crisis of Baconianism’ arising out of ‘the problems of practicing and defending natural 

philosophy without a theory, a meta-language to negotiate between a fallen nature and its 

divine Creator’.
10

 Spinoza argued that the truth of religion cannot be established just on the 

authority of the (commentators of the) Church but should be made clear on rational grounds 

and thus accessible. He contributes to the launch of the epistemological principle that all 

claims of knowledge should be accounted for. This principle still plays a significant role in 

the miracle debate although it has clearly shifted to an empirical focus on the question 

whether or not biblical and current alleged miracles are factual. 

In his age, Spinoza represents a growing movement of natural philosophers who 

maintained that science (or natural philosophy as it was called then) offers the rational 

foundation for the Christian religion. Joseph Glanvill (1636-1680), for example, asserted that 

‘the Free Philosophy lays a foundation for the defence of the greatest sublimities of Faith (...) 

by shewing the certainty, and divine Original of the Testimony that acquaints us with those 

sacred Mysteries’. Natural philosophy establishes ‘the Infallible truth of Scripture History, 

and twists such a cord as is as strong as any thing in Geometry or Nature’.
11

 Spinoza can be 

said to have attempted a rational (or scientific) justification of the foundations of Christianity. 

The Protestant Reformation offered a further momentum in this development in declaring that 

the age of miracles had come to an end, shortly after Christ’s death.
12

 Calvin, for example, 

warned against ‘false prophets’ and ‘lying wonders’ that could even tempt the elect into 

error.
13

 Similarly, Spinoza (Hume and much later the New Atheists) targets especially the 
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practices of magicians, enchanters and excesses of Roman ecclesiastical practices. These 

warnings are still important in our current age in which there are many claims of supposed 

miracles. 

Spinoza’s argument, contrary to the way sometimes presented (by, for example, the 

New Atheists), does not oppose science and religion. In his view God’s creation is a natural 

order governed by immutable laws. Human beings are part of this creation in God’s image 

and thus endowed with rational faculties. At present we can observe a renewed consideration 

of the relations between science and religion. For example, Alvin Plantinga argues that 

religion, particularly the idea of a creation of the world by God, led to the rise of the natural 

sciences in the West. In his view there is no conflict between science and religion, but 

between science and naturalism.
14

 The historian Peter Harrison also argues for the religious 

foundations of science. According to him, the study of nature that emerged in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth century was directly influenced by theological discussions about the ‘Fall of 

Man’ which was assumed to have damaged human cognitive capacities. In this view, modern 

science was conceived as a means of recovering the knowledge of nature that Adam had once 

possessed.
15 

The relationship between science and religion is, for example, also discussed in the 

current research field of science and theology which includes thinkers such as Wolfhart 

Pannenberg, Arthur Peacocke, William Stoeger, and others. For example, Peacocke argues 

that since God created an autonomous natural world there are ‘strong theological objections 

to the idea of a God who intervenes in and manipulates the world in ways that would disrupt 

the very fabric of relationships through which God is sustaining the world in being and 

continuing to create in and through it in its processes of becoming’.
16

 Jesus’ miracles of 

exorcisms and healings, he claims, can now be explained by our knowledge of psychosomatic 

medicine. Many other miracles attributed to Jesus, such as walking on water and changing 

water into wine, are not to be understood literally, assuming that they are ‘not convincing as 

accounts of ‘what actually happened’.
17

 Peacocke does not exclude the possibility that 

miraculous events have taken place but maintains that ‘we may well conclude’ that this is not 

the case.
18

  

Spinoza’s influence on the current debate on miracles can also be observed in the 

emphasis of the specific historical context in which miracle stories have been written and 

handed down to us. In his age he contributed to an increasing awareness and study of the 

Bible as a historical document, consisting of many different sorts of literature or genre. This 

approach has had a considerable influence, for example, upon the historical critical movement 

of later centuries. But it can also be said that he initiated the beginnings of a hermeneutical 

approach in which he emphasised the meaning of religious language of miracle stories instead 
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of regarding them as representations of actual events. Spinoza’s approach attempts to disclose 

what the biblical miracle narratives signify by stressing their underlying function of a social 

and political binding factor, and as a motivational force as, for example, Klever points out.
19

 

He reduced this meaning to an ethical core that positions him at the cradle of liberal Western 

theology. 

Klever points out an important aspect of Spinoza’s argument on miracles in the TTP, 

which is compatible with Susan James’ recent interpretation of the Tractatus
20

, identifying the 

imagination as one of the underlying themes that links the various arguments of the TTP. 

Imagination provides a narrative account of the world which serves as a guide for human 

behaviour. But according to Spinoza the religious imagination needs philosophy since 

philosophy can disclose ‘true’ religion, by which he means religion as it has been preached 

and lived by Jesus. ‘True’ religion entails a founding myth which functions not just as a 

guidance of individual behaviour but also sociologically as a binding factor in a community. 

Spinoza maintains that religion can have these very positive functions provided that it is 

guided by reason since, without reason it can lead to disastrous outcomes. When reason or the 

certainty of philosophy is absent, communities can become essentially unstable. James 

implies that the TTP contains the search for such a founding myth. She situates the TTP in the 

particular context of Dutch society at the end of the seventeenth century, a society that was 

deeply divided, religiously, intellectually and politically, a society desperately in need of a 

more inclusive narrative.
21

  

 

 

4.2 David Hume 

 

In Hume’s principal argument it is important to distinguish two elements in his 

definition of a miracle: 1. a miracle as a ‘violation of natural laws’ and 2. causation by ‘a 

deity or other invisible agent’. Hume argues, in comparison to Spinoza, that natural laws are 

not deductively certain but that they are highly probable on the basis of a large number of 

sense experiences. In this case induction leads to a posteriori knowledge with a high degree 

of certainty. On the basis of his theory of induction, Hume argues that the probability of a 

miracle is so little that we do not have to believe that such an event has ever taken place. The 

balance of evidence will always be against miracles. Therefore, this argument can be typified 

as a probabilistic inductive argument. The probabilistic nature of the argument allows the 

utilisation of Bayes’ Theorem since it allows a calculation on the posterior probability of a 

miracle, given the evidence of testimony. 

The argument has been improved by Flew, McKinnon, Nowell-Smith, and Diamond, 

who presented additional logical arguments. On the basis of their improvements they draw the 

same conclusion: Miracles are impossible, not based on reasoning from an induction theory, 

but by denouncing the claim of divine agency which is principally unverifiable or 
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unfalsifiable. They also maintain that it is always possible that an event which is now 

regarded as miraculous might be explained by science one day. 

In the second part of his essay ‘Of miracles’, Hume adds four a posteriori arguments 

to show that there is never enough, and reliable, evidence which would justify a belief in 

miracles, and that miracles cannot function as evidence of the truth of doctrines of a specific 

religion. 

 

In this evaluation I will first pay attention to Hume’s definition of a miracle. There is 

extensive literature on the debate on how Hume uses this definition. It is important to bear in 

mind that the examples he mentions are derived from the biblical miracle stories and from 

miracle stories that have subsequently been put forward by the Church. However, Hume not 

just opposes traditional Western theology but also all other claims of extraordinary 

occurrences that seem to contradict the natural order and that are attributed to God or other 

‘invisible agents’. Some commentators seem to miss the point that Hume, by using this 

specific definition, particularly attacks the way of reasoning in traditional theological circles 

in which transcendent causality is assumed. 

For example, Thomas Huxley has criticised Hume’s definition as self-contradictory, 

‘an employment of language which, on the face of the matter, cannot be justified’. In this 

definition ‘nature’ is the ‘sum of phenomena presented to our experience’, as opposed to a 

deity or invisible agent. To maintain that an invisible agent can be the cause of a miraculous 

event, would be a confusion of categories.
22

  

C.S. Peirce concluded that in the first part of his definition Hume takes ‘a 

metaphysical turn that was quite uncalled for’ by excluding miracles understood as violations 

of natural laws.
23

 Peirce agreed with Hume that miracles do not prove the validity of a 

religion but criticises his definition of a miracle as a violation of natural laws. He proposes 

that a miracle should rather be seen as a ‘sign-event’, a ‘semeion’.
24

 

From the subject of the definition of a miracle, I will now pay attention to Hume’s 

principal argument against miracles. I would like to raise a number of objections against 

Hume’s theory of induction which underlies his concept of a ‘natural law’ by looking at some 

epistemological issues and by considering reflections from the philosophy of science.  

The first point concerns Hume’s proposal of a psychological account of causal 

propositions formulated as ‘all causal propositions entail subjunctive conditionals’.25 Flew 

remarks that Hume’s explanation that inductive laws are based on custom, for example that A 

is followed by B, is an approach which science now declines, in favour of open, falsifiable 

hypotheses. An open hypothesis is a causal proposition formulated as in ‘If x, then y’. Flew 
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regards such a hypothesis as a nomological proposition because it expresses a law of nature. 

This nomological proposition goes further than merely a conjunction of some x and y as 

Hume proposed. It means that the conjunction is ‘maintained regardless of what anyone did or 

might have done’ and that it ‘is one which can be relied upon’.26 

Hume’s proposal can also be criticised for his use of a concept of human experience 

which is too narrow. In Hume’s empiricism ‘human experience’ is reduced to passively 

received sense impressions which constitute ‘ideas’ and lead to the formulation of ‘natural 

laws’ by induction. The problem with this proposal (which would become the cornerstone of 

positivism) is that it aims at a value-free ‘objectivity’, assuming a universal epistemology 

without paying attention to (what we know now are) active subjective factors in observation 

and perception. 

For example, the moral philosopher Alisdair MacIntyre, highlighted the important role 

of tradition in inquiry in his critique of the philosophical assumptions of modernity, a point 

that is also stressed by Alister McGrath in his ‘scientific theology’. MacIntyre held that, 

instead of a ‘universal reason’ as assumed in the Enlightenment, it is more plausible to 

propose competing rationalities.
27

 According to MacIntyre, ‘the legacy of the Enlightenment 

has been the provision of an ideal of rational justification which it has proved impossible to 

attain’.
28

 He defines a tradition as ‘an argument extended through time in which certain 

fundamental agreements are defined and redefined’.29
 His point is that there is never a 

universal way of looking at a phenomenon. Theoretical presuppositions not only make 

perception possible, but also influence what is observed. 

Michael Polanyi shares MacIntyre’s view on the role of traditions and emphasises the 

role of fiduciary or interpretative frameworks in science.
30

 From this outlook, they both 

criticise positivism for its pretension of a superior epistemology. MacIntyre argued that 

people always remain dependent upon others in communities and therefore criticises the 

fiction of a disembodied, autonomous reasoning self which is the ‘illusion of self-sufficiency’ 

in Western culture.
31 He points out that the result of dialogue can be that one tradition can put 

another tradition into an epistemological crisis. This can occur when one learns how to think 

in terms of another tradition. Through acts of the imagination, advocates of a tradition ‘may 

be able to conclude that it is only from the standpoint of their tradition that the difficulties of 

                                                           
26

 Ibid. 
27

 About this development see, for example, Jones, L.G. (1987). ‘Alisdair MacIntyre on narrative, 

community and the moral life’, in: Modern theology, 4, pp. 53-69; Achtemeier, P.M. (1994). ‘The 

truth of tradition: Critical realism in the thought of Alisdair MacIntyre and T.F. Torrance’, in: Scottish 

journal of theology, 47, pp. 355-374; Horton, J. and Mendus, S. (Eds.). (1994). After MacIntyre: 

Critical perspectives on the work of Alisdair MacIntyre. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 

Press; McGrath, A. (2019). The territories of human reason. Science and theology in an age of 

multiple rationalities. Oxford University Press. 
28

 MacIntyre, A. (1988), p. 6. 
29

 Ibid, p. 12. 
30

 Polanyi, M. (1969). Knowing and being. (Grene, M. Ed.). London: Routledge & Kegan Paul; (1998). 

Logic of liberty. Indianapolis: Liberty fund; (1958) Personal knowledge: Toward a post-critical 

philosophy; (1964). Science, faith and society. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
31

 MacIntyre, A. (1999). Dependent Rational Animals. Chicago: Carus Publishing, 1999, p. 127. 



111 
 

that rival tradition can be understood and overcome’.32 
But of course, dialogue may also result 

in a reconsideration of one’s own point of view, and lead to a significant change of opinion. 

Polanyi maintained that such a conversion is a ‘leap of faith’ which will not happen only by 

rational argumentation:  

‘The process of choosing between positions is (…) more a matter of intuition and 

finally conscience, than (…) a decision between different interpretations based on the 

same or closely similar sets of premises. It is a judgment of the kind involved in 

scientific discovery.33 

 

The constructive role of the subject in observation and perception also became 

apparent in the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ in the philosophy of language during the twentieth 

century. In this shift in philosophy the picture theory of language, which held that statements 

are meaningful only if they can be pictured or when they correspond to the objective world of 

perception, became untenable. As Ludwig Wittgenstein proposed in his later works, language 

is not infallible because it does not entail certainty by its correspondence with secondary 

qualities or unquestionable entities in the universe. Instead of a picture or correspondence 

theory he suggested a ‘use theory’ which states that language involves using terms in a 

linguistic community. 

Current scientific language makes use of an indirect way of speaking by means of 

models and metaphors in order to understand what is encountered. Sometimes observable 

phenomena now have to be explained by non-observables, for example black holes (in 

astronomy) and sub-atomic particles (in micro physics). Ian T. Ramsey intended to revaluate 

this kind of indirect speech in science and in other kinds of discourse. He argues that there is a 

‘far-reaching parallel’ between models in science and in theology. The most important 

similarity is the use of models each discipline provides in its understanding of a ‘permanent 

mystery’ which confronts them all.
34

 This ‘mystery’ refers to something that is real, 

something by which we are confronted, but about which we can only speak indirectly. In his 

view, this ‘mystery’ is at the root of all forms of human acquisition of knowledge. Alister 

McGrath agrees with Ramsey that in science and religion one should aim at accounting for 

‘what is encountered’, although reference remains a problematic issue. He points to the 

successes of the natural sciences which prove the ‘simple assertion that what scientific 

theories describe is really present’
35

 and applied this approach to ‘scientific theology’.
36

 

Hume’s concept of a ‘natural law’, based on a vast number of regular sense 

impressions, turned out to be inadequate also on other grounds. On this particular point I will 

only refer to a few important shifts which took place in the philosophy of science. The first 

can be found in the groundbreaking work of Karl Popper who declined Hume’s inductive 

logic after it became clear that the observations and experiments which supported Newton’s 
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theory of gravitation also supported Einstein’s theory although these theories were different.  

In the beginning of the twentieth century it became clear that scientific theories are merely 

hypothetical, which is to say tentative and provisionally valid constructions until replaced by 

better ones. According to Popper the testing of a scientific theory should not aim at its 

confirmation but at its refutation. In this development ‘theories’ became ‘conjectures’, 

theoretical designs which can and should always be refuted or corrected. In other words, 

reliable scientific knowledge increases by conjecture and refutation, not by induction 

 Although construction has become an undeniable part of the scientific enterprise to 

understand the workings of nature, this does not imply a loss of all objectivity. Even though 

science is confronted by mystery, theories have become better and more realistic since they 

are able to explain more phenomena and lead to more exact predictions than in the past. For 

example, Newton’s theory of gravity could be explained in Einstein’s so-called theory of 

general relativity which was could be applied to more phenomena. With this theory Einstein 

could, for example, predict and calculate the degree of the bending of rays of light near a 

gravitational field, explain the peculiar orbit of the planet Mercury, and predict gravitational 

waves. The point McGrath makes is that the empirical or scientific method, which includes 

the construction of theories and the hypotheses derived from them, observations and 

predictions, has remained successful, albeit the, what Thomas Kuhn coined, ‘paradigm shift’ 

which took place in physics in the twentieth century. McGrath’s answer is that we now need 

to accept the positive sides of both the Enlightenment (objectivity) and postmodernity 

(construction), and simultaneously avoid their negative aspects (Enlightenment’s universalism 

and the subjectivism of postmodernism). 

The next point of criticism concerns Hume’s conclusion that miracles as ‘violations’ 

of natural laws are never credible. The critique is that in an inductive approach exceptions are 

always possible which implies that miracles can never be excluded. Thomas Huxley 

concluded that Hume’s principal argument is ‘absurd’ since it maintains that events which are 

normally not experienced at present, have therefore never happened in the past and will never 

happen in future.
37

 C.D. Broad has made a similar judgment by arguing that Hume’s 

argument is inconsistent. He states that Hume’s inductive inference implies that there is no 

justification to believe that the laws of nature will continue to behave in the same way as they 

have done in the past. The principle of analogy would even allow an extension of Broad’s 

argument to biblical miracles since events which cannot be excluded in principle at present, 

can also not be logically excluded in the past. Broad concludes that we cannot take one course 

of events to be more likely than another, and cannot coherently use probabilities in an 

argument against miracles: 

We see, then, that Hume is really inconsistent in preferring a belief in the laws of nature 

based on constant experience to a belief in miracles based on a love of the wonderful 

(...) On his own theories he has no right to talk about what we ought to believe as to 

matters of fact. For what we ought to believe means what we are logically justified in 
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believing, and Hume has said that he can find no logical justification for belief about 

matters of fact.
38

 

This has proved to be a crucial criticism against Hume’s argument, not just from 

religious opponents but also from many of his own adherents in the empirical tradition. In this 

regard, Gaskin formulated the critical question: ‘With what justification can we use the 

exceptional nature of an event as grounds for rejecting testimony that the alleged event took 

place?’ It is this question which, according to Gaskin, is crucial in assessing and 

understanding Hume’s a priori argument, since the argument is addressed to ‘testimonies of 

events, not to our own eye-witnessing of them’.
39 The reason the report of an exception is 

rejected cannot simply be that it is an exception. If the report is trustworthy, which must be 

established, there is still a probability that the exception did occur although it cannot be 

explained as yet by our present knowledge of nature. 

Anthony Flew also pointed to this ‘defect’ in an attempt to improve Hume’s argument, 

maintaining that Hume ‘disqualifies himself from distinguishing the genuinely miraculous 

from the highly unusual’.
40

 His point is that the history of science demonstrates that 

exceptions to known natural regularities (which according to Hume would never be able to 

counterbalance the overwhelming evidence in favour of a natural law) gave cause to an 

adjustment or renewal of formulated theories.
41

 

Hume’s more recent defenders disagree about how good his principal argument really 

is and whether Hume’s argument is a priori or not.
42

 Firstly, it is not clear how to interpret the 

principal argument. Hume’s conclusion that a miracle story should never be believed on the 

basis of testimony, even under the most favourable circumstances, is regarded as the 

traditional interpretation among his commentators. In this interpretation Hume did not 

propose an a priori argument intended to show that miracles are not possible, but he did argue 

for an a priori argument to show that testimony is never a reasonable ground to believe that 

miracles have occurred. This is how most of his contemporaries understood Hume’s 

argument, including Richard Price, John Leland
43

, William Adams
44

 and George Campbell
45

, 

among others. 

In his explanation of this traditional interpretation, Fogelin argues that ‘the text 

contains both a thesis denying the existence of miracles and a thesis denying the credibility of 

testimony in favour of miracles, and Hume explicitly describes the latter as a consequence of 

the former’.
46 According to him, Flew

47
 is the ‘only one’ who ‘stands virtually alone in 
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challenging the traditional interpretation’. But Fogelin argues that Flew is ‘doubly wrong’
48

, 

not only because he denies that Hume defends a thesis rejecting the credibility of testimony in 

favour of miracles, but also because he agrees with the consensus on the first part of the 

traditional interpretation. 

Flew holds that Hume developed a ‘check’ on any witness who claims to have 

experienced a miracle. This is endorsed by Earman who maintains that Hume argues that 

testimonial evidence can sustain the credibility of a miracle, but that the actual testimonial 

evidence available is never sufficient to justify belief in a miracle.
49

 This ‘check’ on any 

witness who claims a miraculous event is, according to Gaskin, a warning to be wary of 

superstition.50  

Levine judges that Hume’s argument is ‘in a sense superfluous’. He argues that it is an 

a priori argument that is ‘logically pre-empted by his view on divine activity’. The violation 

premise is superfluous since it is not possible to have an impression of a supernatural cause, 

for the simple reason that impressions are always empirical.
51

 This argument is also 

maintained by Flew, McKinnon, Nowell-Smith, and Diamond who sought to improve Hume’s 

argument.52 

However, my point is that Hume intends to demonstrate that the definition of a miracle 

as an exceptional event caused by a god or any other supernatural agent as assumed in 

traditional theology is problematic in an empirical approach. His point is that such a claim 

carries the burden of proof, apart from the other problem of transcendent causation which can 

never be confirmed empirically. With regard to the first part of his definition I agree with 

commentators who argue that it should remain a theoretical or logical possibility that miracles 

as violations have occurred or could take place. However, already in his principal argument 

Hume excludes this by reasoning that any proof of a miracle is always faced with 

overwhelming counterevidence. In this sense the four a posteriori arguments which aim to 

discredit testimonies about miracles are superfluous. This view is consistent with that of 

Gaskin who notes that ‘it is clear as anything could be that in his own person Hume 

strenuously and totally disbelieved in miracles’.
53

  

In the particular arguments Hume targets especially testimonies of biblical miracles 

with, at their heart, the foundation of Christian doctrine, Christ’s resurrection. He sets up 

criteria which can be used to validate any testimony about miracles. However, in his first 

particular argument he does not aim to give some kind of objective test that would leave open 

the possibility of the existence of miracles, but to put people on guard against superstition and 

the exploitation of those who lack a healthy critical sense. It is the kind of argument that is 

also frequently used by the New Atheists. It should be remembered that Hume argues in 

particular not only against Roman Catholic but also against a number of contemporary 
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Protestant ‘enthusiastic’ practices.
54

 At this point his argument is in line with the conservative 

Protestant Reformation which assumed that the age of miracles had ended after Christ’s 

death.
55

 In these conservative Protestant circles, natural philosophers were regarded to be the 

most able arbitrators of miracle reports. Nevertheless, albeit their denial of contemporary 

miracles, the biblical miracle testimonies were regarded as basic and fully reliable in these 

circles, in contrast with Hume who also rejected these ‘witness reports’ of past claimed 

events. 

With regard to his second particular argument, his suggestion of a ‘human trait of the 

love for sensation’, Hume can be accused of being one-sided in his assessment of the 

psychology of testimony. Contrary to what Hume suggests, it has been argued that witnessing 

about Christ and miracles was quite a hazardous enterprise in the period of the early Church. 

According to this criticism it can be expected that people will take extreme care when 

reporting unusual and unexpected occurrences because they know they run the risk of being 

criticised and even ridiculed. Therefore, it is arguable that reports about miracles are likely to 

be more reliable than those concerning regular events.
56

 

John Relly Beard, in answering Das Leben Jesu from David Strauss, argued that the 

dramatic change that Jesus’ followers experienced after his death cannot be explained other 

than by accepting the miracle of a true resurrection of the body. According to Beard, Strauss 

(and Hume) hold a theft theory in which it is assumed that the early Church is built on a 

delusion. This would have been created by Jesus’ followers who had to dispose of his body, 

making them no more than ‘vile self-conscious imposters’. However, this could not explain 

why they were willing to face death for what in fact were ‘groundless fancies and ill-digested 

legends’.
57

 Of course, Hume would deny this by replying that if he were to choose between 

the option of a true resurrection and the theory that Jesus’ body had been stolen from the 

grave, he would prefer the last option since a resurrection is clearly against our regular 

experience of the natural order. 

Hume’s third argument can be criticised as a psychological attack on the messenger or 

the source of the story, and thus he can be accused of using an argumentum ad hominem 

based on feelings or prejudice, rather than facts, reason or logic. This also applies to his 

argument that miracle stories are usually found among ‘ignorant and barbarous nations’ and 

not in ‘enlightened England’. Furthermore, Hume’s assertion that reports of miracles had 

become fewer in his enlightened age is factually incorrect. In her research Miracles in 

Enlightenment England (2006), Jane Shaw presents an interesting look at the political and 

social context of the practices and debates in this period.
58

 She observes, contrary to Hume’s 
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assumption, a revival of reports of miracles during the seventeenth century. Her explanation is 

that although officially, according to Protestant doctrine, miracles had ceased to take place at 

the beginning of the early Church, in many religious practices and ideas miracles continued to 

play a role. This seems irrational but Shaw explains this by considering that miracle claims 

could now be investigated and judged on their validity by natural philosophers. 

As far as Hume’s fourth argument of parity is concerned, it can be argued that the 

argument only works if it is maintained that a miracle proves the truth of a particular religion 

and therefore disproves the truth of another. But this strategy fails considering Hume’s 

principle argument based on induction which does allow for more than one religion if 

substantiated by matters of fact. Thus, it can be argued that the occurrence of a miracle in a 

particular religion does not disprove the truth of other religions. On the contrary, such an 

event would even raise the probability that miracles have also occurred in other religion. 

Nevertheless, the argument can have ‘significant indirect persuasive force’ when a believer 

already denies the alleged miracles of rival religious beliefs.
59

 

Swinburne argued against the way Hume dealt with the available biblical testimonies 

by using a Bayesian approach. Others have also noted that the probability of witness reports 

will increase if the witnesses would be variegated, which is the case when they are 

‘evidentially independent’ and if they take the form of ‘diverse natural traces’. This variety of 

independent witness would increase the quality of the evidence of miracles reports.
60

 

 

 

4.3 New Atheists 

 

In the presentation of the arguments of the New Atheists, I observed that they rely on the 

earlier arguments of Spinoza and Hume and that they have not produced any new kind of 

argument against miracles. But in comparison to milder representatives of atheism, what is new 

is their confrontational manner in their attacks on religion, in such a way that it is sometimes 

argued that they are equally fundamentalistic as some of their religious opponents.
61

 In this 

critical evaluation of their arguments, I will argue that they share a number of characteristics 

generally attributed to fundamentalistic religious views, such as a strict literalism, absolutism by 

a rejection of a diversity of opinion, and an emphasis on evidentialism. 

 

Since Spinoza and Hume are clearly the source of inspiration for these atheists, my 

earlier critique of their proposals also applies to the New Atheists. Therefore I will not repeat 

the reservations against these ways of argumentation but I will continue with specific, 

additional points of criticism. 
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First of all, New Atheists seem to misrepresent these earlier arguments of Hume and 

Spinoza. In their argumentation they mainly use Hume’s arguments but without the later added 

qualifications and corrections from critics from his own empirical tradition. Hume, as I have 

aimed to show in presenting his arguments, is certainly not the one who, as claimed by some of 

the New Atheists, spoke ‘the last word’ on the subject of miracles in the empirical tradition. 

Furthermore, their embrace of Spinoza as an atheistic fellow soldier in the fight against religion 

is out of place since Spinoza remained a religious believer, although with a specific 

philosophical rationalistic interpretation and a critical attitude towards traditional Christian 

theology and his own Jewish tradition.
62

 Spinoza was not against religion but against the, in his 

opinion, unreasonable assumption that God could intervene or make some corrections in the 

world. It is therefore specifically Spinoza’s opposition to supernaturalism that the New Atheists 

use in their argumentation. 

Secondly, the main question the New Atheists ask of their religious opponents is what 

evidence they can produce to substantiate their claim that the biblical miracles refer to historical 

occurrences. This means that Hume is their most important philosophical ally in their position 

in the debate. However, it can be asked how the New Atheists who constantly emphasise the 

necessity of an evidence-based reasoning have dealt with historical facts themselves. 

The historian Borden W. Painter criticised the New Atheists by accusing them of an ‘appalling 

misuse and distortion of history’.
63

 His main argument is that they ignore evidence that is 

presented by mainstream historians, and use a biased selection of historical evidence which 

fits their ideological and political purpose: The advance of science which will ultimately 

liberate Man of all evil, which is religion. Fellow historian John Tosh confirms this verdict by 

stating that ‘almost any [historical] theory can be “proved” by marshalling an impressive 

collection of individual instances to fit the desired pattern’.
64

 According to him, historians 

must fulfil three requirements, or otherwise there will be ‘no future in history’. Firstly, one 

must be aware of one’s own assumptions, values and sympathies towards the subject of study. 

Secondly, one must be prepared to change or adjust one’s initial hypothesis as a result of the 

evidence. Thirdly, one must avoid anachronism. Withstanding historical relativism of 

postmodernism, modern mainline historians assert that it is their job ‘to present the past as a 

provisional interpretation of ‘what actually happened’, based on current available evidence, 

much as natural scientists do with evidence from the natural world’.
65

 

In the evaluation of Hume’s argument I argued that empirical claims made by 

religious believers can never be judged to be impossible, a point many of his commentators 

agree with. The evidence of a claim should be investigated and judged according to current 

professional historical standards. However, how convincing the evidence will be, remains 

debatable since this also depends on one’s worldview as became clear, for example, from the 

contribution of Richard Swinburne. 
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Looking at the requirements that Tosh suggests, the New Atheists seem to assume that 

nineteenth-century positivistic science is the foundation of the study of history. They 

presuppose that this concept of science is epistemologically privileged. Science is presented 

as the unquestionable source from which certain knowledge can be mined. Science is not just 

another worldview, it is the worldview, the only sensible approach that enables ‘breaking the 

spell’
66

 of our historically-conditioned urge to believe in the supernatural cause of miracles. 

This way of thinking rests on what Steve Fuller calls a geometrical model of the relationship 

between empirical and normative dimensions of inquiry.
67

 It implies a hierarchical approach 

in which science is the first, clear principle, which is exclusively reserved to deliver certainty 

of truth to Man in all important questions about life. 

The New Atheists acknowledge an Enlightenment inspired view on the history of 

science, from a primitive stage of mythology to the view of modern science, a development 

which was hindered by Christianity, science’s ‘worst enemy’ (Hitchens). However, this 

proposal can be deconstructed as a misconstrual reflected in the language used. The idea that 

science ‘progressed’ from the early Greeks in a period of a ‘primitive’ mythological 

worldview, towards ‘liberation’ from religion in the Enlightenment, is a modern, created 

interpretation of history. This view can also be observed in the work of one of the most 

influential philosophers of science, Karl Popper. In his ‘scientific tradition’, he sketches the 

history of science from its beginnings in the pre-Socratic era, through its suppression by 

‘intolerant Christianity’ when science was ‘missed and mourned during the Middle Ages’, to 

its ultimate survival and revitalisation during the Renaissance when it ‘found fulfilment in 

Newton’.
68

 In Western modern education this narrative became the dominant outlook on the 

history of science in its relation to religion.
69

 

However, this narrative can be reconstructed and told in a different way.
70

 In this 

respect, two examples will be given. First of all, Newton (who is described by Popper as the 

godfather of modern science) shows clearly his personal faith in God in his writings about 

miracles. In his view, God is active in exceptional and in regular events. Looking at how the 

scientist Newton is represented without mentioning his deep religious convictions is a 

misrepresentation of this momentous historical figure. Secondly, the Church has also 

produced a number of excellent scientists, astronomers, mathematicians, and physicists. 

The suggestion of the progression of science which had to combat religion’s backward 

way of reasoning, suggests that mythology is just a primitive stage of science. However, 

although I agree that the biblical worldview does contain elements which betray an ancient 

worldview, this does not mean that myths can be denied to carry a significant religious 

meaning about the human condition, a strategy which has been argued for by, for example, 

Spinoza, Bultmann, Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Küng, among others. 
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Another point of critique is that the New Atheists show to have little knowledge of 

Western theological traditions which leads to an impoverishment of the debate on miracles. 

Their arguments against miracles are solely aimed at theistic approaches in which miracles are 

assumed to be observable events with a supernatural cause. They qualify these approaches as 

‘true’ or ‘pure’ religion, in contrast with, what they call, weaker or ‘moderate’ forms of 

theology in which miracle stories are not to be judged as stories about historical facts but as, 

for example, metaphorical representations. Their presentation of theological traditions is 

equally a misconstruction, aimed at the disqualification of what they assume is ‘pure’ religion 

as opposed to ‘enlightened’ science. It thus turns out that these ‘horsemen’, on march in their 

war against religion, have not covered much of the varied and complicated landscape of 

Western theology. 

This also becomes clear when one considers the variety of arguments in favour of 

miracles in different theological traditions that I have put forward. The ordering of religions 

in ‘pure’ and ‘moderate’ forms seems to have been prefabricated to emphasise the rationality 

of their own ideology of methodological naturalism
71

 which is only presented in contrast to 

theism which advocates a supernatural explanation. It is unfortunate that this 

misrepresentation of what they consider to be their ‘enemy’ results in a loss of quality in the 

debate. But I am also of the opinion that this knife cuts on both sides. Religious believers 

could also increase the quality of the debate by delving into the knowledge and way of 

thinking of their science orientated opponents. For this reason, the arguments of Heim, Craig, 

Swinburne, and in particular Alister McGrath are a welcome addition to the miracle debate. 

The over-simplified view on Western theology the New Atheists maintain fits their 

attitude of disdain for all Western spiritual traditions. Even Harris who denies the materialistic 

reductionism of his fellow atheists in search of spirituality, still has a blurred vision on what 

Western traditions have to offer, fuelled by his repulsion against what he sees as the 

‘authoritarian Abrahamic monotheistic religions’. In seeking an answer on how to relate 

consciousness and different states of mind with science, he overlooks too easily Western 

attempts to deal with this problem, for example, in philosophical anthropology about the 

problem of the relationship between body and soul. His approach becomes puzzling when he 

turns to neuroscience and a range of ideas from Eastern traditions, totally leaving aside the 

Western philosophical and theological exploration of the problem. Just to name two 

examples: In Plato’s Phaedo Socrates argues for the immortality of the soul in a number of 

arguments. In The phenomenology of Spirit Hegel has made a classic contribution to the 

subject of consciousness, arguing that the natural sciences cannot clarify the question of 

consciousness and that such a task should remain in the realm of philosophical investigation. 

Harris, however, does not seek inspiration or debate with Western traditions, but assumes that 

all the West can offer is (neuro)science as the key to understand the mind. Western 

philosophers and theologians are disqualified by him as inferior, ‘dwarfs’, compared to those 

of the Eastern traditions: 

Nevertheless, when the great philosopher mystics of the East are weighed against the 

patriarchs of the Western philosophical and theological traditions, the difference is 
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unmistakable: Buddha, Shankara, Padmasambhava, Nagarjuna, Longchenpa, and 

countless others down to the present have no equivalents in the West. In spiritual terms, 

we appear to have been standing on the shoulders of dwarfs.
72

 

This disdain for Western theology appears in all the works of New Atheism. The result 

of Harris’ disqualification of Western traditions is a missed opportunity to enhance 

collaboration and cross-fertilisation between science and religion, and between philosophical 

traditions of the East and the West. Admittedly, Harris does compare concepts such as ‘self’, 

‘I’, ‘ego’, ‘spiritual’, ‘mind’ and ‘consciousness’ in Western and Eastern sources. For example, 

he maintains that we can learn from Eastern meditation that the ‘I’ is an illusion, while also 

stating that in a Western context it does refer to ‘something in our experience that we are calling 

‘I’ (…), otherwise, we would never describe our subjectivity in the way we do’.
73

 On this 

subject he seems to be unaware of important Western philosophical contributions from, for 

example, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Ian Ramsey and Paul Ricœur. 

Furthermore, Harris’ preference for Eastern religions, in combination with his own 

research in the field of neuroscience, makes an inconsistent impression. On the one hand he 

seems to uphold strictly rational and empirical standards on the subject of spirituality, while 

on the other hand supporting (according to Western standards) unscientific claims about ESP 

(extra sensory perception), xenoglossy
74

 and reincarnation. 

 

After these critical remarks about the arguments of the New Atheists, I would also like 

to point to a number of constructive points which deserve mention. 

Firstly, the New Atheists are in favour of historical biblical research in theology. 

However, although I also support this form of research, it cannot lead to the conclusion that 

the biblical miracles are ‘impossible’ from empirical assumptions. But what this research does 

show, and what I think is of value, is that the biblical miracle stories do not seem to be one-

dimensional descriptions of events but that they appear in different chronological historical 

layers that can be traced to a number of key historical events, a point to which I will return in 

Chapter 6. 

Secondly, New Atheism may offer ‘common ground’ in debates between science and 

Western theology on the subject of miracles. Although the earlier works of the New Atheists 

are confrontational towards any form of religion, for example Dawkins (in his later works) 

cherishes the thought that the scientific study of the mystery of the universe may evoke deep 

emotions of awe and wonder. By science, he says, we do disclose some of the mysteries of the 

cosmos but this does not change anything about the emotion or ‘sense of wonder’ that we may 

experience. The step to the Christian God is obviously a bridge too far for Dawkins but here 

we may possibly find a natural link from the natural sciences to theology or spirituality. 

This link, according to Dawkins, cannot be found when it is claimed in religions that miracles 

have happened on the basis of (what he qualifies as) poor evidence. Is it possible to bridge the 

seemingly opposing views on how to weigh the evidence for or against miracles, and thus the 
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emphasis on factuality, by looking at what these stories signify. Do these stories express an 

important aspect of our human experience of what transcends us in the emotion of awe or 

wonder? I will also continue on this point when I intend to unfold a hermeneutical view on 

miracles in Chapter 6. 

Continuing on this attempt to bridge science and religion from the presentations of the 

arguments of the New Atheists, their disapproval of Western theology does not concern the 

concept of transcendence, but theistic reasoning, specifically the denial of transcendent 

causation or supernaturalism. They oppose this kind of transcendence which assumes 

causation from God or any other ‘invisible agent’ in our physical world. However, they do 

acknowledge concepts used in religion such as ‘transcendence’, the ‘ecstatic’ or the 

‘numinous’. Even the most outspoken member of the ‘four horsemen of atheism’, Hitchens, 

valued what these concepts refer to: that what lies ‘beyond’ the material or observable, and 

what is enshrined in our deepest emotions, in art and in religion, in music and architecture. 

In later debates with religious opponents he nuanced his earlier opposition to religious by 

appreciating religion’s plead for modesty and humility, echoing the warning of hubris 

(overconfidence) of the early Greeks by stating that not ‘all the glory can be claimed by 

Man’.
75

 Religious faith and science may both signify this kind of transcendence which may 

result in a more fruitful path in the debate about miracles than discussing what scientific 

evidence there is for the existence of God, the creation of the world or his special action. 

In his study of spirituality, in particular the study of consciousness and states of mind, 

the neuroscientist Harris also attempts to bridge science and religion (or rather spirituality) by 

assuming the reciprocity of brain and consciousness. I have shown that he opposes the 

materialistic reductionism of his fellow atheists based on Enlightenment prepositions. This 

research may also contribute to the current debate on miracles on the subject of 

psychosomatic causation or the healing power of the human imagination, a subject I will also 

address in Chapter 6.  

Finally, the contributions of the New Atheists who refer to the arguments of Spinoza 

and Hume emphasise the fair rational principle to maintain a sceptical attitude with regard to 

miracle reports. Miracles can never be excluded logically but history has shown that many 

claimed miracles have proved to be false. When confronted with miracle stories such as an 

unexpected healing of a patient who has reached the end of the line of treatment, one should 

first wonder what the facts are which can be established and what possible scientific 

explanations there might be. In Roman Catholic canonisation, for example, the requirements 

of acceptance of a ‘true’ miracle have become exceptionally strict, as I have indicated. 

This means that the epistemic standards that any testimony of a miracle must meet are high. 

The point is that if one aims at substantiating miracles by an evidentialistic approach, one is 

confronted with this epistemological demand. If one chooses the evidentialistic option, which 

is to say that miracles are treated in religious discourse as events which are assumed to have 

taken place or to occur at present, one is faced a ‘the burden of proof’. 
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In the next section I will argue that although many people have claimed to have 

experienced a miracle (in most cases a healing), the actual scientific evidence is poor and, as 

yet, thus does not seem to substantiate this claim convincingly.  

 

 

4.4 On the current scientific evidence for miracles 

 

In Hume’s age a number of theologians argued that, on the basis of historical 

evidence, they were convinced of the reliability of testimonies about biblical miracles.
76

 

Modern theologians such as William Lane Craig and Richard Swinburne have also chosen 

this path of argument. Swinburne attempted to show that miracles can be argued to be 

probable on the basis of empirical knowledge by using probability calculus, while Craig 

formulated an extensive argument to defend the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection based on 

testimonies in the biblical texts. 

I have indicated that objections to biblical miracles were based either on rationalistic 

(Spinoza), or empiristic (Hume and his adherents) arguments that have been repeated by the 

New Atheists. In this line of reasoning, the principle of analogy was the main ‘weapon’ 

against miracles: If it can be established that miracles do not take place at present, it is 

reasonable to assume that they have never happened in the past. In rationalistic terms this 

argument can be formulated as follows: The laws of nature that we know now are universally 

valid could never have been violated, which also would imply that God has violated his own 

created order (Spinoza). And in empirical terms this can be formulated as: Our uniform 

present experience amounts to a proof against any miraculous event in the past (Hume). 

But this weapon can easily backfire on these opponents of miracles if it can be shown 

that miraculous healings actually still take place in a religious context. Craig Keener’s recent 

extensive research Miracles, the credibility of the New Testament accounts (2011) is an 

example of what one could call such an attempt of retrospective evidentialism. His argument 

of analogy is that since there are still many miraculous cases that people have experienced 

today, it can be maintained that the true occurrence of miracles as described in the Bible also 

gains credibility.
77

 

This evidentialistic approach, however, is of course not endorsed in all Western 

theological traditions as I have indicated in for example liberal theology. John Toland, who 

triggered the deist attack on orthodox Christianity at the end of the seventeenth century, not 

only declared that Christianity could not maintain doctrines on biblical miracles which were 

contrary to reason, but also declined the Protestant doctrine of cessation, stating that miracles 

were no longer needed after the biblical period. But this orthodox doctrine has been, and still 

is, challenged by a large number of Protestant churches, maintaining that inexplicable 

healings, events that usually take place at church gatherings in healing sessions, still take 

place through the ‘workings of the Holy Spirit’. These claims have become the subject of 

scientific research, resulting in a large number of publications. I will first mention a few 
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examples from research on the extent people claim to have experienced or witnessed 

miraculous healings. Then I will pay attention to some of the actual evidence of these claims 

by looking at scientific studies of actual cases of individuals who claim to have been 

miraculously healed. 

In 2006, the Pew Survey was conducted in ten countries around the world using a 

random sample of the general public and an oversample of Pentecostal and Charismatic 

Christians, resulting in sufficient sample sizes for analysis.
78

 One of the findings was that 

34% of the American interviewees claim to have witnessed or experienced ‘divine healing’, 

whereas this figure was 54% for members of the African-American churches, 30% for 

Hindus, 34% for Orthodox Churches members, and 27% for Roman Catholics. Of course, 

claiming to have experienced or witnessed a miraculous healing does not say anything about 

whether such a healing actually took place. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that these claims are 

held by a large number of people. 

Looking at the actual scientific evidence of miraculous healings, one should first of all 

be careful about the sources used. If research is to be truly convincing it should be as 

objective as possible and for that reason results should preferably be published in a peer-

reviewed magazine.
79

 In the last twenty years there have been an increasing number of studies 

on the subject of the relationship between religion (or spirituality) on mental and physical 

health. In an extensive overview of medical research including meta-analyses of studies, 

Koenig concludes that 

research has been rapidly increasing in volume, especially over the past twenty years. 

(…) Overall, there now exist about three thousand quantitative original data-based 

studies on R/S and health.
80

 

I will give a few examples of these studies to reach a preliminary conclusion about 

research on this topic. In Candy Gunther Brown’s study Global Pentecostal and Charismatic 

Healing (2011), seventeen researchers interviewed people in different parts of the world who 

claimed to have been healed by faith. The researchers did not seek to answer ‘the question of 

whether individuals are ‘really’ healed or whether a divine agent is actually responsible’. 

The goal of the project was not so much to investigate these claims from a medical 

perspective, but to understand ‘how people’s perceptions of seeking, experiencing, or 

witnessing divine healing affect(s) their self-understandings, religious affiliations, or cultural 
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practices’.
81

 In her book Testing prayer, science and healing (2012) Brown draws the 

conclusion that the perception of prayer’s healing power has ‘demonstrable social effects, and 

that in some cases those effects produce improvements in health that can be scientifically 

verified’.
82

 She suggests that science can study prayer’s measurable effects on health.  

There are a number of studies on the therapeutic effects of intercessory prayer, of 

which I will mention a few. I have already mentioned the criticism by Dawkins of the so-

called ‘Great Prayer Experiment’ by Herbert Benson which showed a negative effect, an 

experiment which was criticised by Swinburne (2.3.3).
83

 

Positive effects can be found in, for example, Brown’s study on the therapeutic effects 

of intercessory prayer in cases of auditory and visual impairments. The conclusion of this 

research was that ‘significant improvements in auditory (P <0.003) and visual (P <0.02) 

function’ were measured.
84

 However, the researchers in this experiment acknowledged the 

lack of a control group, and of controlled conditions. 

In another study by Matthews et al, forty patients with class II or III rheumatoid 

arthritis received a three-day intervention, consisting of six hours of education and an 

additional six hours of direct-contact intercessory prayer.
85

 Nineteen randomly selected 

sample patients had six months of daily distant intercessory prayer by individuals who prayed 

for them without the patients being aware of this. Ten arthritis-specific outcome variables 

were measured. The study results showed that patients who received in-person intercessory 

prayer showed significant overall improvement, but there was no effect at all on those who 

received distant intercessory prayer. 

A similar positive result of direct-contact prayer was found in a study by Boelens et al, 

in which effects were measured on depression, anxiety, positive emotions, and salivary 

cortisol levels.
86

 Individuals in the intervention group received six weekly one-hour prayer 

sessions, while the control group received none. More than one month after the prayer 

sessions, the participants of the intervention group showed significant improvement related to 

their depression and anxiety, as well as an increase in daily spiritual experiences and 

optimism compared to individuals in the control group (p < 0.01 in all cases). In the control 

group, no significant changes could be detected.  

Results of this limited number of examples of research are confirmed when compared 

to meta-studies on the effect of (distant) intercessory prayer. A meta-analysis of fourteen 

studies on distant prayer concluded that ‘there is no scientifically discernible effect for 

intercessory prayer as assessed in controlled studies’.
87

 However, a review of seventeen 

studies of direct intercessory prayer showed ‘small, but significant, effect sizes’ in seven 

studies, while in the other ten studies, prayer ‘was unassociated with positive improvement in 
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the condition of client’. Based on these results, direct intercessory prayer was advised ‘to be 

classified as an experimental intervention’, even though the most methodologically rigorous 

studies had failed to produce significant findings.
88

 

The conclusion of this section is, first of all, that scientific evidence of the effects of 

faith healing is minimal at present. Results of some of the studies on the effect of prayer do 

show the effects of direct intercessory prayer, but not of distant prayer. However, it is not 

clear what exactly caused the positive effects. Of course, a believer may say that God (or the 

Holy Spirit) is the causal agent, but that is a religious conviction and not a hypothesis science 

is able to test. Nevertheless, measuring the effects of practices in religion or spirituality on 

health is currently an upcoming research field that is expected to show more precise results 

from specific interventions. If further evidence of the effects of a personal conviction or 

religious faith can be gained, for example by studies on the effects of prayer, more careful 

attention to religious or spiritual practices could contribute to improvements in mental and 

physical health. 

Secondly, from a research point of view it will be necessary to exactly describe such 

specific interventions in the research design in order to be able to determine the effects. 

For example, in the case of prayer we need a clear description or definition of what we mean 

by this intervention. Can prayer, for instance, be defined as ‘primary speech (…) that 

primordial discourse in which we assert, however clumsily or eloquently, our own being’?
89

 

Or should we address a transcendent Other in some way when we pray? And if so, what do 

we mean with ‘transcendent’? Can we distinguish prayer from meditation and mindfulness? 

Are there different kinds of prayer that can be distinguished?
90

  

Thirdly, if one opts for the evidentialistic approach in religion one accepts the ‘burden 

of proof’ which means that religious claims can be confirmed by scientific evidence. But if 

this kind of research is conducted it is important that in this specific field of research it should 

be carried out as objectively as possible if it aims at maximum persuasive force. 

Fourthly, this kind of research focuses on healings, mentally and physically, but this is 

just one aspect of miracle claims. The argument of analogy as used by religious researchers 

such as Keener therefore only applies to biblical healing miracles. It does not make credible 

other types of miracles which are crucial to the Christian confession such as a virgin birth, an 

ascension to heaven, or a resurrection of a body.  

                                                           
88

 Hodge D.R. (2007), pp. 174-187. Also at Doi:10.1177/ 1049731506296170. 
89

 Ulanov, A. en Ulanov, B. (1985), p. 178. 
90

 For a philosophical analysis on this subject see Brümmer, V. (2008). What are we doing when we 

pray? (Revised ed.). Aldershot: Ashgate. 
 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1177%2F1049731506296170


126 
 

Chaper 5 An evaluation of arguments in favour 

                  of miracles 
 

 

The following chapter contains a critical discussion of the arguments from Western 

theology in which the occurrence of miracles is defended in very different ways as sketched in 

Chapter 3. Given the extensive and diverse landscape of Western theology, it was of course 

inevitable to make a choice in this regard which I based on the criteria of the originality and 

quality of the argument. As far as diversity is concerned, I have attempted to include not only 

continental and Anglo-Saxon theological views, but also analytic and hermeneutical 

approaches. The purpose of evaluating these arguments is to help clarify the points of view 

put forward, but also to deepen of the debate on miracles. 

 

 

5.1 The Roman Catholic Church 

 

The traditional argument on miracles is founded on the Scholastic philosophy of 

Thomas Aquinas. He argued that some events can only be caused by God (the ‘first cause’). 

These events are to be called true miracles in which it is assumed that God may operate 

‘beyond’ the order of nature. Benedict XIV supplemented Aquinas’ argument by adding that 

actions with miraculous effects mediated by superior beings, angels or demons can also be 

called ‘miracles’, although of a lower order (miracula minora). The case in favour of miracles 

in this particular tradition consists of two arguments: 

1. An a priori argument: God can be known by reason since a miracle is an observable event 

which is clearly against the natural order and thus points to a supernatural cause which is 

God, but only if the event is in accordance with the religious purpose as confirmed by 

Scripture and the Church. In this argument, miracles rest on the metaphysical assumption of 

supernatural causation by God. In the explication of the argument I pointed out that 

miraculous events function as an indication of God’s active presence in the world (acta 

divina) that may cause Man to believe. 

2. An a posteriori argument: Benedict XIV assumed that miracles were evidence of sanctity in 

beatification and canonisation. Adequate criteria for the occurrence of a miracle are two-fold: 

the absence of natural causes and the presence a religious purpose, directed at the 

confirmation of truth, divine honour and glory, or personal sanctity. 

 

The first argument is presented as an a priori rational argument, but historically it has 

been criticised within the Church from the early beginnings of its introduction. In the age of 

Aquinas, the argument was a result of extensive debates and conflicts. Initially, it was heavily 
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opposed in a debate in which Aquinas was labelled a ‘radical Aristotelian’ by a highly 

conservative group of neo-Augustinean theologians.
1
  

In Aquinas’ Scholastic philosophy it is assumed that ‘secondary causes’ can be 

subdued by God alone. In this philosophy the concept of the ‘supernatural’ is presupposed: 

God, angels and demons have the power to act ‘beyond’ the order in nature (supra naturam). 

At this stage, miracles had become an argument in support of the truth of Church doctrines, 

and an important requirement in the canonisation of would-be saints. ‘Miracle’ in this 

argument refers to a certain observable occurrence which cannot be explained by known 

natural causes. 

But how can we know anything about God as a cause of miracles since he is not 

observable? And when we say ‘God works miracles’ how do we know and justify that the 

language we use has an adequate reference? Aquinas answered these questions in a theory of 

language which was based on the metaphysical assumption of analogia entis, according to 

which both equivocal and unequivocal language about God is rejected in favour of the use of 

analogy. For Aquinas this meant that, although we as human beings cannot truly describe any 

aspect of God, we can nevertheless, as his created beings, talk about him. Because God 

created the world, including human beings, the world participates in him as cause of our 

existence. One could call this type of analogy ‘top-down’ since Aquinas explains that it is 

from God that a creature ‘has being insofar as it descends from the first being’.
2
 

                                                           
1
 Members of his group recommended that Aquinas be officially condemned. On March 7, 1277, the 

Bishop of Paris, Stephen Tempier, condemned a number of teachings contained in 219 philosophical 

and theological theses being discussed and disputed in the faculty of arts under his jurisdiction. It is an 

academic dispute whether or not specific theses of Aquinas were included in this condemnation. For 

example, Roland Hissette has denied that he was a direct target of this prohibition. See Hisette, R. 

(1977). Enquête sur les 219 articles condemnés à Paris le 7 mars 1277. Philosophes Médiévaux, 

XXII. Louvain: Publications Universitaires. John Wippel has some reservations on this point. See 

Wippel, J.F. (1995). ‘Thomas Aquinas and the condemnation of 1277’, in: The modern schoolman, 

LXII. There is also discussion about another doctrinal inquiry under supervision of Tempier, also in 

1277, and aimed especially at Aquinas, which was apparently broken off by the curia during the 

vacancy of the Apostolic See, sometime between May 20 and November 25. Wielockx argues for the 

thesis of a separate process against Aquinas which has generally been accepted in scholarly literature, 

with the exception of John Wippel and Hans Thijssen who question this interpretation. See Wielockx, 

R. (1999). ‘Procédures contre Giles de Rome et Thomas d’Aquin. Réponse à J.M.M.H. Thijssen’, in: 

Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques, 83: pp. 293-313; Wielockx, R. (1998). ‘A Separate 

Process against Aquinas. A Response to John F. Wippel’, in: Magistra mundi. Iteneraria culturae 

medievalis. (Ed. Hamesse, J.). Louvain-La-Neuve, pp. 1009-1030. 
2 See his explanation in Sentences 1, Prol. q.1, a.2, ad 2: ‘Creator et creatura reducuntur in unum, non 

communitate univocationis sed analogiae. Talis autem communitas potest esse dupliciter. Aut ex eo 

quod aliqua participant aliquid unum secundum prius et posterius, sicut potentia et actus rationem 

entis, et similiter substantia et accidens; aut ex eo quod unum esse et rationem ab altero recipit, et talis 

est analogia creaturae ad creatorem: creatura enim non habet esse nisi secundum quod a primo ente 

descendit: unde nec nominatur ens nisi inquantum ens primum imitatur; et similiter est de sapientia et 

de omnibus aliis quae de creatura dicuntur’. (The Creator and the creature are decreased to unity, not 

by an unequivocal congruity but by analogy. But such a congruity can exist in two ways. It can either 

be because certain things participate in something else according to priority and posteriority, as 

potency and act participate in the concept of being, as also substance and accident; or this congruity 

can be because a thing receives its existence and its concept from another, and such is the analogy of 

creature to the Creator. In fact, the creature only has existence insofar as it comes down from the first 

being. Hence, it is not called a being only insofar as it imitates the first being. And the same applies to 
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With regard to the concept of causation as used here, God is assumed to work miracles 

in the world by describing him as an ‘agent’ (from the Latin agere, referring here to someone 

who produces an effect), analogous to human agency. In this argument, the supernatural and 

the natural thus operate on the same level of meaning, which is to say that semantic continuity 

is maintained between religious (God talk) and descriptive language (human talk). This point 

of view would be criticised by a number of progressive Roman Catholic theologians during 

the second half of the twentieth century. This criticism, expressed by two influential 

theologians, Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Küng, will be explained in this evaluation since 

I intend to follow their critique in Chapter 6. 

Schillebeeckx’ theology should be positioned in the post-Vatican II era in progressive 

Catholic circles in the Netherlands.
3
 He aims to relate theology’s realisation in the present 

world, at that time (the 1970s and 1980s) characterised by an increasing secularisation and by 

rapid social changes. In his book Jezus, het verhaal van een levende (An experiment in 

Christology, 1974) he argues from a historical critical perspective. In his approach he 

embraces the political theology of Johann Baptist Metz and the liberation theology of Latin-

America. It was not only the political and social liberation societies that he had in mind but 

also personal salvation through trusting the person of Jesus, ‘the risen Lord’ who could be felt 

‘very near’
4
 every human being to which he refers as a ‘disclosure experience’.

5
 

For Schillebeeckx, God’s glory is the living human being at all times (gloria Dei vivens 

homo), and his aim is humanitarianism for God is Deus humanissimus.
6
 

Jesus’ central message, according to Schillebeeckx, is the Kingdom of God, 

emphasising its presence and nearness. This means, on the one hand, the proximity of God’s 

unconditional will to salvation, and, on the other hand, the opposition to all forms of evil, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
wisdom and other things that are said of the creature). Latin text cited from Thom, P. (2012). The logic 

of the Trinity: Augustine to Ockham. Fordham University Press, p. 217 (with my translation). For 

explanations of Aquinas’ theory of language, see Park, Seung-Chan. (1999). Die Rezeption der 

mittelalterlichen Sprachphilosophie in der Theologie des Thomas von Aquin. Mit besonderer 

Berücksichtigung der Analogie. Studien und Texte zur Geistesgeschichte des Mittalters, 65, Leiden, 

Boston, Köln: Brill; Montagnes, B. (2004). The Doctrine of the Analogy of Being According to 

Thomas Aquinas. (Macierowski, E.M, Vandevelde, P. and Tallon, A. Transl.). Marquette Studies in 

Philosophy, 25. Milwaukee: Marquette University Press; McInerny, R. (1992). ‘Aquinas and Analogy: 

Where Cajetan Went Wrong’, in: Philosophical Topics, 20(2), pp. 103–124; Libera, A. de. (1989). 

‘Les sources gréco-arabes de la théorie médiévale de l’analogie de l’être’, in: Les études 

philosophiques, 3/4: 3, pp.319–345; Ashworth, E. J. (1991). ‘Signification and Modes of Signifying in 

Thirteenth-Century Logic: A Preface to Aquinas on Analogy’, in: Medieval Philosophy and 

Theology 1: pp. 39–67; Van Niekerk, A.A. (1983). Analogie en teologie. Dissertation. Stellenbosch: 

Universiteit van Stellenbosch. 
3
 Schillebeeckx joined the order of the Dominicans (Ordo Praedicatorum) in 1934. This order is well 

known for its intellectual tradition, charity and mysticism. One of its early members was Thomas 

Aquinas. 
4
 ‘Ons rakelings nabij’: The title of a Festschrift that the Dominican Studies Centre offered him for his 

ninetieth birthday in 2004. 
5
 Schillebeeckx defines ‘disclosure’ as: to discover ‘in Jesus something which cannot be pinned down 

directly, empirically, but which is going to present itself as something gratuitous, given evidence to 

any open-minded person confronted with Jesus in a living community’, Schillebeeckx, E. (2014), p. 

29. 
6
 See Borgman, E. (2009). ‘God is ieder ogenblik nieuw. Overweging bij de uitvaart van Edward 

Schillebeeckx’. http://schillebeeckx.nl/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/Borgman.pdf . 

http://schillebeeckx.nl/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/Borgman.pdf
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suffering and sin. The Kingdom is both an eschatological and an anthropological actuality. 

In this theology, God does not reside and rule ‘above’ and ‘beyond’ this world, but his 

Kingdom is an active, ongoing prophetic liberating process in our world. 

Schillebeeckx summarises his concern and method as a theologian as follows: 

As a believer I want to look critically into the intelligibility for man of Christological 

belief in Jesus, especially in its origin. Face to face with the many real problems, my 

concern is indeed to hold a fides quaerens intellectum and an intellectus quaerens fidem 

together: that is, with the same regard for faith and for human reason I want to look for 

what a Christological belief in Jesus of Nazareth can intelligibly signify for people 

today.
7
 

Note that Bultmann formulated a similar question about the signification of biblical 

language: How should we, people who live in a Western post-Enlightenment culture, 

understand biblical narratives about miracles that betray a worldview we no longer have 

today? 

Schillebeeckx uses the historical critical method to penetrate the earliest layers of the 

Gospels about the person Jesus of Nazareth. But he does not presuppose the positivistic 

assumptions that were common among many liberal theologians.
8
 For Schillebeeckx the quest 

for the ‘historical Jesus’ turned out to be illusionary, based on a mere projection of ‘utopian 

evolutionist optimism’. 
9
 But he also opposes official Roman Catholic teaching in which 

stories of events about Jesus are regarded descriptively as actual historical occurrences, which 

he regards as a ‘pre-critical, purely biblicist interpretation of the Jesus event, ignoring (…) the 

different literary genres’.
10

 

Against a liberal positivistic and conservative Roman Catholic interpretation, 

Schillebeeckx proposes a hermeneutical approach: Miracle stories are not so much about what 

factually happened but should be understood from within the hermeneutical horizon of the 

writers who were religious believers. The Gospels are overlaid with the evangelists’ own 

interpretations about Jesus, but these writings still contain enough about his intentions, 

message and behaviour. Science helps to unravel the different layers of interpretation and 

penetrate the earliest tradition about Jesus, characterised by his personal fellowship with his 

disciples. Before his death, the disciples see Jesus as the ‘eschatological prophet’ who was 

part of the popular expectation among the poor and oppressed. Out of their memory of their 

fellowship with Jesus and their experiences after his death, ‘the personally forever living 

Jesus was born’.
11

 The high honorific titles accredited to him emerge in the period after his 

death, when he was re-interpreted and portrayed anew by several writers which was a 

common method of historiography in that particular period.
12

 

                                                           
7
 Schillebeeckx, E. (2014), p. 33. 

8
 Ibid, p. 47-48. 

9
 Ibid, p. 48. 

10
 Ibid, p.47. 

11
 Ibid, p. 53. 

12
 Reference is made here to the Roman historian Titus Livius (59 BC-17 AD) who formulated this 

ideal of historiography as: The interpretation that a writer wants to convey to a reader is not given 

directly, but indirectly, by projection upon the characters of persons. Ibid, p. 58. 
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With regard to biblical miracle narratives, Schillebeeckx declined a liberal positivistic 

approach in which the science of history is seen as an objective tool to establish ‘what really 

happened’, since such an outlook was totally absent in early biblical writings. Hermeneutics 

and critical theories have unmasked this so-called objective, value-free approach as an 

interpretation itself which has its own value judgments. And contrary to conservative Roman 

Catholic teaching, Schillebeeckx argues that what the biblical writers intended to convey in 

miracle stories was not that Jesus actually performed them, but what these miracle stories 

about him signify. Some of the stories ‘have been constructed after the resurrection on Old 

Testament models’.
13

 In order to clarify the meaning of these stories, ‘besides the exegetical 

methods like Formgeschichte, Redaktionsgeschichte and Traditionsgeschichte (…), the most 

appropriate method is ‘close reading’, structural analysis (…) an immanent, synchronous 

approach in line with modern, systematic and critical literary study’.
14

 

According to Schillebeeckx miracle stories represent an, at that time, common 

existentialist genre in which reality is seen from a particular religious outlook which should 

not be read out of a hermeneutical timeline. Historical studies show that stories about 

miracles, presented as supernatural phenomena, were not remarkable in that culture, but what 

was astonishing was that they were attributed to Jesus. In Jesus something appeared that his 

opponents ascribed to ‘demons’ but his followers to ‘God’. What is clear in these stories, 

according to Schillebeeckx, is that extraordinarily miraculous acts are ascribed to Jesus since 

he was seen as the ‘eschatological prophet’ announced in the Old Testament (Isaiah) who 

heralded the end of time that was soon expected. The hermeneutical horizon therefore centres 

on the final battle of ‘the power of the evil one (Satan)’ versus ‘the power of God’, which 

explains why exorcisms and healings (for the Jews, situations of being in the power of evil) 

play a central role in the miracles told about Jesus.  

Schillebeeckx assumes that these stories are part of the earliest layer of the pre-

canonical miracle tradition which should be attributed to the so-called Q-community
15

 that 

contains two miracles ascribed to Jesus: An exorcism and a healing. In these two miracle 

stories people who were thought to be captured by ‘evil powers’ are set free by Jesus who is 

interpreted by his followers as the embodiment of ‘the power of God’. This interpretation 

seized the popular imagination and was followed by an increase in the number of legendary 

accounts of miracles which were ascribed to him. When miracle stories are considered, it is 

important to keep in mind the growth of these multi-layered interpretations. Every miracle 

                                                           
13

 Ibid, p. 59. 
14

 Ibid, p. 69. The next paragraphs about his argument on miracles are based on Schillebeeckx, E. 

(2014), pp. 158-175. 
15

 Q from the German Quelle (source) is a hypothetical written collection of Jesus’ sayings (logia) 

which is assumed to have been a source that was used in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. Although 
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You Hears Me: Prophets, Performance and Tradition in Q. (Eds. Horsley, R.A. and Draper, J.A.). 

Trinity Press; Dunn, J.D.G. (2003). Jesus Remembered. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing; Mournet, T.C. 

(2005). Oral Tradition and Literary Dependency: Variability and Stability in the Synoptic Tradition 

and Q. Mohr Siebeck; Edwards, J.R. (2009). The Hebrew Gospel and the Development of the Synoptic 

Tradition. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing. 
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story, therefore, has to be judged carefully according to in which exact layer of interpretation 

it appears.  

According to Schillebeeckx, post-Easter experiences led to the re-interpretation of 

earlier miracle stories which occurred in the following way. The Gospel of Mark and the 

earlier source Q seem to have been used by the writes of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. 

But the writer of Luke must have used another, additional source or tradition since he 

mentions miracle stories which cannot be found in other Gospels.
16

 The writer of the Gospel 

of John writes from another tradition, using different sources when compared to the other 

evangelists. 

This shows that there were many miracle traditions relating to Jesus in early 

Christianity. Mark, the oldest known gospel and the main source of the Synoptic tradition, 

portrays Jesus as someone who refuses to do miracles on command or to prove his authority, 

but only performs them when people put their trust in him.
17

 Even though Mark writes in the 

post-Easter era, when Jesus had already been identified as the crucified and risen Lord, the 

earlier source comes through clearly in the description of Jesus as a man of goodness and 

compassion in whom there is no evil and whose proximity to people is experienced as 

salvation. But in this account the miracles of Jesus are interpreted by giving them an 

additional evangelical meaning: Jesus, who had been sent to Israel by God, acts as his 

‘beloved Son’ to bring ultimate salvation to Man.
18

 

Thus, Jesus’ followers regarded him as the Isaiahan ‘eschatological prophet’ whose 

miracles were the signs of the appearance of the eschatological time of salvation. 

The miracles performed by Jesus not only bring immediate salvation from evil, but also 

inaugurate God’s coming reign for those in the power of evil.
19

 Once Jesus had been 

acknowledged in that sense, people could ascribe more miracles to him. And although these 

stories have no direct basis in the actual life of Jesus, they still have a religious meaning.
20

 

It will not be surprising that Schillebeeckx does not regard the resurrection as a 

historical event. But it is seen as such by Jesus’ Jewish followers, considering it as a true 

occurrence, after his death, following the ‘conversion process’ that they experienced: 

The resurrection, the eschatological ‘event’, is not recounted anywhere in the New 

Testament; nor could it be, because it was not part of earthly, human history; its reality 

is meta-empirical and meta-historical: ‘eschatological’. [This] presupposes experiential 

events interpreted as God’s saving acts in Christ.
21

 

Schillebeeckx’ criticism of conservative Roman Catholic teaching on miracles was 

shared by the German theologian Hans Küng. From Schillebeeckx’ work Tussentijds verhaal 
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 Luke 5:1-11, 7:11-17, 13:10-17, 14:1-6, 17:11-19. 
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 Mark 1:41, 5:19, 6:34, 8:2, 9:22, 10:47-48. 
18
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19
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 Schillebeeckx, E. (2014), p. 348. 



132 
 

over twee Jezusboeken
22

 (1978) he concluded that, when comparing the interpretive principles 

of this work with those of his own, there is a ‘fundamental hermeneutical agreement’.
23

 

Thus Schillebeeckx is attempting to realise a program similar to the one I formulated, 

which might serve as a foundation for a future consensus in Catholic theology. Exegesis 

that is grounded in the historical critical method calls for a dogmatics that is likewise 

historically-critically grounded.
24

 

Küng fully agreed with Schillebeeckx’ argument on miracles from the hermeneutical 

approach they both shared. In Christ sein (1974) he asks whether or not a modern Christian 

must believe in miracles in the sense of events which violate the natural order.
25

 Hume’s 

definition about miracles as ‘violations of natural laws’ would not have been understood by 

the biblical writers who depict miracles as wondrous events, orchestrated by a higher power, 

which should be interpreted from the view of faith. Küng calls the biblical miracle stories 

‘casual popular narratives’, serving as proclamation of Jesus as the Christ.
26

 

For Küng this does not mean that a modern Christian must choose between the two 

options of traditional Roman Catholic theology which maintains that miracles are historical 

events with a religious purpose or Spinozistic rationalism in which all miracles are denied. 

On the basis of historical critical Bible research, Küng argues that the fallacy in these two 

ways of reasoning is the assumption that stories about miracles are about alleged facts and 

that the narratives about miracles are not differentiated on a time scale that shows the 

development of narratives in historical layers. With the help of historical critical research, he 

says, it is ‘imperative to come to a differentiated approach’.
27

 He agrees with Schillebeeckx 

that, in a process over time, miracles have been added and reconstructed ad hoc from the 

perspective of the Easter faith of the ‘risen Christ’. Research can help us to ensure that the 

Christ people can believe in is not founded on myths or legends, but on the person of Jesus of 

Nazareth, of whom it can be assumed that he must have performed some wondrous deeds. 

Similar to Schillebeeckx’ analysis, Küng assumes that the earliest sources refer to two 

miracles which are attributed to Jesus, a cure of a disease and an exorcism. The oldest known 

stories indicate that a cure performed by Jesus did not occur by means of magic or sorcery, 

but solely on the basis of a person’s own faith or trust, a phenomenon Küng also observes in 

psychosomatic medicine. Since in biblical times illness was often related to someone’s sin, 

and sin to the workings of evil demons, some diseases were regarded as ‘demonic 

possessions’. Consequently, the healing of such a disease was acknowledged as a defeat of 

demonic powers.  
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 In this work, Schillebeeckx presents his interpretive principles from his earlier two books on Jesus: 

Jezus, het verhaal van een levende (Jesus, an experiment in Christology) from 1974, and 
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For Küng, the deeper meaning of the cures and exorcisms that were attributed to Jesus 

is the eschatological expectation of the end of the rule of demonic powers, and, 

simultaneously, a sign of the dawn of the Kingdom of God in which people will be truly 

released of all evil.
28

 In this way the function of miracle stories is the proclamation of faith 

which enables people to overcome illness, suffering, even death. For example, the miracle 

story in Joshua 10 is not about an unexplainable ‘fact’ (the sun stands still), but its point is 

that God is on the side of his people who are faced with a situation that looks threatening and 

that, with his miraculous help, they will be able to prevail, if only they believe. 

Miracle stories are therefore intended to point to the presence of God, a transcendent 

power who overcomes the evil Man is faced with in many different forms.
29

 For example, 

stories about Christ’s resurrection should be read as indications of the power of faith which 

enables a transformation into a totally new, eternal life. In that sense, it is a real event.
30

 To 

the question, ‘Was Jesus raised bodily from the dead?’, Küng answers: 

Yes and no, if I may recall a personal conversation with Rudolf Bultmann. No, if ‘body’ 

simply means the physiological identical body. Yes, if ‘body’ means the identical 

personal reality, in the sense of soma of the New Testament, the same self with its 

whole history. 

Bultmann, Küng and Schillebeeckx emphasise a much earlier point of view regarding 

miracles from the Roman Catholic tradition, namely that miracles may signify the presence of 

a transcendent power that surpasses Man. However, they deny the traditional metaphysical 

premise of God who is assumed to intervene directly in our world as the ‘first cause’. 

According to them miracle stories do not refer to factual events which may lead people to 

faith by reason and they do not function in any way as evidence for the truth of church 

doctrines. They argue that these are stories written from an already existing theological 

interpretation, written by believers who are deeply convinced that God has the power to 

overcome evil, such as in situations of danger, destruction, sickness or death. 

 

With regard to the a posteriori argument I would like to raise the following critical 

remarks. The first concerns the use of science in theological decision making. Science can be 

defined as ‘any systematic field of study or body of knowledge that aims, through experiment, 

observation and deduction, to produce reliable explanation of phenomena with reference to 

the material or physical world’.31
 It is an ongoing and never ending quest into the workings of 

nature, but in the case of canonisation scientists are appointed to discontinue this search by 

excluding the possibility of any natural cause of an event.  
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Secondly, since science progresses in explaining natural processes such as curing 

diseases, it cannot be excluded that what once looked like a miraculous recovery can be 

explained in due course. The problem with this procedure is thus that the discontinuation of 

the search of science could be proved to be premature since it may well be that explanations 

for what we now consider ‘physically impossible’ will be found in future. 

A good example of such later ‘corrections’ can be found in Jacalyn Duffin’s research 

Medical miracles: Doctors, saints, and healing in the modern world (2009). As a physician 

and historian she investigated the files of more than 1,400 canonisation miracles from the last 

four centuries, showing that, due to the advance of science, the number of physical healings 

rose from a ‘low of 87 percent of all miracles in the seventeenth century to 96 percent in the 

twentieth’.
32

 The percentage increase in healing miracles appears to be due to a decrease in 

other miracles. For example, resurrection miracles, which have been acknowledged by the 

Church in canonisation earlier, have now completely disappeared in the Vatican files. 

Duffin states: 

Resurrection from death appeared twenty-one times in the early files and then 

disappears (…). Six such reports formed part of the cause of Diego d’Alcalá.
33

 Miracles 

of resurrection were cited in four canonisations in the eighteenth century and one from 

the nineteenth, all based on testimony gathered no later than the seventeenth century. 

Adult men were raised from dead in two clusters cited in the process for Diego 

d’Alcalá. All others involved children, three of whom were newborns: four girls and 

fourteen boys (one miracle entailed two brothers … crushed by a cart from the cause of 

Pierre Fourier, much studied during the time of Lambertini).
34

 

Duffin indicates that the reason for the disappearance of resurrections from the miracle 

files may be attributed to improved methods for establishing death. For example, recent 

advances in the understanding of comas may lead to the correction of diagnoses of death by 

physicians in earlier centuries. She also points to an increased scepticism among theologians 

in the Roman Catholic Church themselves, due to the advance of science. A past claimed 

resurrection now ‘invites reconsideration of what may have been meant by resuscitation in the 

earlier centuries’.
35

 

The types of diseases recorded also changed over the centuries as a consequence of the 

advance of medical science. For example, healings from diseases such as malaria, 

tuberculosis or smallpox became fewer as effective treatments were found. This also applies 

to the number of cures of heart diseases which increased in the twentieth century as a result of 
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improved medical knowledge and diagnostics. She concludes that a number of earlier 

recognised miracles today ‘invite reconsideration’. 

Thirdly, the Roman Catholic Church still prescribes that at least two miracles are 

necessary as a requirement for canonisation but this argument has been weakened after the 

popes of the twentieth century insisted that physicians have a greater and more definitive role. 

A growing number of canonisations now take place even without the requirement of at least 

two confirmed miracles. The relatively small official number of miracles in Lourdes also 

shows that since the introduction of scientific research it has become increasing difficult to 

have miracles recognised. If miracles are seen as factual events, they are open to scientific 

research into possible natural causes. The development within the Roman Catholic Church 

shows that what was previously regarded as an act of God, in some cases could be explained 

later on with the help of science. 

 

 

5.2 Bultmann 

 

Bultmann’s denial of miracles as factual events (‘Mirakel’) makes him an ally with 

liberal theologians but he rejects their purely subjective ethical approach. The biblical stories 

about miracles still carry the important message of God’s revelation, what he calls the only 

‘Wunder’. These stories, when understood literally, can be a hindrance to faith since they 

contain events contrary to our post-Enlightenment worldview, but when ‘demythologised’, 

with the help of Heidegger’s understanding of human existence (Existenzverständnis), the 

deeper meaning of these stories can be disclosed. For example, when it is told that people 

were brought back to life, or that they were healed by Jesus, or freed from evil spirits, the 

point of these narratives is not the outward physical changes but the inner aspect of change 

which is a unique renewed ‘self-understanding’. 

By assuming that Heidegger’s existentialism is a fruitful basis for modern biblical 

exegesis, Bultmann aimed at maintaining the absolute ‘reliability of the kerygmatic tradition’ 

although ‘in the relativity of all historical knowledge’.
36

 He argued that the deeper meaning of 

the Gospels is that Man must be liberated from an inauthentic existence, which is to say to 

understand oneself as part of the world from an objective outlook, striving for power, 

autonomy, and control. According to his interpretation of Scripture, living authentically 

means that Man has surrendered and lives in obedience to God. In other words, Bultmann as a 

dialectical theologian aims to first of all fully retain God’s transcendence, God as a ‘wholly 

Other’, which makes him an ally with Barth. He, however, parts company with Barth, in that 

he maintains that God reveals himself only in the miracle of his gift of faith in human 

existence in the closed world order demarcated by science. 

In this evaluation, I will start with what I consider to be Bultmann’s valuable 

contribution to the miracle debate. Firstly, his proposal implies another type of strategy to 

deal with miracles than as is suggested in arguments in which there is a focus on factuality 

and evidence. His argument starts with stating the problem of history as addressed by 

Heidegger in his lectures in Marburg: How can we as modern Western people with a 
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worldview that is different from the view of the biblical writers still believe in miracles? He 

answered this question by suggesting a hermeneutical phenomenology. This proposal is in 

agreement with the critical contributions of Schillebeeckx and Küng who also pointed to the 

importance of the religious significance of miracle stories rather than focusing on factuality.  

Secondly, it is important to explain the crucial concept of self-understanding as a 

valuable contribution to the debate because it is often misunderstood. Bultmann maintains 

that faith is the result of a disclosure event, an encounter with God by means of his Word. 

This new self-understanding emerges when the believer is brought into a new relationship by 

God. This implies a new ‘self-understanding’ in the life of the individual by seeing the world 

in a new light as God’s creation. This vision is not based on Man’s capabilities but 

exclusively on God’s acts, ‘for us’, a faith in Jesus 

in whose destiny God is at work, in whose Word God speaks. He has died on the cross – 

for us; and now He lives in eternity – for us! And only when we understand this do we 

understand that God is the creator; and so it is through Him that the world becomes 

creation – for us.
37

 

For Bultmann, faith is a new perception after a conversion which only arises from the 

kerygma of the earliest community of faith. With the eyes of this new perception, God can be 

seen to act in the world, to be realised in particular moments.
38

  

Bultmann’s concept of a renewed self-understanding in faith and thus living 

authentically can also to be understood as the opposite of self-centeredness. Such a self-

understanding, based on the narratives of Jesus’ self-sacrifice and resurrection, can be said to 

be (using a term from the philosophy of science) a paradigm change into a new way of life of 

love and compassion.
39

 In this regard Bultmann’s concept of self-understanding means ‘being 

placed outside ourselves and into a new historical existence’.
40

 

God’s Kingdom, as Bultmann’s understands it, is not part of the world but it is God’s 

gift to Man, and as such something miraculous (etwas Wunderbares), which calls people to 

take sides against the world, understood as the world of sin. Faith as a renewed perception of 

the world implies a change in view, from the world of sin (darkness) to the world of God 

(light).
41

 Faith is not a rational understanding of, or consent to, a number of propositions 

about God, but it is essentially existential: It is ‘Man’s [obedient] response to God’s Word’ 

which discloses a transformation from sin to the new world of faith.
42

  

The next valuable point Bultmann contributes is that the debate on miracles should 

include the results of historical critical research, however without its positivistic 

presuppositions, a point also made by Schillebeeckx and Küng. This critical research suggests 
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that a one-dimensional reading of miracle stories, understanding them as historical events 

without considering their hermeneutical time-line, is highly problematic. On the basis of 

historical-critical research these critics assume that Jesus has performed particular healings 

and exorcisms. To explain this, they point to the hermeneutical horizon of the writers of the 

earliest stories, a point that is important for understanding why these specific types of 

miracles were attributed to Jesus. Since it was understood that, for example, disturbed 

behaviour and illness were caused by ‘the power of evil’, evil spirits had to be ‘driven out’. 

Exorcisms and healings therefore refer to driving out ‘the power of the evil one’ by ‘the 

power of God’ which explains why they play a central role in the miracles told about Jesus 

who was seen as the Son of God.
43

 

 

On a number of points Bultmann’s interpretation of miracle narratives has been 

criticised. Paul Ricœur agreed with Bultmann’s conclusion that it is necessary to undo miracle 

stories from their cosmological worldview but he accuses him of jumping too quickly to the 

existentialist interpretation. The question of how miracle stories function within a specific 

intertextual or semiotic framework does not receive ample attention from Bultmann. 

For Ricœur mythological representations still have an important function which is ‘providing 

grounds for the ritual actions of men today, and, in a general manner, establishing all the 

forms of action and thought by which Man understands himself in his world’.
44

 This function 

is of a symbolic nature in that it refers to the disclosure of the bond of Man with what is 

considered to be holy. For Ricœur, the mythological form is essential since it is a way of 

expressing how Man understands himself in relation to ‘the foundation and the limit of his 

existence’.
45

 Bultmann considers myth as a pre-scientific shell based on an ancient worldview 

but for Ricœur myth is not opposed to science since it expresses that which is beyond our 

known reality. 

Ricœur concludes that Bultmann’s ‘errors and mistakes’ are caused by his failure to 

acknowledge that demythologisation functions on different levels.
46

 According to him 

Bultmann ‘is right’ to undo the stories from their cosmological worldview, but he should pay 

more attention to what myths express about human existence. Ricœur maintains that myths do 

tell us something about our self-understanding, although in evocative language. According to 

him demythologising should entail ‘demystification and (…) a process of cultural critique 

(destruction), restoration and reinterpretation’.
47

 Ricœur concludes that we therefore need all 

the expressions of faith, what he calls the ‘fullness of language’ or ‘extended discourse’, to 

find out what this type of religious language could mean for people who live in our present 

Western culture.
48
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Another point of criticism which was raised by Ian Ramsey and Paul Ricœur was 

Bultmann’s exclusivist tendencies on the basis of the Lutheran principle of sola fide, which 

implies reliance only on the biblical kerygma as an instrument of human transformation. 

In their critique, they maintain that revelation is grounded on models and qualifiers (Ramsey) 

or modes of discourse and limit-expressions (Ricœur) which originate from the world which 

bridge the logical gap between empiricism and religious concepts (see 6.2.2). 

Ricœur states that Bultmann’s exclusivist interpretation can be seen in how he deals 

with ‘demythologising’ biblical narratives. Bultmann argues that demythologisation starts in 

the Bible, assuming that the kerygma wants to be demythologised itself.
49

 He assumes a 

process of increased demythologisation, starting in the New Testament with Paul, and then 

continues to claim that ‘John demythologised the eschatology in a radical manner’.
50

 

But according to Ricœur, Bultmann uses a circular way of working: Starting from exegetical 

science, then working as an existentialist philosopher, and finally as a preacher. Ricœur 

maintains that in this working procedure Bultmann operates from a Lutheran perspective, 

interpreting the gospel as ‘a disciple of Paul and Luther’. In this approach, he therefore 

contrasts justification by faith with salvation by works, and disqualifies the latter as works ‘in 

which man determines God instead of receiving from God his justification’.
51

 In this 

approach, he neglects the meaning of the religious language by assuming the presence of such 

a ‘Gospel in the Gospel’. 

Bultmann’s project to demythologise biblical narratives also led to criticism from Karl 

Jaspers. He argued that Bultmann’s project is based on the notion that modern science has 

made many features of Christian faith obsolete, and that true faith would only be attainable 

through the existentialist analysis of Heidegger. A similar objection was raised by Barth.
52

 

Bultmann’s reply is that his demythologisation programme is neither the result of the 

development of science, nor based on philosophy. His defence is that theologians at the end of 

the nineteenth century were faced with ‘the problem of history that has become acute for 

theology through the historical understanding of the Bible’.
53

 But the critique is that if the 

kerygma is all that counts, and if nothing can be known historically about Jesus, it is 

questionable why he is necessary at all in his existentialist interpretation. According to this 

critique on Bultmann’s ‘historical minimum’, the meaning of miracle stories (‘Mirakel’), 

since they are against a post-Enlightenment understanding of nature, cannot lie in their 

objective reference but only in their subjective dimension.  

This absolute historical minimum remains a controversial issue. For example, Ian 

Ramsey has criticised Bultmann on this point for excluding the objective historical aspect of 

miracle stories. Ramsey objects that objective-historical elements do not play a part in 

Bultmann’s kind of existentialist interpretation, but only existential-historical elements. He 

agrees with Bultmann that although 
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the situations to which the Gospels appeal are odd enough to be called ‘existential-

historical’, the existentialist approach (…) may be helpful in emphasising the first of 

these characteristics [the existential-historical aspect], but to do that, it compromises, 

and even may exclude any reasonable account of the other [the objective-historical 

aspect], and there we must part company.
54

 

In other words, Ramsey agrees with an existentialist interpretation, but maintains that 

Bultmann overemphasises the subjective aspect, the choice or decision which Man faces in 

the proclamation of God’s Word and that he neglects the objective-historical aspects.
55

 

According to Ramsey, this approach leads to an impoverishment and subjectification of the 

revelation in Christ as experienced and witnessed in the Christian tradition. For him, Jesus’ 

words and deeds are a revelation or disclosure of the Kingdom of God. In this regard, Ramsey 

points out that God’s immanence must be safeguarded and not just the status of God as a 

transcendent Other. 

Many of Bultmann’s opponents agree on this point, among others Barth who accused 

him of grounding theology on Heideggerian anthropology which he eloquently characterised 

as ‘a place of bondage in Egypt’. More recent opponents who adhere to a Barthian approach, 

for example those who belong to the so-called Yale school (Hans Frei, George Lindbeck and 

Ronald Thiemann). They maintain that the task of theology is not foundational, which means 

that theology should not be concerned with philosophical theories of meaning but more with 

the specific object of the Christian faith which ‘demands acceptance of a deeply paradoxical 

claim that lies at the heart of the narrative’s meaning’.
56

 Theology, for them, is a response to a 

prior act of God: ‘Our thought and speech about God are not simply the free creations of 

human imagination but are developed in obedient response to God’s prior initiative’.
57

 

They argue that Bultmann has erased the crucial biblical distinction between nature and grace. 

Kevin Vanhoozer expressed a similar criticism by arguing that Bultmann’s ‘final destination 

is still “subjectivity”’.
58

 I will pay more attention to this point of critique in Section 6.3.2. 

Some of Bultmann’s disciples addressed the problem of his ‘historical minimum’ and 

aimed at bridging the gap between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith. An important 

impetus in this direction, sometimes (in the 1950s) called the ‘new quest of the historical 

Jesus’, was given by Ernst Käsemann in his lecture on ‘The problem of the historical Jesus’ 

(1953). In this lecture he argued that it remains necessary to ground faith in the historical 

person of Jesus of Nazareth. Schillebeeckx agreed with Käsemann on this point, stating that 

‘the New Testament (…) gives us substantial information about Jesus of Nazareth’ and that 

this historical identification of Jesus ‘can then show us what exactly it was that very early 

Christianity understood by the affirmation: He is the Christ, the son of Man, the Son of God, 

the Lord’.
59
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The next objection which explains Bultmann’s historical minimum concerns his 

assumed concept of science. Bultmann maintains that science excludes miracles (Mirakel) a 

priori which makes the impression that he uses a deterministic Spinozistic concept of science. 

On this point he was criticised by, for example, Craig and Swinburne. They accuse him of 

excluding too easily the possibility of any intervention of supernatural powers in our world. 

These critics do have a valid point since Bultmann can be accused of using an obsolete 

concept of science, embracing science too readily as the highest authority which can 

exclusively decide about what is possible and what is not. Science, in Bultmann’s view, 

principally demarcates the domain of theology to self-understanding.  

Bultmann has also been accused of using false antitheses.
60

 Faith and the world are 

sometimes presented as opposites of each other, for example when he states that faith ‘worked 

in us by the Holy Spirit’ is not from the world which is ‘godless’.
61

 However, I have pointed 

out that Bultmann’s point as a dialectical theologian (and here is an agreement with 

Schillebeeckx and Küng) is that in miracle narratives faith and the world of sin are opposites, 

even enemies, in the sense of a spiritual struggle between God and satanic powers. This 

means that faith does not imply a turning away from the world and towards, for example, 

ascetism, but to turning away from the world of sin.  

 

 

5.3 Barth 

 

Barth’s dialectical theological argument has been criticised mainly on the point that he 

would have overstressed the priority of the objective pole of dialectical theology without an 

acceptable account of the constructive role of Man, the subjective pole. Loyal to the 

foundation of the Reformed tradition he maintained that God is always greater than all 

attempts of theologians and philosophers to incarcerate God within the confines of the 

restricted frameworks of human reason. He does not try to unravel or harmonise contradictory 

biblical statements about miracles, but regards them as events of a higher order, ‘revelatory 

events’, surpassing all human understanding.
62

 The only analogy between ‘the divine’ and the 

world can be found in the Christ-event. In the incarnation in Christ, God reveals himself to 

Man, but this can only be known in faith (analogia fidei). Points of criticism that can be 

raised originate from the question how Barth incorporates human existence in his dialectical 

approach. 

This becomes clear, first of all, in his two-stage proposal of hermeneutics. Barth 

explains that in order to understand what biblical texts mean, the proper order is to determine 
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first what was said in its historical form, and then to give this a modern translation. He 

separates the content of the message (die Sache), what the original writers meant, from what 

the text means now in a translation. However, in stressing the importance of the priority of 

Scripture, he does not seem to acknowledge that these texts, written in a particular context, 

are interpretations already. Bultmann criticised him on this point. According to Congdon who 

has done extensive research on the relationship between Barth and Bultmann, it is 

this very distinction that Bultmann’s project calls into question, for there is no Scripture 

without prescriptural assumptions, no theology without philosophical concepts, no 

encounter with God apart from a particular historical context.
63

 

In addition, Bultmann’s next point of criticism is that translating is interpreting: There 

is no exegesis without eisegesis.
64

 The point here is that not just the biblical texts but also 

translations of these texts are interpretations while Barth assumes that the texts can be heard 

without any pre-understanding and then can be given a current translation.
65

 

Congdon concludes his commentary on this dispute by accusing Barth of interpreting ‘what 

the biblical writers meant’ dogmatically, and not historical critically.
66

 

In this criticism it is assumed that we can only re-interpret texts from a particular 

historical context. However, in favour of Barth it can be argued that God is free to reveal 

himself in Scripture in the sense that although Scripture contains human testimonies, and 

consequently errors and contradictions, these texts can become the Word of God and thus that 

these texts and their translations not exclude a disclosure of what these texts aim to point to or 

signify. 

Barth’s argument on this last point rests on his suggestion of an analogia fidei. 

For example, texts about a virgin birth of a ‘Son of God’, as such not exceptional in near 

Eastern cultures, can become meaningful as true ‘acts of God’ but this can only be revealed 

by God in faith. However, this justification of the logic of miracle-talk is problematic since it 

would mean that the sentence ‘God acts in the world by miracles’ can only become 

meaningful by an additional act of God. This would imply that speech about a miracle as ‘an 

act of God’ remains meaningless for unbelievers, until God, in an act of mercy, reveals this 

meaning by his Spirit. Is Barth not confusing a theological category (God’s election) with a 

philosophical category (about the rules for the comprehensible use of language) here? 

It indeed makes sense to say that a sentence with theological content, such as ‘God acts in 

miracles’, is true for believers, but is it not a theological interpretation to say that God by his 

grace grants this meaning? Theology does not offer rules about the meaningfulness of 
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language but already assumes that speech has meaning based on how it is used in 

communities. 

The next point of criticism concerns Barth’s explanation of a ‘miracle’ as a historical 

event, but only understandable in faith. A miracle belongs to the category of, what he calls, 

‘unhistorische Geschichte’. Barth does not deny a critical historical approach but radicalises 

it by maintaining that biblical texts confront us with unexplainable events such as the virgin 

birth and the resurrection. According to him, these miracles ‘truly happened’ but they are also 

‘unhistorical’ since acts of God are principally not observable and therefore cannot be the 

object of historical investigation. He discussed this crucial position with Bultmann who 

concluded that Barth’s proposal of miracles as ‘unhistorische Geschichte’ is an ‘unclear’ 

conceptualisation and that his view implies a re-introduction of supernaturalism and thus a 

relapse to conservative (‘patristic’) theology. 

It can be helpful to enlighten this discussion (which has resolved in a permanent 

misunderstanding between the two) with the help of logic. Bultmann asks Barth about the 

factuality of miracles. He believes that science, in this post-Enlightenment era, has now 

established that most of the biblical miracles cannot have taken place, although he does 

assume that Jesus has actually performed miracles such as healings and exorcisms. 

For Bultmann this question about factuality can only have two answers: Either miracles have 

occurred and are therefore historical facts, or not. In this type of logical thinking it is not 

possible to say that miracles have happened in history and that, at the same time, these facts 

cannot be verified. Thus, from a point of view of logic it can be said that Bultmann reasons by 

making use of the law of contradiction in a bivalent system which only provides for two 

possibilities: a statement or proposition is either true or false. In logical terms, Bultmann 

accuses Barth of contravening the law of contradiction since he answered that the proposition 

is true and not true which is contradictory in such a scheme and thus he is accused of an 

‘unclear concept’. Of course Bultmann’s conclusion is correct, but only in this particular 

bivalent logic. The point is that Barth denies this frame of deduction from the assumption of a 

universal validity of the logical law of contradiction: God does not fit this logical either-or or 

any other rational scheme since he is of a higher logical order, a ‘wholly Other’.
67

 

Barth maintains that miracles as acts of God transcend all immanent categories of 

scientific thinking and can only be understood as God’s self-revelation. For him, science can 

never demarcate theology’s domain, an accusation he held against Bultmann and liberal 

theologians who denied biblical miracles from an a priori position of science. For Barth 

science is basically irrelevant for theology. Science is an unending quest to understand the 

workings of nature and has produced immense technological achievements, but it cannot be 

the authoritative source which determines the realm of theology. In their discussion on this 

topic it seems that Barth, just as Bultmann, also uses a particular deterministic concept of 

science, interpreted as a late product of the Enlightenment. My critique is that this 

conceptuality of ‘science’ can be defined differently, considering a number of developments 

in science and in the philosophy of science (see Chapter 4). Historically it can also be 

criticised by pointing out that science as ‘natural philosophy’ still had firm religious roots 
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until it became separated from ‘religion’ during and after the Enlightenment.
68

 Furthermore, 

science has contributed and can still contribute to a religious interpretation of the world as the 

arguments of Heim, Swinburne and McGrath indicate. Barth denied such interrelatedness of 

science and religion. For him true religion rests only on God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ, 

and he denied a concept of religion allied in any way with science or religion as a number of 

doctrines to be believed as sheer ‘unbelief’.
69

 He opposed all attempts to colonise theology, 

not just by science, but by any system of general truths, natural theology, or philosophy.
70

 

For this reason, some argue that Barth anticipates the postmodern critique of all ‘totalizing 

discourses’.
71

 

 

5.4 Swinburne 

The type of argument used by Richard Swinburne can be called a probabilistic 

inductive argument. His claim is that when all the evidence is taken into consideration, it is 

probable that biblical miracles have happened. Therefore, this argument can also be called an 

evidentialistic argument since Swinburne aims to ‘weigh the evidence’ in order to estimate 

the probability of the true occurrence of such events. The argument presumes transcendent 

causation by God which Swinburne regards to be the best hypothesis to explain miracles 

which he calls ‘non-repeatable counterinstances’. However, he must acknowledge that a 

person’s worldview does play a crucial role in weighing this evidence.  

In the next few paragraphs I will mention a few points of criticism, specifically 

Swinburne’s assumption of the trustworthiness of testimonies about miracles as his most 

important source of evidence, the use of statistical evidence supported by Bayes’ Theorem, 

and the use of analogy in the step of Swinburne’s argument from the human will to God’s 

will. 

 

First of all, since Swinburne answers Hume’s argument by attempting to show that 

there is more evidence in favour of the biblical miracles than what Hume was willing to 

consider, he also assumes that the biblical miracle stories are about ‘matters of fact’. 

However, in the critical analysis of Hume’s argument I argued that this inductive approach 

can be criticised, for example by its assumption of  a concept of human experience which is 

too narrow since subjective factors in the interpretation of facts are not considered. This point 

is crucial since Swinburne assumes that evidence in favour of miracles consists of witness 

reports about assumed factual events. 

According to Swinburne there are a number of witness testimonies in Scripture that 

can be used as evidence for miracles but he can be accused of going too far in accepting these 
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testimonies as accounts of what actually happened. Experts on memory and on evaluating the 

testimonies of witnesses may respond sceptically to the following statement made by 

Swinburne: 

It is a further fundamental epistemological principle additional to the principle that 

other things being equal we should trust our memories, that we should believe what 

others tell us that they have done or perceived – in the absence of counterevidence. I 

call this the principle of testimony. It must be extended so as to require us to believe 

that – in the absence of counterevidence – when someone tell us that so-and-so is the 

case (…) they have perceived or received testimony from others that it is the case. 

Without this principle we would have very little knowledge of the world.
72

 

 Swinburne is certainly correct to state that we obtain much information about the 

world in this way, but it is also true that much information we receive by hearsay is 

completely unreliable, which was exactly Hume’s point. Swinburne’s suggested strategy can 

be seen as the work of a detective, looking for the best theory which fits the available 

evidence. He seems to assume that what we perceive and recollect is simply ‘the case’. This 

suggests that he thinks that memory works like a video recorder: Events are recorded and can 

be replayed when requested. 

In his criticism of the use of Bayes’ Theorem to support the Humean argument, 

C.S. Peirce disapproved the use of testimony as objective evidence because the assumed 

independence of witnesses is only theoretical, but factually incorrect.
73

 Furthermore, he 

argued that the reliability of a witness depends on the nature of the story being reported and 

the belief system of the witness.
74

 It can be added to this criticism that in current scientific 

research, ‘memory’ is defined in terms of activation of a neural net profile, which resembles, 

but is not identical to, the profile activated in the past. In modern neuroscience, remembering 
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is not just the reactivation of an old ‘engram’
75

, but is now regarded as ‘the construction of a 

new neural net profile with features of the old engram and elements of memory of other 

experiences, as well as influences from the present state of mind’.
76

 

Elizabeth Loftus, who has done extensive research on the reliability of witnesses in 

court, says that remembering is ‘more akin to putting puzzle pieces together than retrieving a 

video recording’.
77

 Questioning by a lawyer can change the testimony of a witness when parts 

of a memorised event are combined with information which is provided by the questioner, 

leading to inaccurate recall.
78

 So, to maintain that we are to trust our memories and believe 

what other people tell us what happened as a matter of fact, is not as simple as Swinburne 

suggests. Of course, this undermines Swinburne’s argument on the reliability of testimonies. 

This point of criticism also shows Swinburne’s lack of sensitivity of hermeneutics by 

assuming that these stories refer to ‘matters of fact’, without considering their specific 

religious context and findings of historical critical research which, for example, point to the 

construction of miracle narratives in layers of interpretation on a time scale.  

Ultimately, Swinburne has to acknowledge that interpretation of facts from a specific 

worldview always plays a crucial role in weighing evidence. This not only contravenes his 

claim that evidence ‘speaks for itself’, but also means that using statistics to weigh evidence 

cannot be an ‘objective standard’ when deciding which theory is more probable than 

competing theories. 

This interpretation factor can also be observed in the attribution of values someone 

plots into Bayes’ Theorem. Swinburne uses input values his atheist opponents would not 

agree with. A telling example of this type of reasoning can be found in his book The 

resurrection of God incarnate: 

Let h1 be the hypothesis that God became incarnate in Jesus, and h2 the hypothesis that 

Jesus rose from the dead. h is the conjunction (h1&h2). Now at the end of the day this 

book is interested in P(h∕e&k), the probability that Jesus was God Incarnate who rose 

from the dead (h), on the evidence both of natural theology (k) and of the detailed 

history of Jesus and of other human prophets.
79

 

 Swinburne assigns probabilities to the factors of Bayes’ Theorem in the following 

way. Firstly, he argues that if there is a god of the traditional kind (t) and if k is the evidence 

of natural theology, then P(t/k) is the probability that this god exists, to which he assigns a 
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probability of 1/2. This argument is fully explained in his extensive work The existence of 

God. He continues by saying that ‘if there is a God, and there are humans who sin and suffer, 

it is quite probable that He would become incarnate’, which he also estimates at 1/2.
80

 

Mathematician Andrew Wohlgemut has criticised this argument which he says 

illustrates ‘the completely subjective nature of assigning probabilities to the factors involved 

in the calculations’.
81

 The problem here is that plotting numbers into a Bayesian equation may 

give the impression of objectivity and of a rigorous working method, but the outcome only 

confirms what one already believes since the attribution of values remains subjective, 

depending on someone’s belief system and worldview. Atheists are quite willing to point to 

the weakness of the argument. In The God delusion, Richard Dawkins argues that the 

numbers assigned to factors in the theorem are ‘not measured quantities but (…) personal 

judgments, turned into numbers for the sake of the exercise’.
82

 Herman Philipse, who has 

thoroughly analysed Swinburne’s argument, endorsed this criticism: ‘Swinburne cannot 

reliably quantify his probabilities, any quantitative input of the Bayesian formula will seem 

arbitrary, and the output will be arbitrary as well’.
83

 

If someone is a religious person who maintains that God can work miracles and that 

very good testimony would make it reasonably probable that a miracle has actually occurred 

then the attributed input values by such a person will be different from someone who does not 

share this belief. Given that the event of a miracle is   and background knowledge is  , 

Dawid and Gillies confirm this point by showing that        predominantly depends on 

people’s background knowledge. If we only allow empirically-based knowledge into   such 

as considered by Hume and the New Atheists, then        will be very low.
84

 On the other 

hand, if K would include a religious worldview that would allow for a god or other ‘invisible 

agents’ to operate within our empirical world, then a miracle would be less unlikely.
85

 So the 

conclusion is justified that what one plots into the equation does reflect one’s own 

interpretation which therefore leads to the calculated result that can only confirm one’s own 

position. Probability calculus used this way therefore does not succeed in offering an 

objective measure about the chance whether or not something actually took place, aimed at 

convincing people who would be ‘unbiased’. 

A famous example of how probability calculus can be totally misleading when used as 

evidence is the conviction of Ms Sally Clark, who was convicted of murdering her two sons 

who both died very shortly after birth by what is called sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS), 

or ‘cot death’. To many people it seemed too much of a coincidence that both her babies died 

of SIDS, as, after all, cot death only happens in 1 of 8,500 births. A prosecutor took on the 

case and Ms Clark stood trial. During the court case, a medical expert witness, paediatrician 

Sir Roy Meadow, calculated the chance of two cases of SIDS in the same family at 1 in 73 
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million. He arrived at this chance by squaring 1 in 8,500. After Ms Clark’s conviction, Peter 

Green, president of the Royal Statistical Society (RSS), expressed his concern about the 

presentation of this kind of statistical evidence in criminal trials. He argued that Meadow’s 

calculation was not statistically valid.
86

 The RSS stated that there was ‘no statistical basis’ for 

Meadow’s claim and expressed its concern at the ‘misuse of statistics in the courts’.
87

 

Ms Clark was released from prison, after serving more than three years of her sentence. 

Journalist Geoffrey Wansell called this case ‘one of the great miscarriages of justice in 

modern British legal history’.
88

 As a result of the case, the Attorney-General investigated 

hundreds of similar, ‘proved’ cases, resulting in the release of two more women. The example 

shows that using probability calculus to back up a theory should be done with utmost caution. 

It also shows that two experts can fully disagree on the validation of the evidence. 

Another point of criticism is Swinburne’s use of the analogy of the human will and 

God’s will. Swinburne reasons that if it is probable that God exists, and that there are humans 

who suffer and sin, then it would follow that it is probable that God would become incarnate. 

In his explanation of why it would be reasonable that God was incarnated in the body of Jesus 

of Nazareth and why he raised Jesus from the dead, he explains that he ‘derived them from 

the Christian tradition’, more in particular from the Orthodox tradition to which he belongs. 

Apart from the observations that this step in the argument is logically questionable 

since an ‘incarnation’ does not reasonably follow from the premises, and that it reflects 

Swinburne’s theological interpretation, it can be criticised as follows. Swinburne calls an 

intentional action by a human agent a violation of a natural law, and then asks what reasons 

there can be to attribute a violation to a god as an agent. The problem with this way of 

thinking is that the categories of human and divine ‘agency’ are dissimilar since the concept 

of violation which is attributed to God’s interference does not apply to human agency. When I 

drop an egg, but catch it before it reaches the floor, can my intended behaviour be called a 

violation of a law of nature? By bodily forces, working against gravity, I have prevented the 

egg from falling on the floor, but this is completely explainable and describable in terms of 

the laws of physics.
89

 To apply this same kind of reasoning to God fails, since God, who is 

described by Swinburne as a ‘non-embodied person, a spirit’ (my italics) has no bodily, 

physical forces by definition which makes the step in the argument incongruent. 

In a live debate
90

 with atheist philosopher Herman Philipse, Swinburne explained his 

view by using facts or data which can be explained in the simplest way by the existence of 

God, for example the regularity or order in the universe, and the ‘fine-tuning’ of evolutionary 
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processes in the development of Man and consciousness. Philipse used a number of 

counterarguments. One of his main criticisms is that Swinburne introduces a personal 

explanation, based on an analogy of people’s intentions and God’s will or free choice, which 

according to Philipse is erroneous on the basis of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy of language 

in which attributing psychological capacities to entities other than humans (such as 

computers, animals, or the universe (God’s ‘body’, according to Swinburne) can be 

considered a logical error.
91

 I will return to this discussion about the use of language about 

God and miracles in the final chapter (Section 6.2.1) of this study. 

 

 

5.5 Heim 

 

Karl Heim also argued that God’s interference in our world is not inconsistent with 

modern science. However, his argument is not evidentialistic since he does not answer 

Hume’s challenge by ‘weighing evidence’ which was Swinburne’s strategy. Heim takes 

another strategic route by criticising the rational and empirical premises of positivistic science 

which, for some, led to the conclusion that miracles are impossible a priori. Instead he argues 

for their possibility a posteriori since natural laws must now, in the age of quantum physics, 

be seen in terms of probability. From this finding he draws the conclusion that ‘non-causal 

decisions’ (akousale Entscheidungen) become possible again, by which he means ‘the 

possibility of thinking of faith’, more in particular the Christian faith. In his argument in 

which he seeks connection to science, ‘faith’ should be interpreted broadly as any conviction 

a person may have, of which the Christian faith is an example. By this step in the argument he 

intends to make it credible that the Christian God cannot be excluded to work miracles in the 

world. 

Heim’s argument can be seen as an original attempt of a science-based apologetics of 

the Christian faith. From the period of the Enlightenment, in particular by the influence of 

Hume, the debate on miracles predominantly focuses on the evidence of miracles. 

Heim, however, indicates that the discussion about evidence does not have to be conducted at 

the level of human sensory experience. Modern microphysics now understands aspects of 

human experience such as cause and effect, space and time, as far more complicated concepts 

in a continuum of probability. 

Heim introduces his own approach by indicating that the human ‘I’ is at the interface 

of the ‘polar space’ of the macro physical and the micro physical world. This means that Man 

lives in at least two levels of reality, the level of objects which obey Newtonian laws 

(macrostates) and the level of small entities such as photons and electrons (microstates). 

Could it be that the ‘primordial space of God’ represents this microstate of potentiality which 

enables the occurrence of miracles on the macro level? This is what Heim seems to suggest: 

God is transcendent as an omnipresent being in ‘superpolar eternity’ and by his will he can 
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create, influence and transform macrostates of the physical world.
92

 The true struggle about 

miracles is, according to Heim, not about the (macro)physical evidence of such influences, 

but between God and evil ‘forces of the will’ on the superpolar level which manifests itself on 

the level of Man.  

In my evaluation of Heim’s proposal I will pay attention to the following aspects of 

his argument: the ontology used that serves to make credible that there is an acting Christian 

God at the macro level, his thesis that modern physics, more in particular quantum mechanics, 

makes it possible to justify a religious outlook or, as he calls it, to ‘think of faith’ 

(Denkmöglichkeit des Glaubens) and his interpretation of findings in physics from a Christian 

tradition. 

Heim aims to bridge science and theology by ontological considerations from findings 

in quantum mechanics. His point is that in such an approach the existence and special action 

of God can be argued for in a new argument. This is an original view on miracles since, 

although they are still assumed to be occurrences in the macro physical world caused by God 

or other spiritual beings, this is not an attempt to make miracles credible by considering 

evidence but by taking note of scientific findings in the microphysical world. This approach 

may also help to shed light on how faith in God or some other personal conviction may have 

psychosomatic effects since Man is seen as a spiritual being, living in different stratified 

realities or ‘polar’ spaces. 

On this point there is an interesting parallel with the arguments of Bultmann, 

Schillebeeckx and Küng who, from findings of historical-critical research, concluded that the 

earliest biblical sources on miracles contributed to Jesus only refer to an exorcism and a 

healing. These specific kinds of miracles, as understood in their particular Jewish context, 

refer to ‘driving out’ evil powers from the individual, based on the conviction or belief of a 

person. This is also congruent with a number of miracle narratives about healings from the 

New Testament in which it is said that miracles are dependent on someone’s faith.
93

 

However, although there is this similarity on this point, Heim is not so much 

concerned with historical-critical research about or a literary approach to the Bible. Miracles 

are viewed by him from an ontological perspective of a stratification of polar spaces. 

They refer to a transformation or a re-creation of the cosmos which includes the polar space 

of the physical world. For example, the resurrection of Jesus refers ontologically to a 

transformation into a ‘new state’ of the physical body of Christ that heralds the start of a new 

period.
94

 Heim does not understand this as an event which can be confirmed or made credible 

by testimonial evidence. According to him this new period entails a ‘transformation of time 

and space’ by the ending of the ‘law of polarity’. At this point his interpretation makes a 

speculative impression by suggesting properties of the physical body contrary to, or not 
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known as yet by, the natural sciences, such as being able to pass through matter.
95

 

Another criticism is Heim’s assumption that modern physics has made faith possible 

again. In this view faith seems to be dependent on developments in science but this 

argumentative strategy is debatable in Christian apologetics. Heim assumes that the earlier 

deterministic worldview of the Enlightenment has created ‘false absolutes’ which were the 

constructions of Man. His argument is that science has now evolved in such a way that it 

offers a new apologetic argument in theology. However, in this argument Heim tends to 

overlook the fact that in science we always deal with ‘constructions of Man’. In micro physics 

there are a number of observations or data that still need to be interpreted. Heim seems to 

assume that the rise of quantum physics implies indeterminism as opposed to the mechanistic 

worldview of Newtonian physics, but this is not a settled matter. The data can be and have 

been interpreted in other ways. Although the standard Copenhagen approach, centred around 

the theories on quantum mechanics from Niels Bohr, is widely assumed to confirm 

indeterminism (representing micro-entities as waves or particles), Erwin Schrödinger, for 

example, argued that it is impossible to determine by observation whether the world is 

deterministic or indeterministic.
96

 David Bohm maintained that it is possible to represent the 

micro-entities deterministically, as particles guided by a quantum potential.
97

 And even the 

Copenhagen interpretation itself has never been formulated unambiguously since Bohr and 

Heisenberg disagreed on how to comprehend the mathematical formalism of quantum 

mechanics.
98

 Thus, also in modern microphysics there are different interpretations, or 

theoretical constructions, of what is encountered. 

Additionally, it remains a mystery in physics how the ‘polar spaces’ of the macro- and 

micro-physics can be explained in an overarching, unified theory. Quantum mechanics 

provides a theoretical construction for understanding the micro-world, whereas Einstein’s 

general theory of relativity provides a framework to explain the workings in the macro-world, 

but these frameworks are not compatible since they cannot both be right and at this stage it is 

uncertain how this quest will continue.
99

  

The next point of criticism is that even in a completely deterministic worldview, a 

believer may still believe in God and in miracles. Newton, for example, interpreted the laws 

of nature as a fixed order, created by a divine law-giver and did not exclude special divine 

action. Spinoza excluded miracles but also believed in God, equalised with the deterministic 

order in nature. However, Heim has acknowledged this point and agreed that, in the eyes of a 
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Christian, all of reality can be considered as guided by God. However, if that is the case, it is 

not clear why he then intends to make the ‘possibility of thinking of faith’ credible from 

developments in modern physics.  

Therefore, Heim suggests to reason from physics to the ‘possibility of faith’ on the 

basis of ontological considerations but one could also argue for the opposite, namely that he 

approaches findings in physics from a Christocentric interpretation although without 

exclusivist tendencies. In this view God as a transcendent power is assumed to reside in a 

‘superpolar space’ and that connection to our world is mediated by Jesus Christ. Through 

Christ, Man’s liberation from the polar space is achieved by conquering all evil forces.  

 

 

5.6 Craig 

 

In the analysis of Craig’s argument I have argued that he mainly reacts against Hume’s 

inductive approach which leads him to the conclusion that miracles are physically impossible. 

As I have indicated, in Hume’s principle argument he stated that a miracle, defined as a 

‘violation of the laws of nature’, faces an enormous corpus of proof against it. Therefore, the 

crucial question for Hume was whether there is enough historical evidence which justifies 

belief in miracles. Craig answers this by using the argument that there is indeed enough 

evidence for the biblical miracles, especially for the resurrection of Christ, if one is willing to 

look at it without any prejudice. I concluded that his argument shows a number of similarities 

with Swinburne’s approach. Therefore, many of the objections I raised to Swinburne’s 

argument also apply to the reasoning of Craig. 

Firstly, their arguments are equally evidentialistic. Both argue that natural laws should 

be defined as inductive generalisations which logically do not exclude miracles as acts of 

God. For them, miracles are plausible when all the available evidence is taken into 

consideration, not just the evidence Hume proposed which, according to them, makes a biased 

impression. Swinburne and Craig aim at providing a far more ‘objective’ point of view by 

widening the scope of evidence, although in different ways. Swinburne uses probability 

calculations in an argument in which available evidence is adds up in a mathematical formula, 

designed to increase the probability of God’s existence and miracles. William Lane Craig’s 

extensive argument in favour of a true resurrection of Jesus’ body is based on the historical 

reliability of the biblical testimonies. For this reason, New Atheist Christopher Hitchens 

qualified this approach as ‘retrospective evidentialism’.
100

 

Secondly, their effort to avoid the God-of-the-gaps argument is also similar in that 

they argue that miraculous events need not lead to revisions in scientific theory. Thus, they 

both assume that the biblical testimonies are trustworthy accounts of actual events. 

According to them these events are so exceptional that scientific theories are not affected by 

them since natural laws are and remain inductive generalisations. On the one hand this is a 

valid argument since an exception can never be excluded in induction theory. Miracle reports 

therefore cannot be denied beforehand. To use Daniel Dennett’s terminology: ‘Good’ science 

never excludes the exceptional but is an unended quest to understand what may be considered 
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now to be mysterious or exceptional phenomena. However, in the case of miracles Craig and 

Swinburne exclude the exceptional from science by denying that these events would not 

affect current theoretical scientific constructs. Apart from the inconsistency of this view with 

the scientific method which owes much of its progress to the unexpected, it also can never be 

excluded that explanations of what we now consider to be miracles will be established in 

future scientific designs. I have made this point earlier in my evaluation of the traditional 

Roman Catholic argument (5.1). Heim followed this lead of ‘good science’ by actually 

seeking to connect with science by speculating that Jesus’ resurrection body could have had 

properties not known in the natural sciences as yet but which may be discovered one day  in a 

new age when, as he formulates it, the ‘law of polarity’ will be abolished.
101

 Craig however 

does not follow Heim’s suggestion on this point. Although he begins his argument by 

mentioning the microscopic level of modern physics, in particular the principle of uncertainty 

from which he considers the possibility or even the necessity of miracles, he does not work 

out this line of thought but defends miracles only on the macroscopic or empirical level. 

The reason for this strategy is that he argues that the debate on miracles should remain on this 

experiential level in order to enable a proper respond to the challenge of Hume’s empirical 

argument. 

A next problem Craig and Swinburne face is that their assumption that the biblical 

accounts would refer to miracles as ‘matters of fact’ and therefore can be used as evidence, 

underestimates the role of interpretation in observation. On the one hand they suggest to 

maintain an objective outlook on the evidence presented, that this ‘evidence speaks for itself’ 

(Swinburne) or that the evidence might be persuasive for those who are ‘not biased’ (Craig). 

But they also acknowledge a crucial subjective element by admitting that their arguments are 

not convincing for someone with a different worldview. In science there are no ‘objective 

observations’ without subjective validations but only theory-laden or interpretation-regulated 

observations. A number scientists can come to an agreement and reach a consensus about the 

interpretation of some observations but others might disagree, which can lead to different 

‘schools’.
102
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I have presented an overview of the miracle debate in which there are also a number of 

‘schools’ in which miracles are defended in different strategies, depending on the social 

background of the representative of a tradition. This shows a preference for an evidentialistic 

approach but this way of argumentation is contested in, for example, dialectical theology, and 

by Heim, Bultmann and Schillebeeckx. Atheists or secular scientists do not even warrant 

Craig’s (and Swinburne’s) conclusion that we must acknowledge that the biblical miracles 

have occurred and thus that we can speak of ‘matters of fact’, or observations. By his strategy 

Craig aims to make credible not just God’s existence but also special divine action. Anthony 

Flew (before his ‘conversion’) objected to such an argument as follows: 

This is a very old and apparently very easy and tempting assumption (…) Nevertheless, 

the assumption is entirely unwarranted. We simply do not have, and could not have, any 

natural (as opposed to revealed) criterion which enables us to say, when faced with 

something which is found to have actually happened, that here we have an achievement 

which nature, left to her own unaided devices, could never encompass. The natural 

scientist, confronted with some occurrence inconsistent with a proposition previously 

believed to express a law of nature, can find in this disturbing inconsistency no ground 

whatever for proclaiming that the particular law of nature has been supernaturally 

overridden.
103

 

According to Flew the argument that God is the cause of a miraculous event is that 

such reasoning implies a sacrificium intellectus. Science is and remains an unended quest for 

natural causes in theories which explain observations and can make predictions which must 

be verifiable. Craig’s response to this objection is: 

When the miracles occur at a momentous time (for example, a man’s leprosy vanishing 

when Jesus spoke the words, “Be clean”) and do not recur regularly in history, and 

when the miracles in question are numerous and various, then the chance of their being 

the result of unknown natural causes is minimal.
104

 

Craig’s point is that it is intellectually sound to argue that if all relevant biblical 

accounts are considered, a consistent and coherent account emerges of what happened and 

how some extraordinary facts can be explained.  

In this argument Craig opposes historical critical research of biblical texts in which the 

facticity of miracles is denied. He argues that this approach stems from an overhauled 

philosophy based on a verification principle. 

As mid-twentieth century philosophers of religion struggled under the pall of Logical 

Positivism, they were forced to defend the very meaningfulness of their claims against 

                                                           
103

 Flew, A. (1967), pp. 346-353. Craig debated Flew on the existence of God in 1998 at the University 

of Wisconsin.See Wallace, S.W. (Ed.). (2003). Does God exist? The Craig-Flew debate. Routledge. 

Later in life Flew rejected atheism in favour of accepting ‘intelligent design’ in the universe or deism 

as a consequence of DNA research which he believed was inconsistent with a Darwinian account of 

evolution. See Flew, A. and Varghese, R.A. (2007). There is a God: How the world’s most notorious 

atheist changed his mind. New York: HarperOne. 
104

 Craig, W.L. (1994), p. 148. 



154 
 

the attacks of positivists and their philosophical ilk. Positivists championed 

a Verification Principle of meaning, according to which an informative sentence, in 

order to be meaningful, must be capable in principle of being empirically verified.
105

 

I do agree with Craig on the point that this kind of historical critical research suffers 

from rationalistic and empirical presuppositions, excluding miracles a priori such as 

presupposed by, for example, Bultmann. But that does not mean that some findings of this 

research have no implications on how to interpret the biblical miracle narratives. For example, 

apart from the problem of dating of the New Testament texts, research shows reasonably well 

that there was an increase in the number of legendary accounts of miracles ascribed to Jesus. 

Miracle stories therefore have to be carefully judged according to in which exact layer of texts 

they appear which suggests a hermeneutical timeline, as is argued for, for example, by 

Schillebeeckx and Küng.  

 

 

5.7 McGrath 

 

In contrast with Barth who radically separated science from theology, Alister McGrath 

who says to follow a Barthian approach seeks a connection between the natural sciences and 

theology in an attempt to advocate a ‘scientific theology’. He adds theology to the strata of 

the sciences as proposed by Bhaskar, assuming that the construction of hypothetical entities 

postulated by the natural sciences can also be applied to theology. Theology refers to the 

reality of God who reveals himself as the ‘ultimate ground of reality’ in the person of Jesus 

Christ. Thus, scientific assertions refer to reality, understood as what one is confronted with in 

studying natural phenomena, whereas theological assertions refer to God. I will look at this 

proposal considering this central problem of reference in the natural sciences and in theology. 

According to McGrath, ‘critical realism’ affirms that in current science surface 

appearances are the empirical aspects of deeper non-observable structures of phenomena 

which enable the explanation of these appearances. Given the findings in modern physics, 

reference has become problematic because the ‘deeper structures’ of these surface 

appearances we are confronted with remain elusive. This means that the meaning of the 

language used is not understood as a description of the referent to which we do have access, 

but rather as a fine tuning of what remains essentially uncertain. In other words, critical 

realism, although ontologically uncertain, does allow for a reliable epistemology in which 

knowledge can be gained and the advancement of science can be explained. 

Reference to ‘God’ is explained by McGrath by making use of an argument of parity 

in which he compares the use of models and metaphors in the natural sciences to their use in 

theology. McGrath follows Bhaskar’s suggestion of understanding the sciences in a hierarchy 

of strata. In this way, he implies that theology is a science comparable to the natural sciences. 

The parity argument he uses is as follows: 
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One of the most intriguing aspects of the interface between science and religion is the 

use of ‘models’ or ‘analogies’ to depict complex entities – whether the entity in 

question is an atomic nucleus or God.
106

 

In a critical analysis of this strategy, Robert Bolger argues that this argument is 

untenable for the following reason.
107

 McGrath points out that there are similarities in the way 

models provide epistemological access to non-observables in science, and that this also 

applies to theology since ‘God’ also refers to an unobservable entity. However, since God is 

principally unobservable, the analogy only holds if there are entities in science which are also 

unobservable in principle. According to Bolger, this is not necessarily the case in science. 

What is now assumed to be a non-observable may be proved not to exist at all in the future 

which is certainly not a desirable outlook in theology that postulates God as an unobservable 

entity. Bolger accuses theologians who use this argument of an ‘imposition of a foreign 

grammar onto religious terms’ which results in a conceptual confusion. He therefore suggests 

abstaining from using models in theology altogether since this only gives the impression of a 

‘pseudo-scientific epistemological tool’.
108

 

Bolger’s critique touches a crucial point in McGrath’s approach. If McGrath says to 

follow a Barthian approach then God’s self-revelation such as in a miracle would be 

principally unobservable and only for the believer to see. In such a dialectical theological 

argument ‘unobservability’ therefore does not operate on the same logical level as in the 

natural sciences. The crucial question which must be asked about McGrath’s argument is 

what he exactly means by the concept ‘revelatory event’ which he applies to a miracle. 

Bultmann asked Barth a similar question: What does he mean by suggesting a miracle as 

‘unhistorische Geschichte’? Does this concept refer to ‘Historie’ (historical science) or 

‘Geschichte’ (interpretation in a particular historical context)? 

McGrath speaks of a ‘revelatory event’ in the case of the resurrection of Jesus. At this 

point he agrees with Barth who denied that Scripture points to the ‘acceptance of a well-

attested historical report’, but rather to ‘a decision of faith’.
109

 But McGrath also seems to 

acknowledge the historicity of the resurrection, arguing that science cannot rule out the 

resurrection and is therefore physically possible. Loyal to his Barthian position he affirms that 

the biblical miracles have truly happened but also that we cannot have direct access to such 

events, only to their effects in history which Barth described as their ‘shell-holes and 

craters’.
110

 

In an interview on the subject of miracles, McGrath says the following: 

It is commonly said that science disproves miracles. It doesn’t. Science says that there 

are certain things that by their nature are very improbable. So improbable, in fact, that 

they shouldn’t happen at all. Science can’t say things can’t happen, merely that they are 

very improbable. For the Christian, miracles seem to have this tendency to happen 
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around Jesus. For the Christian, therefore, modern science makes these events all the 

more remarkable and it forces us to ask the question: ‘What is so significant about this 

man who does all these things?’ Science does not disprove the resurrection of Jesus. It 

says that the resurrection cannot be explained by a natural process. The question is not 

so much ‘How did the resurrection happen?’ but ‘What does it mean?’
111

 

In this explanation McGrath suggests on the one hand that miracles, the resurrection in 

particular, are real occurrences that cannot be explained while, on the other hand, he points to 

the interpretation of such events. In debates with New Atheists Richard Dawkins and 

Christopher Hitchens he was confronted with using the concept ‘revelatory event’ which, 

according to them, is a contradictio in terminis. Similarly Bultmann accused Barth of using an 

‘unclear concept’. The obscurity of this concept is due to a confusion of a scientifically 

intended term (‘event’) with a theological (Barthian) concept (‘revelation’) as if they were 

operating on the same logical plane. 

When asked to express himself more clearly on this issue, he then, in a debate with 

Hitchens, states plainly: 

I think the resurrection is a historical event. Something that happened in history, was 

seen as intriguing, but not obviously interpreted as something of dramatic significance. 

The key question was not simply the history, but also its meaning.
112

 

McGrath clearly acknowledges his indebtedness to Barth here by maintaining that the 

New Testament stories about the resurrection do refer to a historical event: God has 

intervened in history which can be interpreted as a message of hope and liberation. 

Christian theology arises out of the historical events of God’s self-revelation in Christ. 

Hitchens, however, remarks that the key question for him is not so much the religious 

interpretation but the question of the factuality of miracle events which McGrath seems to 

claim without any access of scientific verification. Hitchens point is that what the resurrection 

means for a Christian is a matter of faith, and not a matter of fact which McGrath also seems 

to assume.  

In a debate with Dawkins, who argues in a purely rational mode by asking for 

evidence and explanations of an assumed miracle, McGrath reasons in both a rational and an 

implicit mode by repeating that miracles refer to verifiable facts and that the meaning of such 

an event would be ‘more important for a Christian’.
113

 However, Dawkins remains confused 

by this answer since he asked only about the factuality of miracles which is not answered by 

pointing out that the more important issue of miracle stories is what they mean for a Christian. 

I would suggest that it would have been better to answer Dawkins by emphasising that 

the natural sciences and theology operate with different epistemologies depending on their 

distinct subject of investigation, a point also made by McGrath. What we are confronted with 

in science differs from what we are confronted with in theology. In science we are confronted 

with findings ‘in search of a theory’ (Thomas Kuhn) which enables the existence of different 

interpretations. In Christian theology we are confronted, as McGrath states, with the person of 
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Jesus whose words and deeds can also be interpreted in different ways. Theology is not a 

natural science but operates on a different level in the strata of the sciences. The debate is 

blurred by a confusion of the language games of science and theology due to the use of an 

expression that combines the two levels, ‘revelatory facts’. Therefore it would have been a 

better argument to say that observable and non-observable entities or phenomena can be 

interpreted differently. McGrath, for example, indicates that ‘nature’ is always an interpreted 

concept, that a natural scientist may see ‘nature’ from a purely evolutionary outlook, whereas 

a believer sees it as guided by God in an intelligent design. Although he acknowledges the 

different strata of the sciences each with their own subject of investigation, he claims that 

Christianity offers the best overall theoretical framework for explaining all of human reality. 

But although he admits that this cannot be proved in an evidentialistic approach, he maintains 

that this interpretation is not irrational but justifiable by ‘epistemic virtues—such as 

simplicity, elegance, comprehensiveness, and fecundity’.
114

 I think this is a good argument 

since it aims to explain more than the natural scientist is willing or able to accept. 

But the problem in the discussion with Dawkins and Hitchens is that Jesus’ 

resurrection which is clearly against what people usually experience, as claimed by believers 

in the New Testament, is regarded by McGrath as an event that can be interpreted differently 

whereas New Atheists deny such a claim. They would be willing to accept the fact that Jesus 

lived ‘naturally’ and has had and still has a substantial impact on many people but for them ‘a 

resurrection of his dead body’ is not something that could have taken place in history but is a 

matter of faith.  

McGrath’s way of reasoning makes clear, I think, that by simply accepting ‘what is 

found’ in dealing with the New Testaments texts about the person of Jesus, he does not seem 

to consider the hermeneutical timeline of these texts. Furthermore, these texts are constructed 

in an interpretative framework of faith in which factuality is not so much the focus of 

attention but rather their religious significance. ‘Witnessing’ in such texts is not so much to be 

understood as observing ‘historical events’, but rather as ‘witnessing to a conviction’, a point 

I will defend in Section 6.2.3. My conclusion is that McGrath’s inconsistent way of reasoning 

about miracles stems from an uneasy tension between maintaining a Barthian dialectical 

argument and an apparent defence of miracles as observable facts on the basis of Scripture in 

a Christocentric interpretation which he regards as one of the great traditions of Christian 

theology to which also Roman Catholicism and Orthodoxy belongs.  
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Chapter 6 Arguing for a hermeneutical approach 

   to miracles 
 

 

The four preceding chapters were intended to provide an answer to the first two sub-

questions of this study: What are arguments for and against miracles and how can these 

arguments be evaluated? It was obviously inevitable that I had to make a selection of current 

arguments but I believe that I have been able to put forward some of the most important 

points of view on this issue. This exercise completes one goal that I aimed to achieve with this 

study which was a contribution to the debate by offering a clarification and a critical 

evaluation of a selective number of points of view. 

In this last chapter I now intend to answer the third subquestion: Based on the analyses 

and evaluations of the different points of view which confirm that there is an emphasis on 

factuality leading to a gridlock in the current debate, what could be an approach that could 

break the impasse and helps to further the debate? In this introduction I will first comment on 

my observation that the main focus in the debate is on the factuality of and the evidence for 

miracles.  

In chapter 2 I started with the scientific critique of the New Atheists. They use much 

earlier arguments that have been developed in the age of Enlightenment, by Spinoza and 

Hume. In these older arguments the main objection against miracles was that their factuality 

must be denied on the basis of rationalistic and/or empirical presuppositions. However, the 

New Atheists who raised the central question about factual evidence in the miracle debate had 

to adjust their harsh verdict of the ‘impossibility’ of miracles to stating their sheer 

‘improbability’ which is more suited in the current empirical approach in science.  

Then I looked at how this critique was answered in a number of very different 

theological arguments. In my analysis of these counterarguments I observed that most of them 

reacted to the science based challenge to produce convincible factual evidence for miracles by 

defending their factuality although in different ways. A short recapitulation serves to confirm 

this conclusion. 

In the traditional Roman Catholic argument science has the role of ancilla theologiae 

by conducting research to exclude possible natural causes which enables a decision by 

theologians to declare that an event may be declared a miracle. In this approach it is assumed 

that miracles are observable occurrences that point to or suggest a divine cause (facta divina). 

In a discussion about miracles between the dialectical theologians Bultmann and Barth, 

the discussion centred on the historicity of miracles which Bultmann thought must be denied 

in a post-Enlightenment era. For Barth miracles are true historical events in which God 

reveals himself in the world, surpassing Man’s limited rational and/or scientific 

considerations. In my analysis of the arguments of Swinburne and Craig I concluded that their 

approach is evidentialistic. Swinburne aims to make credible that miracles are ‘odd’ 

unrepeatable events by arguing for their probability using Bates’ Theorem, whereas Craig 

emphasises miracles as historical events based on evidence in Scripture, in particular witness 

testimonies. 
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But in chapters 3 and 5 I have also indicated that the science based critique has been 

answered differently in a number of other arguments in favour of miracles by denying the 

focus on factuality and evidence for miracles. In Bultmann’s argument and in Küng’s and 

Schillebeeckx’ critique of the traditional argument of the Roman Catholic Church, 

the suggestion is made not to focus on the historical or factual aspect of miracles in biblical 

narratives, but rather on what these narratives signify in an era of post-Enlightenment. 

Karl Heim takes another apologetic route in an attempt to bridge science, in particular 

quantum mechanics, with theology. He posits that God is an omnipresent being in a 

‘superpolar space’ that can create, influence and transform macrostates in the physical visible 

world. Although he does not adhere to an evidentialistic approach he assumes that miracles 

are factual. For him however this is not the central issue. The true struggle about miracles is 

not about facts or evidence, but takes place at the spiritual ‘superpolar’ level which 

encompasses the physical domain, between ‘forces of the will’, God and evil. In the 

evaluation of the argument of Alister McGrath I observed that he also denies an evidentialistic 

approach although he is not always clear in formulating his argument. He follows a Barthian 

approach by speaking of miracles as ‘revelatory events’, suggesting that the biblical miracle 

narratives do refer to unrepeatable historical events that science can never exclude, but 

stresses simultaneously that factuality is not the issue since it would be ‘more important’ for a 

Christian to explore what miracle narratives mean. 

In the first section of this chapter I will first sketch briefly that the focus on the 

factuality of and evidence for miracles can be clarified against the background of the 

Enlightenment. My point is that this leads to a deadlock of the debate since it does not only 

narrow the debate to merely a dispute about facts and evidence, but it also suggests that there 

would be a conflict between science and Western theology (6.1).  

Then I will continue with my suggestion for a hermeneutical approach that goes 

beyond such a supposed opposition and which aims to resolve this narrow outlook by 

considering the language of ancient texts about miracles and the hermeneutical horizon of the 

biblical writers. In my opinion many of the proponents and most opponents of miracles run 

the risk of ignoring the religious significance of the biblical miracle narratives by reducing 

them to extraordinary observable events which leads to a battle about the evidence. On the 

other hand, some of the proponents of a hermeneutical approach who focus on the aspect of 

the meaning of these narratives, such as Bultmann, Küng and Schillebeeckx, also run a risk of 

narrowing the debate by over-emphasising Man’s subjective or constructional activity in 

interpretation. 

In the hermeneutical approach that I propose I intend to overcome both risks of one-

sidedness by maintaining the objective and subjective pole in a dialectical approach which 

does justice to the expressions used by believing Christians, including the biblical witnesses. 

In the unfolding of my point of view I will start with stating and explaining a number of 

theses that I hold (6.2) and I will address a number of criticisms that could be raised against 

such a hermeneutical approach (6.3). 

 

 

 



160 
 

6.1 On the focus of ‘evidence’ in the current debate on miracles   

 

 
From my observation during the analyses and evaluations in chapters 2-5 that the 

debate on miracles focuses predominantly on their factuality and on the question of evidence, 

I will now argue that this focus did lead to an impasse by narrowing the field of debate 

predominantly to this particular aspect. I will first clarify that there are a number of reasons 

why the debate on miracles has evolved in this restricted way. In this section I will only 

briefly sketch these reasons from a historical perspective that led to a narrowing down of the 

debate. 

In medieval literature we can observe an increase in stories of supernatural
1
 events 

with an emphasis on their spectacular aspects. Apart from their apologetic function, tales of 

miracles also became in vogue to promote conversion to Christianity. There are many 

examples in medieval literature in which miracles serve these purposes. I will only mention 

one study.  

Ramsay MacMullen’s research in Christianity and paganism in the fourth to eighth 

centuries (1997) indicates that from the fourth century onwards there was a noticeable 

increase in religious superstition, which he defines as ‘the degree of acceptance of 

superhuman intervention in life as lived and observed’.
2
 This took place by pagan influences, 

not just in the population at large but also among the elite. As an example, MacMullen 

mentions miracles which were attributed to Gregory the Great, in particular ‘exorcisms, 

restoration of sight to the blind, even restoration of sight to the dead’.
3
 He argues that in 

individuals’ conversion to Christianity, selfish reasons became more important than faith in 

God based on the Scriptures since ‘converts (. . .) cared little for sect or theology, only for 

relief of what ailed them’.
4
 

But since the birth of modern science in the seventeenth century, miracles, in the sense 

of extraordinary expressions of spiritual power attributed to God, spirits or people, gradually 

became a problem because events in the world were no longer thought to be directly caused 

by supernatural agents. Francis Bacon (1561– 1626) aimed at separating ‘metaphysics’, 

traditionally understood in his age as investigating the nature of God and the ultimate nature 

of reality, sharply from ‘physics’, which was to be concerned only with the workings of 

nature. Final causes, he said, were like the ‘vestal virgins of ancient Rome, dedicated to God 

but barren’.
5
 Empirical science could do without them. The alleged purposes of finite objects, 
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or of angels and demons, were not part of pure natural philosophy (what we now call 

‘science’) which must only study the physical antecedents that bring about their effects in 

accordance with general natural laws.
6
  

During the seventeenth century natural philosophy abolished the Ptolemaic geocentric 

system in favour of Copernican heliocentrism. But while the Roman Catholic Church 

propagated and sponsored scientific endeavours in this period, the gradual unveiling of the 

secrets of the universe, such as the shift to heliocentrism, led to a clash with the official 

doctrines of the Church. For example, in 1616 Pope Paul V summoned Galileo and notified 

him of a forthcoming decree of the Congregation of the Index condemning the heliocentric 

worldview and ordered him to reject it. In 1632, Pope Urban VIII ordered that Galileo’s book 

on the Copernican system, the Dialogo sopra i due massimi sistemi del mondo (Dialogue 

concerning the two chief world systems), be taken out of distribution. The following year 

Pope Urban decided to hand this matter over to the Inquisition.
7
 

Descartes can be said to have based geocentrism on a thorough anthropocentric 

foundation in his Meditationes (1641). As a consequence of his philosophical method of 

doubt, he denied that the purposes of God could be discerned by the observation of nature. 

He rejected final (teleological) causes, and argued that efficient causes are necessary and 

sufficient to account for the workings of nature.
8
 

In explaining Spinoza’s argument, I pointed out that by discussing the subject of 

miracles, now defined as ‘violations of natural laws with a supernatural cause’, the focus of 

debate was narrowed down to the question of how God can act against the natural order that is 

his own creation. In this era of a growing quantity of geometrical knowledge, a rich overflow 

of still incomprehensible observations in the natural world, journeys of exploration and the 

emergence of religious pluralism, it can be observed that in many publications a shift took 

place in the definition and in the function of miracles in theology.
9
 From the sixteenth century 
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onwards, in the light of the advance of natural philosophy, the subject of miracles shifted to 

their assumed evidential function in a context of rational discourse.  

This was not just a consequence of developments in natural philosophy. In the Roman 

Catholic Church the rational justification of miracles began to play a prominent role in 

canonisation (miracles as proofs of would-be saints) while in the Protestant Reformation the 

problem of how the Christian faith could be defended against rival religions also urged a 

rational answer. In Protestant England, miracles shifted to the function of becoming proofs of 

Christianity.
10

 John Locke, for example, indicated that ‘the miracles that Christ did, are a 

proof of his being sent from God, and so his religion the true religion’.
11

 

It was in particular Immanuel Kant who argued for the end of traditional metaphysics 

in his groundbreaking work Critique of pure reason (Kritik der reinen Vernunft, 1781). 

He reasoned that we cannot know anything with certainty about the world as it truly is (the 

world ‘an sich’) which, consequently, also applies to God, angels and demons. Although 

theoretical knowledge about God is impossible, in his analysis of theoretical reason God is 

maintained merely as a regulative idea of reason. Causes of events, such as miracles, are not 

to be explained by assumed ‘unknowable agents’ who were thought to exist ‘above’ or 

‘behind’ the world. Kant expressed the shift away from traditional claims of knowledge based 

on authority by saying that all claims of knowledge should now be ‘judged in the court of 

Reason’. He maintained that the subjugation of Man is his own fault but that in this new era 

‘Man’s emergence from his self-imposed nonage, primarily in religious matters’ will be 

accomplished.
12

 For Kant, Enlightenment stood for the ability and courage to think freely and 

to oppose convention or authority as sources of knowledge. It pointed instead to the 

significance of the individual who could now be seen as the authority to decide matters of 

empirical fact and moral value. 

Since these developments in our Western culture, it has become an epistemological 

demand that all claims of knowledge cannot be defended on the basis of authority but should 

be subject to verification. In this context, Hume’s essay ‘Of miracles’ should be understood 

and read as his answer to the ways of reasoning in both religious and philosophical circles in 

which miracles were regarded as proofs of Christianity’s truth claims. The overview of a 

number of important arguments that I have presented confirm that Hume’s arguments against 

miracles have profoundly influenced our current debate by the questions of evidence and 

causation of miracles. I have also pointed out that it was specifically Hume’s criticism of the 

credibility of reported miracles that provoked a tidal wave of responses in theology. As 

Charles Sanders Peirce notes
13

, the Humean argument with its epistemological demand of 
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evidence for any claimed ‘matters of fact’ has left an indelible impression on modern biblical 

scholarship and it has been the focus of lively discussion ever since. 

 

 

 

6.2 Arguing for a hermeneutical approach to miracle narratives 
 

 

In recent debates on miracles I observed that the question of factuality and evidence 

plays a major role which can be explained to a large extent by considering these 

developments in our Western context. The debate not only centres on the question whether or 

not miracles have truly taken place, but it also suggests that religion and science would 

oppose each other. What also can be observed in such debates is that those who defend the 

occurrence of miracles as historical events, usually theologians, are sometimes forced into the 

defensive corner by their science oriented opponents who insist on the question of evidence. 

I will argue that this particular focus on the outward physical aspect, which I think leads to an 

impasse in the debate, is too narrow since it is presented as a mere disagreement about certain 

‘matters of fact’ in history, while not paying attention enough to the religious significance of 

miracle narratives which calls for the consideration of a hermeneutical approach. 

In such an approach I intend to bring the miracle in this debate back to its original 

birthplace, the biblical narratives which represent the voices of a believing community. 

This will serve to show that the narrow definition of a miracle as ‘a violation of natural laws’ 

is out of place in the context of the biblical writers. As I pointed out in the presentation and in 

a critical evaluation of arguments, this approach has already been suggested by (among 

others) Bultmann, Schillebeeckx and Küng in the second half of the previous century. 

However, I intend to make clear that this kind of hermeneutical approach, although it focuses 

on meaning rather than factuality, also runs the risk of one-sidedness or narrowing the debate 

by stressing mainly a subjective or existential outlook. To undergird this critique in my 

suggested apologetic strategy I will use what I think are valuable contributions of Ian T. 

Ramsey and Paul Ricœur. 

In order to develop a more balanced hermeneutical approach which does justice to the 

language of believers about (biblical) miracles and which aims to bridge science and 

theology, I will also make use of some contributions from Alister McGrath. On the one hand 

McGrath values the accomplishments of hermeneutics, for example the role of human 

construction in interpretation in science and in theology. However, he criticises the one-sided 

focus on subjectivity in hermeneutics which would allow for many different interpretations. 

On the other hand he values the great accomplishments of the Enlightenment, such as the 

progress in science and technology, but criticises its authoritarian claim, not only to 

knowledge but to all other areas of human life. Following Bhaskar, he argues that there is no 

universal epistemology, but there are different epistemologies, distinguished by the entities 

under investigation, finding support in Torrance’s theory of multileveled knowledge. 

His argument is that the natural sciences and theology form part of the strata of sciences that 

are interrelated and not opposite each other. 
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The hermeneutical approach I will argue for applauds this stratification of 

epistemologies as a way to bridge the natural sciences and religion as suggested by McGrath. 

It enables human creativity and imagination that are used in the language about miracles by a 

believing community, as sources of knowledge of what is encountered in religious experience, 

the reality of ‘God’ which is not to be reduced to a projection of the subjective human mind. 

The main reasons for preferring such a hermeneutical approach are that it does more justice to 

the ancient religious texts, that it is not only able to overcome the deadlock in the debate on 

miracles but also that it enables and promotes a fruitful cooperation between the sciences, 

including theology. 

This approach presupposes the following theses that will be explained in the following 

sections. These theses not only serve to support my view but also entail a critique of how the 

debate is conducted at present. 

 

1. The biblical miracle stories are not written in descriptive language as suggested in the 

current debate in which miracles are assumed to refer to factual occurrences, but they 

are written in religious language from an already existing theological interpretation. 

2. Miracles signify the presence of a transcendent power that surpasses Man. This is a 

dialectical approach in which faith is irreducible, experienced as a gift from God in 

the lives of believers, and as a transformation in Man’s ‘self-understanding’. 

3. The hermeneutical horizon of the biblical writers consists of an eschatological and 

anthropological actuality in that it centres on the battle of ‘the power of evil’ versus 

‘the power of God’ in miracle narratives. In their view, ‘miracle’ refers to the 

emergence of or transformation to a new era in which God’s Kingdom will be 

established and all evil will have been overcome, and not to a ‘violation of natural 

laws caused by God’. 

4. Results of historical-critical biblical scholarship suggest a method of ‘close reading’ 

miracle narratives in a structural analysis in, as Schillebeeckx advised, ‘an immanent, 

synchronous approach, in line with modern, systematic and critical literary study’, in 

addition to exegetical methods such as Formgeschichte, Redaktionsgeschichte and 

Traditionsgeschichte. 

5. Uncovering the deeper meaning of biblical miracle stories written in an ancient 

worldview allows a new interpretation of these stories in the present Western context. 

 

 

6.2.1 The religious language of miracle narratives 

 

In this section I will begin by arguing that the language used in biblical miracle 

narratives is essentially religious. In a next section the language used in these narratives will 

be read against the background of the hermeneutic horizon of the biblical writers rather than 

as propositional statements. The status of religious language (and thus also the language of 

miracles) and its cognitive significance will be explained by a number of contributions from 

the philosophy of language, mainly from Ian T. Ramsey and Paul Ricœur.  
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Ian Ramsey has made a valuable contribution to the philosophy of religious language, 

in particular the language of miracles.
14

 He clearly follows the later Wittgenstein who pointed 

out that while the verification principle specifies a particular context in which many words 

have their meaning, there are also other areas of meaningful discourse which have their own 

logic without the need for scientific evidence and criteria.
15

 He regards religious language as 

such an area of meaningful discourse in which the meaning of expressions is safeguarded by 

grounding it in ‘the actions into which it is woven’.
16

  

A fundamental example he uses to make his point is his suggestion that the concept 

‘God’ is used on the same logical footing as ‘I’. In descriptive language, in the phrase ‘I am 

going home’, ‘going’ refers to an action, and we have a direction to a location which can be 

pointed at (‘home’). ‘I’ also seems to have a clear reference, a person, me, which can be 

pointed at. But ‘I’ is also more than someone who can be objectified in physical terms such as 

by someone’s behaviour. ‘I’ also implies self-awareness, which makes its reference subjective 

and therefore elusive. If I point at myself, to what exactly do I point at? Do I point at this 

body that can be observed, at a clustered conglomeration of billions of atoms, or at a person 

who experiences an inner subjectivity, who is aware of being aware, who transcends all 

descriptions? 

Even Hume acknowledged the logical peculiarity by wrestling with the problem of 

how ‘I’ can be accounted for in terms of impressions and ideas: 

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on 

some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain 

or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception.
17

 

In other words, when I reflect on myself, a constant self eludes me in the sense that 

there is no perception of ‘I’. In the Appendix to the Treatise of human nature, Hume admitted 

that ‘I’ cannot be accounted for in terms of his epistemology since this kind of human 

experience cannot be accounted for in his theory of distinct ideas and impressions.
18

 

Gilbert Ryle proposed ‘higher order actions’ as a solution of this problem meaning 

that actions are ‘in one way or another concerned with, or are operations upon, other 

actions’.
19

 In his approach he maintained that, although we can never fully describe ourselves, 

there is no reason for mystery or logical oddity about ‘I’ because its reference is not distinct 

from and independent of the external realm of descriptive human behaviour. In his own 

words: ‘Like the shadow of one’s head, [the I] will not wait to be jumped on’. 

Ryle’s ideas can be seen as a critique of Descartes’ solution to the classical mind-body 
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problem.20 According to Ryle, Descartes believed that the mind is clearly distinct from 

matter, and so he argued for a ‘mind-body dualism’. But Ryle thought this a ‘myth’ based on 

a ‘category mistake’, because a body is publicly observable, occupies space, and is subject to 

mechanical laws, which does not apply to the mind.
21

 He refutes the idea of the mind as a 

private entity, and reduces it in behavioural terms to a ‘complex of dispositions’ and acts of 

habit. What is usually referred to as ‘mind’ is actually an enumeration of sensations, feelings, 

and images. Thus, Ryle’s analysis of mind closely resembles the approach of Hume who, 

although admitting to the logical peculiarity of ‘I’ aimed at grounding it empirically on ‘past 

perceptions’, while Ryle reduces it in behavioural terms. 

In his analysis of religious language as used by believers Ramsey denied this 

suggestion of empirical reductionism. According to him, Descartes also wrestled with the 

reference of ‘I’ in his Meditationes de prima philosophia (1641), pointing to its logical 

peculiarity in his analysis of self-awareness. On the one hand, Descartes’ cogito is empirical, 

but it also escapes all objectifications. Ramsey applauds Descartes for this ‘flash of insight’ 

since he maintains that ‘I’ systematically eludes all observation language and, therefore, does 

have a logical status of its own.
22

 

For Ramsey the empirical anchorage and the elusiveness of ‘I’ can also be applied to 

the concept ‘God’. He reasons this in a number of steps. The argument starts by stating: 

not only may descriptive events be so ordered as to disclose a subject which while it 

includes them also transcends them, but that descriptive events may also be ordered so 

as to disclose an object which in a similar sort of way transcends them objectively and 

that indeed such a transcendent object is associated with a transcendent subject in the 

same situation. We become aware of it as we become aware of ourselves.
23

 

His thesis, which will be further explained in this section, is that words such as ‘I’ and 

‘God’ express the ‘evocation of a disclosure’ of a subject (I) or object (God) which eludes 

descriptive language. 

Note that in Swinburne’s and Heim’s arguments there was also the step from the 

human ‘I’ to ‘God’ in their arguments. However, the crucial difference is that in these two 

arguments the language of ‘I’ and ‘God’ is used in an unequivocal sense, assuming that there 

would be a logical congruence between observational and religious language. Ramsey 

fundamentally disagrees with this point of view. 

Now what I suggest is that the word ‘God’ must be seen as a logical kinsman of ‘I’ in 

having, at least in these two respects, a similar logical behaviour. ‘God exists’ entails no 

particular verifiable assertions. Theology can provide no verifiable deductions. But this 

does not mean that it has no empirical relevance. On the contrary, like ‘I exist’, ‘God 
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exists’ is a phrase which is in fact entailed by and so linked with verifiable language, 

while entailing none of it.
24

 

The point he makes is crucial for miracle stories in which God is said to act. 

Ramsey argues that this is not a verifiable assertion. However, he maintains that this does not 

mean that religious language is not empirically grounded in human experience. Before we 

look at his clarification of the concept of ‘God’ in a phrase such as ‘God works miracles’, 

I will first explain his proposal of anchoring this specific kind of language in human 

experience: 

(…) theological assertions must have a logical context which extends to, and is 

continuous with, those assertions of ordinary language for which sense experience is 

directly relevant. From such straightforward assertions, theological assertions must not 

be logically segregated: for that would mean that they were pointless and, in contrast to 

the only language which has an agreed meaning, meaningless.
25

 

He defines experience as ‘the get-together of persons and facts’. A ‘fact’ is something 

which encounters us in experience, something other or different from ourselves.
26

 Two kinds 

of facts or kinds of situations can be distinguished: facts which are passively observable, and 

perceptual situations in which something more is discerned than observed, what he calls 

‘disclosures’. Religious situations belong to this second kind of fact as a subcategory.
27

 

The first kind of facts he refers to as ‘observable facts’.
28

 However, Ramsey denies 

that what is immediately known to us are ‘sense-data’. For example, Bertrand Russell 

distinguished sense-data (colours, sounds, and so on), which he called ‘things that are 

immediately known in sensation’, from what is inferred from them (for example, a table).
29

 

But the problem with this is that, in the language we use, we cannot express any objective 

reference in terms of sense-data. When we say, ‘This is a table’, we mean to refer to the object 

we perceive, and not to the sense-data (its hardness, colours, and so on). In other words, 

there is no sense-data language which gives us an incorrigible account of what we perceive. 

Wittgenstein expressed this by saying that language is not infallible because it does not entail 

certainty by its correspondence with secondary qualities or unquestionable entities in the 

universe. Ramsey argues, therefore, that all we can say is that we are confronted with 

something other than ourselves, which we can call ‘objectively given’ although its description 

remains problematic.  

With regard to the ontological implications of this approach Ramsey refers to the 

debate about the status of ‘facts’. He says to closely follow the point of view of Peter F. 

Strawson who also stated that any kind of correspondence theory based on the presumed 
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certainty of sense-data must be denied. Instead, he argued that talk about facts, ‘fact-talk’, 

involves an existential or experienced claim. ‘Facts’ in his view refer to states of affairs, 

situations, sets of circumstances as experienced by a person. He also refers to these as 

‘events’ or ‘existents’.  

Strawson also speaks of ‘persons’ or ‘things’ which, compared to ‘facts’, have a 

different ontological status. For example, there are certain (factual) situations such as in 

‘This man is ill’, but there is also a different sense of ‘being’ or ‘existence’, for example in 

‘Men are seldom ill’, which does not refer to a certain situation or individual but to a set or 

category. Strawson referred to this ontological status as ‘substances’.
30

 These substances are 

the objective reference known as independent from the mind which are to be distinguished 

from ‘facts’ as stated in descriptive language and which can be analysed on the logical level 

of surface grammar. 

Ramsey agrees with Strawson’s position on this issue, but suggests an important 

addition: 

Facts and features are in the world and of the world, but not in the world as are things. 

But I believe that Strawson still needs to give his concept of ‘thing’ further analysis. In 

what circumstances does objective reference arise? It seems to me that it arises when we 

have a context of sufficient area to generate a disclosure and this would be the case 

when we have specified enough states of affairs, circumstances or features that lead to a 

disclosure of what Strawson would call a ‘thing’, a thing which exists as the objective 

reference of these features.
31

 

Here Ramsey introduces his own concept of ‘disclosure’ which he suggests elaborates 

Strawson’s view of the objective reference of ‘things’. The term refers to the second type of 

facts which Ramsey distinguishes, and is central to his approach. He argues that disclosures 

are based on experiential situations in which a deeper dimension can be discerned than that 

which is passively observed, and thus that this concept is based on a widened kind of 

empiricism.
32

 A situation which we passively observe can take on this deeper dimension in a 

moment of discernment or insight. 

Ramsey presents a number of examples to explain his point, one of which I will 

mention as an illustration. A judge enters court to give his verdict on a number of cases. 

The situation of the court can be described as ‘objective’, stripped of personal characteristics. 

For example, the judge wears a wig and a black robe to emphasise his role as an objective 

official, commissioned by the state to give rulings according to law. Even the language used 

in court has been stripped of personal terms. The judge is addressed as ‘Your Honour’ while 
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the parties concerned are addressed as ‘the accused’ and ‘Mister Prosecutor’. Here, as an 

example, we have an impersonal specific situation, a ‘mere façade of human existence’.
33

  

But suppose the judge is confronted with an accused one day who turns out to be a 

good old friend from the university where they both graduated. They immediately recognise 

each other as soon as the judge enters the courtroom. At that moment, the impersonal factual 

situation takes on a different personal dimension. Ramsey refers to this as a discernment, 

which he typifies as, for example, ‘the situation has come alive’ or ‘the penny drops’. 

Thus, ‘in stretching to include these facts, the situation has taken on ‘depth’ as well – it has 

become in a certain way partly elusive’.
34

 As a result, the language used also changes from an 

impersonal object language to personal language. 

Ramsey maintains that religious experience and the language in which this kind of 

experience is expressed are equally based on disclosure situations. His argument on this point 

is that since disclosures can take place in perceptual situations, religious disclosures can also 

be grounded on perceptual situations. In this way, Ramsey speaks of religious disclosures as a 

specific subcategory of disclosure situations. In a disclosure, ‘the objective reference is 

safeguarded, for the object declares its objectivity by actively confronting us’.
35

 What takes 

on depth in a situation can be called ‘objective’ alongside any subjective changes.
36

 When a 

religious situation has ‘come alive’, a subject is confronted by ‘something’, and it can still be 

called objective although not in the sense of the objectivity of positivistic science, but of the 

‘objectivity of what declares itself to us, it challenges us in a way that persons may do’.
37

 

 

Paul Ricœur also pointed to the uniqueness of religious language, and therefore also of 

miracle narratives. He places more emphasis on how metaphors are used in this kind of 

language to re-describe reality, while Ramsey emphasises the use of models in religious 

language to point to God as an objective referent.
38

 

In La métaphore vive (The Rule of Metaphor, 1975) Ricœur argues that a metaphor 

functions particularly at the level of the sentence and not individual words. For him, 

a metaphor is a discursive linguistic act based on not merely a substitution of words but on an 

extended predication.
39

 This means that a metaphor enables the creation of a new or figurative 

meaning out of a literal meaning. He thus uses the structure of double reference. In a 

metaphor, the literal meaning is denied and reveals a new kind of meaning that can be 

appropriated. 

For Ricœur, talking about ‘God’s acts’ as in miracle stories is a metaphorical 

expression with a double reference. This expression reveals the new meaning of an ‘acting 

God’ on the model of human action. Although God cannot be compared with Man, 

and human actions not with how God works, we say that ‘God works miracles’ by analogy. 

With regard to miracle stories it is therefore important that people do not assume the one-
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dimensional, literal meaning of the words or expressions used. It is also about what the 

sentences in the story as a whole want to tell us and what the story intends to encourage what 

the reader or hearer should do. In this regard he points to highlighting the importance of the 

plot of a story (‘emplotment’) which he explains as the skill of ‘eliciting a pattern from a 

succession’.
40

 

For example, in the Book of Exodus God speaks to Moses that he will enable him to 

perform miracles in Egypt.
41

 The words used
42

 portray extraordinary acts and are meant to 

have the existential significance of bringing about not just intellectual approval, but also 

appropriate action aimed at a disbelieving Israel, designated as a ‘sign’ for his followers to 

act. In Ricœur’s terminology: Miracle stories are metaphorical constructions in which the 

reality as we know it (human action) is re-described in terms of possibilities (God’s action by 

Moses) which opens up a new world to be inhabited. Thus, miracle narratives are written as 

‘both a literary artefact (…) and a representation of reality’.
43

 

In miracle narratives God is named as Actor which the reader or hearer may 

(re)discover, and which can inspire him or her to look for and find new sources of strength 

beyond expectation. In these stories, elements from past events are organised or constructed 

into a meaningful whole meant to offer meaning and direction in the lives of individuals and 

of their community.  

Ricœur regards miracle stories as an example of poetic discourse. However, poetic 

discourse, by using a double reference, is not completely segregated from descriptive 

language. It also speaks about our world, but in the sense of our ways of belonging to 

(appartenance) the world. This is a speaking which precedes the subject-object dichotomy 

which is at the heart of scientific knowledge with its criterion of empirical verification. 

Thus, theological language cannot provide any verifiable deductions but, as poetic language, 

has its own epistemology by generating valuable knowledge.  

My deepest conviction is that poetic language alone restores to us that participation in 

or belonging-to an order of things which precedes our capacity to oppose ourselves to 

things taken as objects opposed to a subject. Hence the function of poetic discourse is to 

bring about this emergence of a depth-structure of belonging-to amid the ruins of 

descriptive discourse.
44

 

However, this does not mean that this kind of language has no empirical relevance. 

The aim of poetic discourse is being able to uncover what, until then, had remained hidden, 

suggesting a proposed new world to our imagination ‘in which I can project my ownmost 

possibilities’.
45

 Thus, the world proposed by a poetic text, the world ‘in front of the text’, 
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refers to a world that is expanded and makes an appeal to us, inviting us to respond by, what 

he calls, appropriating a new world of possibilities through an increased self-understanding.
46

  

For Ricœur, all variations of biblical literature, not just the miracle narratives, are the 

bearers of a new reality which is still to come. In a variety of different literary forms ‘the 

possible precedes the actual and clears the way for it’
47

 or, as he also expressed it, ‘fiction 

changes reality’.
48

 Biblical literature therefore points to a new, possible level of existence. 

 

 

6.2.2 Miracle stories signify the presence of a transcendent power 

 

In this section we will look more closely at the reference of ‘God’ as an Actor in the 

world from a few more contributions from Ramsey and Ricœur. 

According to Ramsey, belief in God arises from a ‘cosmic disclosure’ that can take 

place when we become aware, not of a specific situation in the world, but of the world as a 

whole, analogous to a disclosure of ‘I’. 

The human case acts as a catalyst for the cosmic case, and it is as and when a cosmic 

disclosure is thereby evoked that we are able to speak of God – what cosmic disclosure 

discloses – in terms of the models with which the finite situations have supplied us.
49

 

For Ramsey ‘mind’ or ‘I’ refers to observable behaviour and more, since what a 

human person is cannot be described exhaustively in objective terms. ‘I’ is rather the 

contextual presupposition of all objective descriptions about myself.
50

 Because ‘I’ or the 

‘soul’ is what is disclosed in what is ‘more’ in the perceptual situation of the body, terms such 

as ‘body’ and ‘soul’ belong to logically different categories.  

Since religious disclosures represent a subcategory of personal disclosure situations, 

Ramsey also emphasises the empirical anchoring of religious language about God. 

Analogous to ‘I’ which refers to observable behaviour and what transcends it subjectively, 

‘God’ refers to the observable cosmos and what transcends it objectively.
51

 Ramsey’s point is 

that these words point to what is principally irreducible, or, as he puts it differently, 

to permanent mystery, which confronts us in a disclosure as something other than ourselves, 

which 

cannot be further characterised except as the One disclosed in and through the Many, or 

a ‘reality’ disclosed through ‘appearances’. But for some it has been labelled Absolute, 
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and for others God, though these words only gain a meaning in use in (…) stories 

leading to a disclosure of the one individuation, the one objective referent (…).
52

 

It is at this particular point that Ramsey echoes Wittgenstein’s notion that religious 

language points to what is unsayable.
53

 Although it is a matter of debate on how the 

‘unsayable’ is to be understood in Wittgenstein’s work, Ramsey states that religious language 

about God is possible. It is only by means of metaphors or models that one can say something 

about God.
54

 For him, ‘God’ is the metaphoric label of what others call ‘the Absolute’, 

‘the One’, and so on, which is disclosed as a mystery and in that sense an objective referent. 

The quote shows that the unsayable or objective referent can be named and interpreted in 

different ways. From a religious point of view this objective referent can be called 

‘metaphysical’ since it transcends the world. 

Religious language about disclosures not only uses metaphors or models, but also 

in Ramsey’s view, additional qualifiers that function as operators to establish the necessary 

logical oddness of religious language. A model can be defined as a situation ‘which can be 

used for reaching another situation with which we are not so familiar’.
55

 In the Old 

Testament, models from its Middle-eastern context are used to indicate aspects of what God is 

like, for example ‘king’, ‘shepherd’, ‘rock’, ‘warrior’. In our contemporary Western context 

these models can be replaced by models which are more familiar to us, for instance ‘friend’, 

‘leader’, ‘energy’, ‘protector’. A model is no more than a situation from the world of ordinary 

discourse which is used to enable a disclosure in a religious sense.
56

 Many models or a ‘multi-

model discourse’ can be used to express specific aspects of the objective referent. 

However, the choice of models is not unlimited. Models which are used in Christian 

theology should fulfil two criteria: Consistency and coherence. Consistency with regard to 

religious language means that the models used should not be contradictory. In theology the 
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objective referent can, for example, be indicated by a ‘rock’ or a ‘father’ but in the Christian 

tradition it would be incoherent to speak of God as a ‘robber’ or a ‘bogeyman’.  

A believer may discern a cosmic disclosure, for example, in the regular order of the 

seasons or the beauty of a mountain view in winter and from that experience God is named as 

a ‘creator’, an ‘architect’ or a ‘loving father’. Ramsey calls the accord between what is 

discerned and the model the ‘empirical fit’ of a model.
57

 

There must be something about the universe and Man’s experience in it which, for 

example matches the behaviour of a loving father (…) In other words, there are on the 

one hand certain situations in which we find ourselves, certain situations of a cosmic 

character, which in virtue of some feature or other echo, chime in with, are isomorphous 

with other situations in which we speak, for example of strong towers, of kingship, of 

fathers and sons, and the two together, because of the common feature, generate 

insight.
58

 

The word ‘God’ thus obtains its meaning when it is contextualised in metaphors or 

models which are also subject to the criterion of coherence. In the language used, the logical 

similarity between the model and what is disclosed should always be safeguarded. God is 

revealed, says Ramsey, ‘when we see the point of the various metaphors as when their 

phrases are united’.
59

  

A qualifier can be defined as a ‘directive which prescribes a special way of developing 

those ‘model’ situations’.
60

 By means of a qualifier, the model shows its distinct logical 

oddness. For example, the model ‘father’ can function as an empirical fit by which a speaker 

aims to say something about God, such as in ‘As a father has compassion on his children, so 

the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him’.
61

 By adding the qualifier ‘heavenly’ and by 

using beginning capital letters in ‘Heavenly Father’, it can be said that God has aspects of 

fatherhood as we know it, but also that God is inexhaustibly more than this. In other words, 

the qualifier functions as a pointer to God who cannot be fully described, except by means of 

models derived from the human situation. In this sense, qualifiers in religious discourse are 

‘words which save (…) the transcendence’.
62

 

Ramsey’s contention is that, by means of models and qualifiers, a language emerges 

which fits ‘closer and closer to the language which a believer uses about God’.
63

 For the 

believer, ‘God’ is a ‘keyword’ or the contextual presupposition of all talk about the world or 
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the universe.
64

 It refers to what can be perceived objectively and more, and by its logical 

distinct language is ‘an attempt to be articulate about the divine mystery’.
65

 Christian theology 

articulates in evocative language the cosmic depth or disclosure experienced in the 

appearance of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

Ricœur agreed with Ramsey that the models or metaphors used for the reference of 

‘God’ originate from their literal meaning. For example, to see God as an ‘actor’ in miracles 

requires an understanding of what ‘acting’ is from an empirical situation. But God is not an 

actor in a literal sense. The only way to speak about God is in images, from known situations, 

but the referent remains principally unsayable, and thus, says Ricœur, the ‘is’ and ‘is not’ of 

the metaphor must both be maintained. 

For Ricœur, the function of metaphor as poetic language is to project a new world that 

we can imagine and inhabit. It refers from known empirical situations to what is possible, 

what Ricœur calls ‘a new way of self-understanding’ which is meant as a religious phrase. 

In texts in which God is named, the self can be opened to a new world or new kind of 

existence in which God is present, a world previously unknown to Man but disclosed and 

appropriated by means of the text. 

In miracle narratives it is expressed that ordinary situations are extended to the 

religious domain, more in particular from self-reliance to reliance on God. For example, in the 

miracle story of the miraculous catch of fish, at first the followers of Jesus had been 

unsuccessful in catching fish, but when they threw their nets into the sea at Jesus’ command 

only then did they yield a huge catch. And when many were hungry and there was no food, 

the disciples went to Jesus who turned seven loaves of bread and a few small fish into 

thousands of bread and fish, after he looked up to heaven and gave thanks.
66

 In these miracle 

narratives, Ricœur says, ‘the course of ordinary life is broken and the unexpected happens 

whereby the audience is led to think about the unthinkable’.
67

 In such stories God is named 

metaphorically as the actor who is trusted to accomplish what seemed like a hopeless 

empirical situation. 

In addition to miracle narratives, the Bible distinguishes a number of modes of 

discourse in which God is named: hymns, laws, parables, prophecies, and wisdom sayings.
68

 

Ricœur speaks of the ‘manifestation’ of God through the use of poetic language in these 

different modes. He owes this concept to the ground-breaking work of Rudolf Otto and 

Mircea Eliade.
69

 The biblical world as it has been told in various literary forms in a believing 
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community names the ‘subject’ that is constantly coming to light: the sacred God as the 

ultimate referent:  

God, who is named by the texts held open by my desire to listen, is, in a way still to be 

spoken of, the ultimate referent of these texts. God is in some manner implied by the 

“issue” of these texts, by the world     the biblical world     that these texts unfold. 

Miracle narratives from this religious community refer to God who is experienced as 

creative, powerful and active which elicits the emotional reactions of ‘awe’ and ‘wonder’. 

In these texts it is stated that God is the mighty Creator and Actor who ultimately controls the 

destiny of the world. The miracle narratives indicate this faith in different situations, such as: 

God heals, God can do what seems impossible for Man, God liberates Man from the world of 

sin, God has a plan of salvation and God re-creates the world.  

In historical critical research on biblical texts it has been argued that a development of 

these miracle narratives took place from a specific early kernel indicating an intertextual 

linkage. In the eye of the believing community the whole of reality, past, present and future is 

governed by God and in an assumed linear historical process God’s actions are seen as a 

development of transformations. This starts from the story of creation, from chaos to order, 

the creation of Man, Man’s deviation from God and his acquittal in Christ, the Son of God 

sent to save the world, Christ’s victory of evil by a divine power, and the restoration of all of 

God’s creation. The purpose of telling and re-telling such narratives was not only to confirm 

faith in God in a religious community, but also to pass on the legacy of faith to subsequent 

generations and to those outside who were willing to ‘hear’. 

According to Ricœur, reading miracle narratives in our post-Enlightenment culture in 

the West requires rediscovering the revelatory potential of what he calls the ‘Adamic myth 

and the eschatological vision of history’.
70

 In this approach a myth is not a ‘false explanation’ 

as suggested by some science-oriented opponents of miracles but ‘a traditional narration 

which relates to events that happened at the beginning of time and which has the purpose of 

providing grounds for the ritual actions [of people] today’.
71

  

What miracle narratives may mean in what he called a second naïveté interpretation is 

for Ricœur not the end of a process of re-appropriation of texts. The aim of a religious 

interpretation is, as Ricœur calls it, ‘a qualitative transformation of reflexive consciousness’.
72

 

Miracle stories as a specific mode of discourse aim to change our lived reality to what he 

loosely calls ‘aiming at the “good life” with and for others, in just institutions’.
73

 

Thus, miracle narratives can still be a kind of discourse which is intelligible when different 

hermeneutical horizons meet. By these stories people may still come to faith although writers 

and hearers live in very different worlds. It is therefore of the utmost importance to take note 

of these narratives that signify the presence and transformative powers of God and, by this 

signification, may open up the possibility of a new form of existence. 
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Ricœur maintains that these narratives function on various levels of existence, not only 

personally but also as ‘narratives forming a symbolic universe which legitimises actions on 

the social plane’.
74

 He points out that if we allow our imagination to work, without judging 

miracle stories beforehand from critical presuppositions, then these stories cause change, not 

just in an existential way, but as ‘work’ also in objective-historical or in the social and 

political domains. 

It is part of the essence of poetics to “remake” the world following the essential 

intention of the poem (…) understanding oneself in front of the text is not something 

that just happens in one’s head or in language. It is what the gospel calls “putting the 

word to work.” In this regard, to understand the world and to change it are 

fundamentally the same.75  

This wider, ethical horizon of his work on self-understanding becomes apparent in his 

last work on ‘recognition’. It is by being recognised as a person, as a human being, 

that mutual recognition is awakened, which is to say that recognition reorients our 

responsibility for others and the world we inhabit ‘toward a generosity equal to the one that 

led to the first gift’.
76

 It is from the recognition of this gift of life from God that Man is called 

to take responsibility for others and the world, seen as a wondrous creation, which calls for 

practical action in view of our current global concerns.
77

 

 

 

6.2.3 The hermeneutical horizon of the biblical writers 

 

From my analyses of the main arguments for and against miracles, I concluded that in 

the current debate a miracle is primarily defined and discussed as a factual ‘violation of 

natural laws by an unobservable being’. From the age of Enlightenment, this definition from 

Hume continued to play an important role by asking proponents of miracles if they really 

believe that miracles have happened and, if so, how they answer the epistemological demand 

for evidence. However, in this section I intend to show that this particular narrow approach to 

the miracle problem from an empirical Western point of view does not do justice to the 

variety of meanings that can be found in miracle narratives that originated in a Middle Eastern 

context of two millennia ago. To discover these meanings it can be enriching to ‘hear’ these 

narratives (again). 

From a hermeneutical point of view a contemporary Western reader of ancient stories 

is confronted with a ‘strange’ context by its different worldview, cosmology, culture, and 

language, written in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. This strangeness of the ancient texts cannot 

be resolved when the reader continues to operate from a limited criterion of truth in which it 

is assumed that miracle stories are descriptive, propositional statements which refer to matters 

of fact and thus fails to realise that they are written in religious language in a specific context. 
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Only if one takes note of the hermeneutical horizon of the original writers the clash with the 

strange world of ancient texts may lead to a meaningful ‘melting of different horizons’. 

In this section I will continue to explore how the concept of miracle was used in the 

religious community in which the biblical texts originated. In this way I will follow Ricœur’s 

recommendation by taking a ‘detour’ to the language used in Scripture in order to ‘hear again’ 

what can be found there.  

 

The Bible starts, in its first book of Genesis, with the phrase: ‘In the beginning God 

created the heavens and the earth’. Throughout the Old and New Testaments, the God of the 

Bible is described as creative, personal, powerful and active.  

Of the ‘mighty acts’ of God, none have been as important as the miracles. But a single, 

clear-cut definition of ‘miracle’ cannot be found in these collections of texts. In the Old 

Testament, God’s miracles are described by a variety of words: אתות ,נפלאות ,נדלות or מופתים
78

. 

The plural נדלות refers to God’s ‘mighty deeds’.
79

 ,usually refers to God’s saving deeds נפלאות 

his ‘marvels’ or ‘wonders’ in the history of Israel when there seemed to be a hopeless 

situation. The word does not always refer to occurrences contrary to the experienced regular 

order of nature.
80

 The basic purpose of the word appears to be to point out the contrast 

between what Man thinks is possible and what is possible for God. 

The notion that God can realise what for humans seem to lie entirely beyond their 

reach, is expressed in certain well-known texts. A good example is found in Genesis 18:14, 

where the aged Sarah can only respond with laughter to the promise of a son, but God says to 

Abraham: ‘Is anything too hard [היפלא] for the LORD?’ The International Standard Version 

(ISV) translates היפלא with ‘difficult’, and the New American Bible (NAB, revised edition) 

uses ‘marvellous’. These two translations indicate just some possibilities in expressing the 

basic meaning in today’s terminology. But the most common form is the plural used as a 

noun, נפלאות, which we can find in the psalms, which expresses that everything that God does 

in Israel’s foundation story, from Exodus to Deuteronomy, is depicted as a ‘wonder’, resulting 

in the appeal to praise him. אות is usually translated as ‘sign’ and occurs in all historical 

layers, with מופתים conjoined in the plural as a formulaic portrayal of God’s acts of delivering 

Israel from Egypt. These short references from the Old Testament texts serve to confirm that 

we are confronted with different expressions that are used in biblical texts. They express both 

the greatness of the acts of God and Man’s emotion of wonder they evoke. 

One has to bear in mind that the idea of a ‘violation of natural laws’ cannot be found 

as such in the biblical texts. God’s help may come in many ways, also in very natural ways 

and is still seen as a ‘miracle’. Our modern Western worldview, our mental model of reality, 

differs greatly from that of the biblical writers and so we must be careful not to misinterpret 

the words we translate with ‘miracle’ from the ancient texts. The authors of these texts would 

not have understood critical questions about the factuality of miracle stories. Since we are 
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dealing with religious stories written from a specific conviction, the biblical writers express 

their faith of the reality of God and his acts in history which precedes their perception of the 

cosmos and the world in which they lived.  

In the New Testament, in Hebrews 11:29-35, we literally read that faith precedes the 

perception of reality in this astonishing passage about miraculous events: 

 
29 

By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as on dry land; but when the 

Egyptians tried to do so, they were drowned. 
30 

By faith the walls of Jericho fell, after 

the army had marched round them for seven days. 
31 

By faith the prostitute Rahab, 

because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient.
 32 

And 

what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson and 

Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the prophets, 
33 

who through faith conquered 

kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of 

lions, 
34 

quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose 

weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign 

armies. 
35 

Women received back their dead, raised to life again.  

 

Here, too, the perception of the writer is explicitly preceded by the faith that, no matter 

how difficult a situation may appear, one can rely on God who can do miracles, against all 

odds.  

Looking at the miracle stories in the New Testament, we can also observe a variety of 

concepts for a miracle, similarly to those in the Old Testament. For example, Paul uses three 

words that refer to ‘miracles’ in 2 Corinthians 12:12: 

 

Truly the signs [σημεῖα] of an apostle were accomplished among you with all 

perseverance, in signs [σημείοις] and wonders [τέρασιν] and mighty deeds 

[δυνάμεσιν].
81

 

 

 ’Works’ (Έργα) is also sometimes82 used, referring to Christ’s actions. Σημεῖον83
 

means a ‘sign’, ‘prodigy’ or ‘portent’, i.e. an unusual occurrence, transcending the common 

course of nature as it was known then, but it can also refer to remarkable events soon to 

happen as portents of the last days. It often refers to miracles and wonders by which God 

authenticates the men sent by him. It can also validate a divine commission, testify to a 

message from God or bear witness to the presence of God. Τέρατα
84

 is commonly translated 

as ‘wonders’ and is used only in the plural in combination with σημεῖα, denoting events 

attributed to God that are astonishing for humans to see, eliciting an emotion of awe. In the 

Septuagint, in the book of Exodus, this combination refers to the miracle of the escape of the 
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Jews from Egypt. The singular τέρας means a miraculous sign from God.
85 Δυνάμις basically 

means inherent ‘strength’, ‘power’ or ‘ability’ for performing miracles caused by someone 

who is supposed to possess ‘superhuman’ powers.
86

 Moreover, this concept implies the ability 

to perform acts of punishment, a meaning which was not uncommon in Greek religion.87 

In the Old Testament God’s actions in Israel’s foundation story are referred to as 

‘wonders’, while in the New Testament God’s decisive action is seen in the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ. The miracles that are attributed to Jesus do not clearly function as evidence of 

his divinity. In the Synoptic Gospels it is generally emphasised that Jesus performed miracles 

because of the faith of those who approached him, while in the Gospel of John it is told that 

miracles bring forth faith albeit a number of sayings that support a contrary view.
88

  

My conclusion, after looking at the various words and translations, is that a single 

definition of ‘miracle’ cannot be based on these ancient texts. This helps us to understand that 

a very short definition of miracles is used in most studies of these texts, or a definition is 

omitted all together. 

In Ramsey’s terminology, in the context of biblical faith a miracle is an event that 

causes amazement, awe, or wonder, based on an empirical situation that reveals or discloses 

more to a believer than what can be observed. The New Testament writers saw in Jesus more 

than just a man. In the light of their Jewish tradition he was seen as the one sent by God who 

was able to overcome the power of evil. They identified him as the one who represented the 

‘power of God’ and thus became known as the ‘Son of God’, a title well known in that 

historical context. 

In the Old Testament, angels, honourable men, and the kings of Israel can all be called 

‘sons of God’, but in Christian faith this title was used exclusively for the indication of Jesus’ 

true identity as the ‘only’ Son of God. This is how the title is used in the New Testament 

and in early Christian theology.
89
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In this sense, the miracle stories function in a manner comparable to the parables about 

Jesus when, as Ricœur observed, ‘the course of ordinary life is broken and the unexpected 

happens’.
90

 In the world known to them people believed that they can be delivered from evil 

which manifests itself in forms of disease, possession of evil spirits, or even death, if only 

they would fully trust or rely on God’s Son. In this sense, the parables and miracles of the 

New Testament point to the ultimate defeat of evil in the ‘Kingdom of God’ which was 

believed to be imminent. 

In the Christian tradition, Jesus’ life, death and resurrection are portrayed as the 

ultimate miraculous acts of deliverance by God that point to the imminence of his Kingdom. 

This was interpreted as an unfolding of a plan of salvation in line with and presented as the 

culmination of much older narratives of deliverance in the Old Testament. One of Ricœur’s 

contributions to the debate on miracles is that he pointed out that biblical miracle stories are 

intertextually linked to the earlier great stories of deliverance from the Jewish tradition, in 

particular from Exodus. 

The signification of miracle narratives in the New Testament by pointing to the 

imminence of the Kingdom of God can be shown to be intertextually linked to older Hebrew 

expressions. Although the equivalent of the Greek Βασιλεία τοῦ Θεοῦ (or τῶν οὐρανῶν in 

Matthew) cannot be found in the Old Testament, reference is made to God’s ‘Kingdom’ in, 

for example,              (Yours is the Kingdom) in 1 Chronicles 29:11. In Daniel 3:33 (4:3), the 

metaphorical expression of God’s Kingdom is linked to the miracles attributed to him where it 

is said that                                                                             (How great are his signs and 

how mighty are his wonders. His Kingdom is an everlasting Kingdom). When           (his 

Kingdom) is used in reference to God, ‘it almost always refers to His authority or to His rule 

as the heavenly King’.91
 This ‘kingly rule’ is an even better translation for Βασιλεία since we 

are dealing with a religious expression which does not refer some territory but to a ‘Kingdom, 

not of this world’.
92

 As a religious dynamic concept it can also be said to refer to the reign of 

God in action.
93

 

In the Old Testament, this Kingdom is to be fulfilled through the line of descent of 

King David’s family. The Christian assertion of Jesus as the Christ (the Messiah) stems from 

this Jewish theocratic belief in the Kingdom.
94

 It is important to note that the interpretation of 

this religious concept refers to a restoration not only of the spiritual domain, but of all 

creation by the ideal ‘king of righteousness’ which begins by personal redemption since 

distortion of personal relationships is ‘at the root of all distortion in creation’.
95

 This view 

was not uncommon in the context of the ancient Near East since, for example, laws on social 
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justice concerning the protection of widows and orphans can be traced back to 2,400 BC in 

the reforms of laws by King Uru-inimgina of Lagash.
96

 

In the stories of miracles about Jesus linked as sign-events of the coming Kingdom of 

God, his audience would have understood the connection with the earlier promises of 

fulfilment, known from their common Jewish heritage. The New Testament writers portrayed 

Jesus as the one who had been sent from heaven to herald the Kingdom as the final 

completion of God’s deliverance. In the prophetic texts of the Gospels and in the Book of 

Revelation, echoing Isaiah’s ‘new earth’, Jesus heralds a ‘new heaven and a new earth’ that is 

promised after the final judgment. This vision of an ultimately redeemed humanity has led to 

the widely accepted view among New Testament scholars that the Kingdom has already 

begun with the appearance of Jesus, but awaits fulfilment in the future.
97

 

The religious significance of the miracles attributed to Jesus by the New Testament 

writers is that he was seen as the Son of God who inaugurated a new era which had been 

promised in much older testimonies. The miracles he would have actually performed are not 

the point in these religious texts, but what is important is that specific types of miracles were 

attributed to Jesus. 

A number of critical modern theologians such as Bultmann, Schillebeeckx and Küng 

maintained that from the ancient texts it can reasonably be assumed that Jesus was most 

probably a healer and an exorcist. They concluded this on the basis of historical critical 

studies of the Gospels. However, stories about miracles were not exceptional in this particular 

Eastern context. For example, it is well known that there were also many other miracle 

workers such as Apollonius of Tyana.
98

 But what was astonishing and exceptional was that, in 

the hermeneutical horizon of the Gospel writers and also in the book of Acts, Jesus was seen 

as the one with ‘the power of God’ who delivers people from ‘the power of Satan’. 

This explains why specifically exorcisms and healings, which for the Jews were both 

situations that indicate that people are trapped in the power of evil, play a central role in the 

miracles told about Jesus. Precisely these types of miracles are mentioned, not as isolated 
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events to demonstrate God’s power, but as ‘manifestations of the dawn of time of salvation 

and of the beginning of the annihilation of Satan’.
99

  

Ignoring in this study the problem of dating the New Testament sources, remarkable 

differences can be observed, for example, between the Gospels and Paul’s letters, which can 

shed light on the formation of theological views on miracles in the Bible. In Paul’s letters, 

miracles as ‘acts of God’ are intertextually linked to the Jewish sources (γραφαῖς ἁγίαις) in 

which, in particular, God’s miracle power is related to the narratives of the creation of the 

world.
100

 As is the case in the Old Testament, the acts of God mentioned by Paul are not to be 

compared with those of Man.
101

 Moreover, it is typical of the Pauline letters that the exorcism 

of evil spirits plays an insignificant role compared to the Synoptic Gospels. Bultmann and 

also Schillebeeckx suggest that in these letters the importance of the miracles lies in the 

eschatological perspective. Paul portrays Satan as Christ’s opponent, although the emphasis is 

more on how he is used to carry out God’s punishment ‘to deliver such a one to Satan for the 

destruction of the flesh’.
102

 As in the texts of the Synoptic Gospels, Paul states that miracles 

attributed to God announce a new era that has come in Christ. In this sense, the texts of the 

Pauline letters confirm that miracle narratives in the New Testament are not regarded as 

supernatural, magical or paranormal phenomena, but as a ‘signs’ of the imminence of God’s 

Kingdom.
103

 

 

 

6.2.4 On the methodology of reading ancient miracle narratives 

 

In line with the suggested methodology of Schillebeeckx and Küng, Ricœur advised 

an ‘excavation’ of the biblical texts in a literary approach with the help of critical research. 

In the interpretation of the biblical texts, he recommended to remain close to those modalities 

of discourse that are most original within the language of the community of faith.
104

 

Faith in this community is expressed in very different modes of discourse that should 

not be neutralised, for example, by harmonising them in some form of pre-understanding or 

by a reduction to a set of propositions that would only make sense if reference can be made to 

verifiable facts. These modes are the different voices of the community of faith through which 

the manifold proclamations associated with God are expressed. In the Old Testament God is 

expressed as the Creator of the universe, an Actor in miraculous ways, the Source of the Law, 

the One who speaks through the prophets or who is hidden in wisdom literature.
105
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Ricœur emphasised that we need all the expressions of faith, the ‘fullness of language’ 

or extended discourse, to find out what this type of religious language means.
106

 Tensions and 

contrasts in these modes must be upheld due to their theological significance. Ramsey made a 

similar point by stressing that the different models and qualifiers that are used for ‘God’ must 

meet the criteria of consistency and coherence that emerge in a language that fits ‘closer and 

closer to the language which a believer uses about God’. 

In all of these modes of literature, God is named in a variety of ways, although he 

remains principally unsayable, indicated by יהוה  (Yahweh). In the history of Israel, ‘Yahweh’ 

is most prominently associated with the act of deliverance of the founding event expressed in 

the central miracle narrative in the book of Exodus. Ricœur argued that biblical narratives 

show to be interrelated and therefore should not be taken out of the context in which they are 

linked to their founding events:  

The theology of the Old Testament is first established as a “theology of traditions” 

around several kernel events: the call of Abraham, the exodus, the anointing of David, 

and so forth. The naming of God is thus first of all a narrative naming. The theology of 

traditions names God in accord with a historical drama that recounts itself as a narrative 

of liberation. God is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and is, therefore, the Actant 

of the great gesture of deliverance. And God’s meaning as Actant is bound up with the 

founding events in which the community of interpretation recognises itself as enrooted, 

set up, and established.
107

 

In his biblical interpretation Ricœur specifically elaborated on the religious context 

of the writers of miracle stories that should be considered, which may form a hindrance of 

understanding for hearers of these stories in a different historical context. Lewis S. Mudge has 

summarised this problem of understanding by pointing at three ‘moments’ in Ricœur’s 

hermeneutical theory: ‘testimony in the making’, the ‘critical moment’ and ‘the post-critical 

moment which lead to the ‘second naïveté’ interpretation of ancient texts.
108

 

In Ricœur’s terminology the testimony of the biblical writers operating in a pre-critical 

context of understanding belongs to the ‘first naïveté’. In a next critical stage, contemporary 

readers can only form an understanding of ancient texts from a contextual distance since they 

look through their own interpretive lenses. Interpretation always takes place in a specific 

narrative framework in a community ‘in which it is woven’. Ricœur expresses this, for 

example, by saying that ‘Man is this plural and collective unity in which the unity of 

destination and the differences of destinies are to be understood through each other’.
109
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The problem with reading ancient narratives is that it may lead to a confrontation with 

‘strange’, dissimilar conceptual frameworks since the reader can only interpret from another 

situated form of understanding from a particular socio-historical context. The consequence is 

that texts from ancient cultures are not easily understood at face value, especially in the case 

of symbolism and myth. For example, modern Western interpreters of ancient miracle 

narratives can make a preliminary guess about what they mean, but they have long lost 

affinity with the world of ancient texts. In our Western world, we have developed a critical 

attitude towards these texts which has become an indelible part of our interpretation 

apparatus. Therefore, Ricœur allows for a diversity of critical approaches to the text, such as 

form and redaction criticism. He expressed this in the well-known remark that ‘one seeks to 

explain more in order to understand better’.
110

 

In and through criticism, one may ‘hear again’ what ancient texts convey to us in, 

what he calls, a ‘second naïveté’. In a post-critical moment, the contemporary interpreter re-

appropriates biblical concepts through his or her own understanding on which ancient 

meanings may have a transformative effect: ‘We must understand in order to believe, but we 

must believe in order to understand’.
111

  

In his first major work on the philosophy of the will, La symbolique du mal (The 

symbolism of evil, 1960) Ricœur realised that the meaningfulness of any kind of discourse 

can only be measured by its own criteria, a view inspired by Wittgenstein’s later work. 

He argued that the language used about evil is taken from many ancient symbols and myths 

and since this kind of language is multi-interpretable or polysemic, it always needs to be re-

interpreted. This means that symbols and myths from ancient cultures include a surplus of 

meaning since they always remain open to new interpretations. 

Thus, the result of Ricœur’s historical and literary criticism is to remythologise the 

symbolic world of ancient texts. It is only by interpretation which is formed, developed and 

maintained in a tradition that we can ‘hear again’ the words of the text which does not result 

in the repudiation of the symbolic world of the past but in its re-vivifying and a renewal of its 

revelatory significance. 

 

 

6.2.5 Miracles in science and Western theology: from conflict to congruity 

 

The current debate about miracles is often presented as a conflict between science and 

religion about evidence for or against miracles. The starting point of this study was a 

confrontation between the New Atheists and a number of religious opponents in which the 

science oriented atheists pressed this point as the most important question. I have indicated 

that this confrontation leads to a deadlock, not only since it suggests that science would 

oppose religion, but also because it narrows the debate to a disagreement about facts and 

evidence which I clarified from the perspective of the post-Enlightenment Western context. 

In previous sections I also showed that this narrow outlook does not do justice to the ancient 

religious texts. 
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In the analyses and evaluations of arguments I have noted that such an uncritical, one-

dimensional reading of miracle narratives has been criticised in alternative approaches, for 

example by the theologians Rudolf Bultmann, Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Küng. 

Instead they suggested a critical hermeneutical approach in order to emphasise what miracle 

narratives may signify for people who live in a modern Western context. For them miracle 

stories are not so much about what factually took place in history but they should be 

understood from considering the hermeneutical horizon of the biblical writers. 

These theologians used a scientific approach by acknowledging the historical critical method 

to unravel the different layers of interpretation in the Gospels and penetrate the earliest 

tradition about Jesus in the Gospels. They argued that the high honorific titles accredited to 

Jesus only emerged after his death in a re-interpretation which was a common method of 

historiography in that particular context. Ricœur argued that biblical narratives are 

interrelated to crucial founding events which function in a religious community. In this 

community a linear historical process of God’s actions in the world was assumed, from the 

creation to its final destiny. 

In this study I have also indicated that in a number of arguments in favour of miracles 

a further reconnection is made between science and theology. McGrath is a good example of 

such an attempt. He points out that science and religion are, and always have been, mutually 

influential. This study also shows that, for example, science has led to new theological 

arguments in which miracles are regarded as factual events such as from Heim, Swinburne 

and Craig. I have also pointed out that scientific research has had an important influence on 

the traditional Roman Catholic argument since it has influenced the number and types of 

miracles recognised by the Church. 

The presentation of the debate as an opposition between science and Western theology 

can be deconstructed as a misconstrual. Firstly, it contravenes the historical arguments that I 

have already mentioned.
112

 Furthermore, in the present Western context it is generally agreed 

upon that the natural sciences cannot be the ultimate authority in all areas of life as suggested 

in an earlier positivistic phase. In his ‘scientific theology’ McGrath argues that the ‘strata of 

reality’ are now studied by conforming types of science, each with a matching epistemology. 

This means that the hermeneutical approach in theology has its own epistemology which 

enables the acknowledgement of the cognitive significance of religious narratives.  

Ricœur calls the biblical miracles ‘quasi-empirical’ by regarding these narratives not 

as a report of facts but as the narration of an event.
113

 He argues that this kind of narration is 

not a list of propositions written in descriptive language that can be used as evidence or 

considered as ‘revealed truths’. For him, this is an additional dogmatic ecclesiastical 

interpretation of later centuries, a ‘second-degree discourse’ that prevents us from listening 

carefully to what biblical texts as a whole convey to us.
114

 Witnessing to miracles as a first-

degree discourse in these texts, is ‘no longer to testify that … , but to testify to …’, which 

means that this kind of testimony should be understood as the best proof of a conviction’.
115

 

In other words, ‘witnessing’ in biblical terms is not about observations of events such as 
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assumed in court when witnesses are interrogated, but about faith or a conviction or, as 

Ricœur expresses it, ‘about something or someone which goes beyond’ the person who 

testifies since it ‘proceeds from the Other’.
116

 

By looking at a number of such biblical testimonies (6.2.3) I concluded that, 

understood from the hermeneutical horizon of the writers, miracle narratives signify the 

power of God which overcomes the reign of Satan seen as the personification of all powers 

that chain Man to the world of sin. Miracles herald a new age of the reality of God’s rule and 

are therefore always associated with a radical renewal or essential transformation, such as in 

the escape from Egypt to the promised land, an ascension from earth to heaven, a healing 

from an incurable disease or a resurrection of a body. The creation story can also be seen as 

an essential transformation since God creates the world out of chaos. The biblical miracles 

bear witness to these transformative powers and, at the same time, to Man’s unquestionable 

limitations and finitude. 

Miracles not only express a cognitive concession of the limitation of the individual, 

but, in the terminology used, predominantly a transcendent emotional experience by realising 

Man’s dependence on a greater whole or transcendent power. In the biblical miracle stories, 

the ‘numinous’ element of the sacred is never primarily something that involves just the 

intellect or language.
117

 For example, early Hebrew texts on miracles indicate an emotive 

level when God’s acts in Israel’s foundation story are referred to as his ‘marvels’ or 

‘wonders’. The New Testament is also full of ‘wonders’ in stories about events that cause the 

emotional reactions of amazement and awe. This is in line with Rudolf Otto’s reference to the 

‘manifestation of the Holy’ which is expressed first and foremost by emphasising an 

emotional experience of ‘shaking’ (tremendum) and of ‘fascination’ (fascinosum).
118

 

Ricœur considers these primordial emotions as modalities of our relation to the world in 

which ways of belonging are expressed. In his words, these kinds of expressed emotions 

‘should throw us into the midst of things’.
119

 

By reading the biblical miracle stories, the human imagination enables the disclosure 

of a new world which can be inhabited. Ricœur maintains that by such a re-enactment a 

semantic innovation of the narrative takes place in the invention of the plot, which reshapes 

the reality of the world. 
120

 In this way, hermeneutics may not only function as a helpful 

companion in nurturing intellectually satisfactory and emotionally lively religious beliefs. It 

can also shed new light on the function of creative imaginations that have the power to create 

a new reality. 

Ricœur’s argument on the semantic innovation of narratives in textual form can also 

be applied to other uses of images in religious communities. For example, in Orthodox 

Christianity the icon is used as a vehicle not just for personal contemplation in order to be 

brought into the presence of God, but also to connect oneself to the community of faith, 
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the living and the dead. In the Orthodox Church, the icon is ‘part of the whole system of 

decoration: there you are surrounded by other images, other icons, each of them embodying or 

conveying different aspects of the divine action in one mode or another’.
121

 The ‘work’ of the 

image is to represent the transcendent reality of God, to confirm the interconnectedness with 

the community of faith and to strengthen the believers in their conviction. 

However, it can be asked how hermeneutics as an alternative approach to miracles that 

focuses on the meaning of miracle narratives, rather than on factuality and evidence, can find 

a connection with other scientific fields since it emphasises the importance of human 

interpretation and thus subjectivity.  In McGrath’s contribution to the debate it was pointed 

out that he appreciated the contribution of hermeneutics in its focus on the constructive and 

subjective nature of interpretation that plays a role in all of the sciences. However, he also 

warns against a too one-sided approach from this perspective by neglecting the objective side 

of ‘that what is encountered’. He proposes a balanced view in which the different sciences 

accommodated in a layered stratification mutually inform and enrich each other. This implies 

for theologians that they should become more familiar with developments in the natural 

sciences, psychology and social sciences, and for those who are involved in the natural 

sciences by seeking connection with the other strata of the sciences, such as religion or 

theology. However, he recollects that this advice is not new since it has strong historical 

roots.
122

 

While Bultmann and Barth, in their dialectical approach in theology, did not seek any 

connection with developments in science, Ramsey and Ricœur attempted to build an 

epistemological bridge by using models and metaphors from human experience that are also 

used in the natural sciences. They supported Bultmann’s existential hermeneutical approach 

but with reservations. They pointed out that the language of believers used to refer to God is 

inevitably formed by people’s own images and ways of thought. Their emphasis on talk about 

God as the mystery by which Man is confronted principally excludes any preference of a 

single religious construction or exclusivism. Since human contexts can be very different, 

religious constructions, in the use of words, images and objects of art are unique ways of 

pointing to what is unsayable. 

Ricœur agreed with Bultmann that ancient narratives have the capacity to cause 

change, not just in an existential or personal way, but ultimately also in objective-historical, 

social and political, domains. I suggest extending the capacity of renewal by means of the 

human imagination also to current neurobiology. The hermeneutical endeavour actually finds 

support in scientific research on the effects of meditation and practicing a specific conviction, 

which does not necessarily mean a religious conviction. In a number of arguments I have 

mentioned that the suggestion was made that some miracles, particularly healing miracles, 
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may well be regarded as psychosomatic effects. Apparently one’s mental attitude, conviction 

or faith has physically measurable effects. Scientific support for this approach implies a 

criticism of the so-called brain-centred view of the mind or consciousness. But reductionism 

of the human mind to brain processes is not a settled matter among scientists. This view 

originated from studies of individuals with lesions in specific areas of the brain that cause 

predictable changes in mental processes. However, there is also growing scientific evidence 

that we are dealing with a reciprocal relationship between the brain and mental processes that 

requires an interdisciplinary approach, which enables a renewed dialogue and cooperation 

between science and religion. Here is just one example out of many studies on this topic: 

It is becoming increasingly clear, however, that there is at least one type of information 

processing and manipulation that does not readily lend itself to explanations that assume 

that all final causes are subsumed within brain, or more generally, central nervous 

system mechanisms. The cases in question are those in which the conscious act of 

wilfully altering the mode by which experiential information is processed itself changes, 

in systematic ways, the cerebral mechanisms used. There is a growing recognition of the 

theoretical importance of applying experimental paradigms that use directed mental 

effort to produce systematic and predictable changes in brain function.
123

 

In recent neurological literature, the term ‘self-directed neuroplasticity’ refers to the 

cerebral function that can be predictably altered by conscious effort.124 Scientific evidence is 

increasing that our mindset, imagination, and conscious effort can and does change the 

structure of the brain.
125

 More research on the effects of having a religious interpretation on 

the basis of the reciprocal relationship between the brain and mental processes may be 

scientifically rewarding. In this regard, a number of important studies have already been 

carried out, for example on the effects on health and on criminal behaviour.
126

 These recent 
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developments in science support a hermeneutics that maintains that Man is an active, 

interpreting creature who has the capacity of renewal. 

In the hermeneutical horizon of the biblical texts miracles refer to an essential 

transformation or change from the world of sin to the world of God. This essential 

transformation enabled by the imagination always includes a change of the individual but 

ultimately encompass the whole of God’s creation. In this sense neurobiology can confirm 

what has already been indicated in religion: the human imagination works in forms of art, 

such as in stories about miracles, in such a way that a new world is disclosed that can be 

entered in which the mystery of God and the fellowship with all human beings is imagined. 

In our era religion is sometimes still confronted with science orientated arguments 

such as from the New Atheists who aim to eliminate all forms of faith as fallacies. For them 

miracle narratives are not more than fairy tales which can even be dangerous to public mental 

health if believed to be true. In their dialogues with religious opponents their agenda is to 

raise the question of factuality or proof of religious assertions aimed at pushing opponents in 

the defensive corner, suggesting that religion is obsolete in an age of science. 

In a debate with Dawkins, McGrath points out that he thinks atheism is in decline at 

present, due to cultural developments in the West. He notes that the waning influence of 

traditional Christianity, simultaneous with a growing interest in (different kinds of) 

spirituality, will replace atheism. His contention is that atheism in its confrontational form can 

only flourish in a period of opposition to traditional religion. This period now seems over, 

and the earlier fundamental or confrontational atheism, the kind originally defended by 

Dawkins, Dennett and Hitchens, has now lost its appeal, especially among younger people.  

Within this shift in modern culture, McGrath also notes that the present upsurge of 

spirituality has already led to a more gentle and positive approach in atheism. In this respect, 

his analysis is in full congruence with Nixon’s study (2.3.2).
127

 Dawkins shows this 

progressive insight by admitting: ‘I would call myself a spiritual atheist’, a development 

which is confirmed in his more recent works. He admits that he has a ‘deep reverence and 

wonder for the mysteries of the universe and a desire to understand them’ while declining 

supernatural explanations.
128

 

In the West most people with a scientific outlook will not explain phenomena by the 

interference of supernatural forces anymore but they still seem to have a spiritual or religious 

need for meaning in their own life and beyond. A hermeneutical approach that seeks a fruitful 

cooperation between the sciences, including theology, could contribute to fulfil this need. 
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Finally, another contribution to a fruitful cooperation between science and theology 

was made by Karl Heim. In his theological views he seeks a connection with developments in 

microphysics seen as the study of energy or matter as a continuum of probability. 

Heim suggested that the human ‘I’ can be located at the interface of the ‘polar space’ of the 

macro physical and of the micro physical world. Man is thus part of the world ruled by 

Newtonian physics but also of this continuum. Heim seems to suggest that the ‘primordial 

space of God’ represents or at least encompasses this microstate of potentiality which enables 

the occurrence of miracles on the macro level. But he does not consider the findings of 

historical critical research which cast serious doubt on the assumption that miracle narratives 

would refer to factual ‘macro states’. His view as a whole makes a speculative impression, for 

example by suggesting properties of Jesus’ physical body such as being able to pass through 

matter, but can also be seen as a promising suggestion to connect religion with science.  

Heim views on the human ‘I’ which can be located at the interface of the ‘polar 

spaces’ of the macro physical and of the micro physical world may be brought into line with 

current research of interpersonal neurobiology (IPNB) which describes how the brain and the 

human mind are shaped in the context of relationships.
129

 In this integrative approach it is 

assumed that the human mind not only has a constructive and therefore self-directing or self-

organising ability, but that in addition to macro physical characteristics (brain structures and 

processes, relationships) the mind is also part of a micro cosmic (or quantum mechanical) 

reality that, although not observable, has been established. In both approaches Man’s 

connectedness to a larger whole, larger than a private self, is assumed.  

The approaches which attempt to bridge the sciences such as from McGrath and Heim 

may thus offer new ways of dialogue with non-religious people for whom many of the 

religious assertions about miracles stated in confessions of faith are, or have become, 

puzzling. 

 

 

6.3 Answering some critical questions on the hermeneutical proposal 

 

After an overview and evaluation of a number of important arguments for and against 

miracles, I myself opted for a hermeneutical approach in the present Western context. In the 

previous sections I have sketched the main lines of argumentation of this approach. 

This means that this study contains decisive moments of choice that could have been made 

otherwise. Therefore, critical comments of these choices and about my presentation of the 

several points of view and their evaluations are to be expected. In this final section I will 

address a number of such possible criticisms against the hermeneutical approach which I 

endorse. In this section I will look at three possible important critical questions about the 

hermeneutical-existential approach which I will answer in order to arrive at a more balanced 

and well-argued judgment regarding the suitability of this approach in an ‘age of science’. 
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6.3.1 Can an approach which does not focus on the factuality or historicity of 

         miracles, particularly Christ’s resurrection, still be called ‘Christian’? 

 

A first point of criticism, often raised from a conservative theological perspective, is 

that the hermeneutical approach that I propose falls short with regard to the historicity of the 

New Testament, in particular by denying the resurrection of Christ as a historical fact, which 

would nullify the entire Christian faith. New Atheists endorse this point, labelling a 

hermeneutical approach which assumes that the language of miracle stories is not to be taken 

literally or historically accurate but ‘only’ as metaphorical constructions, a ‘vague faith’ or a 

‘humanist metaphysics’ (2.3.3).  

At the beginning of this study I pointed out that Bultmann raised this issue as the 

major problem in the debate on miracles. He discussed this with Barth, but they disagreed on 

how to solve this. Barth argued that the resurrection must be understood as an event that took 

place in history but this is not open to scientific enquiry. Bultmann denied it as a historical 

event and stressed as the more important question what the resurrection story signifies, an 

argument supported by Ramsey and Ricœur in spite of their critique of his argumentation. 

Ramsey agreed with Bultmann that the language used about Christ’s resurrection 

cannot be regarded as an account of ‘brute facts’. But he also criticised Bultmann’s ‘historical 

minimum’ and argued that miracle stories as religious assertions do relate to historical events, 

in the sense that it is the history of Jesus Christ which is the origin of any knowledge of God 

by which God’s immanence is safeguarded. However, although he characterised his approach 

as ‘Christian empiricism’, he does not mean to say that miracle narratives refer to empirical 

facts in a modern scientific sense. Rather, they witness to a religious conviction. In Ramsey’s 

empirical approach the factual is transcended by a personal level of conviction that implies a 

commitment. Thus, Jesus’ appearance in the New Testament in a number of narratives is 

described from the religious perspective that his followers saw in him ‘more than just a man’. 

In the case of the resurrection story Ramsey assumes that the resurrection itself is not factual 

but expresses the faith in the ascent of Christ to heaven based on the empty tomb which he 

regards as an empirical situation. 

What ‘resurrection’ stands for includes but transcends ‘empty tomb’ (…) as much as 

‘loving’ includes but transcends ‘meeting’, as ‘devotion’ is more than ‘efficient 

support’, as ‘I’ tells of more than public behaviour exhausts.
130

 

In Ricœur’s approach there is no attempt to ground the resurrection on any empirical 

fact but he points to the intertextuality of such miracle stories in a hermeneutical timeline. 

From phenomenology, symbolism and narrative, he develops an existentialist interpretation of 

religious texts.
131

 Miracle narratives are written in the language of faith, functioning in a 

religious community which has a long tradition. The resurrection narratives do not stand 

alone, but are consistent with and complete much older narratives of deliverance: When raised 

from death to eternal life, Jesus was seen by his followers as the supreme miraculous act of 

deliverance by God in his plan of salvation. 
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Ricœur criticised Bultmann for not answering the important question of how the 

religious language of the Bible renders meaning to God’s transcendent reality. Although 

Bultmann accepted that miracle stories are interpretations formed within the community of 

faith, Ricœur objects that he does not investigate the meaning of the diverse ways of 

expressing faith in conjunction with different modes of discourse. Instead, Bultmann denied 

all miracles from deterministic scientific assumptions and then re-interpreted the narratives 

about them with the help of Heidegger’s existentialism. This, however, amounts, according to 

Ricœur, to a harmonisation of the different texts about miracles. 

Although Ricœur agreed with Bultmann that the biblical writers show to maintain a 

mythological worldview, he pointed out that myth is essential as a way of expressing how 

Man understands himself ‘in relation to the foundation and the limit of his existence’.
132

 

Bultmann considered myth as a pre-scientific shell based on an overhauled worldview which 

we can now do without, but for Ricœur (and this also applies to Ramsey) myth is not opposed 

to science since it expresses that which is beyond our known reality, what remains 

transcendent. This is expressed as God as ‘ultimate referent’, the ‘unsayable’ or ‘permanent 

mystery’. He emphasised that we need all the expressions of faith, the ‘fullness of language’ 

or extended discourse, to find out what this type of religious language means.
133

 Therefore he 

not only declined Bultmann’s harmonising approach but also all other suggestions which 

imply a reduction of the language about ‘God’ to a singular philosophical concept, for 

example, as a ‘cause’ or a ‘being’. For him, ‘the amalgamation of being and God is the most 

subtle seduction’.
134

  

In this sense it can be said that Ricœur agrees with Barth’s criticism. They subscribe to 

a three-step ‘hermeneutical arc’, starting from listening to the texts, moving from observation 

to explanation, and finally to appropriation.
135

 They emphasise the priority of the biblical 

texts as Word of God, in obedience to what is expressed there and warn against imposing 

unilateral and simplified interpretations on biblical texts.  

Ricœur explicitly agreed with Barth’s priority of the Word addressed to the hearer in 

his theological writings. Mark Wallace observed this affinity on this crucial point: 

For both thinkers, the world of the text is primarily not the Bible’s Sitz im Leben 

uncovered by historical criticism, but its Sitz im Wort that confronts the listener as the 

reliable Word of God.
136

 

A hermeneutical philosophical approach to a religious text does not exclude the 

subordination to the objective referent of these texts. But, and here Ricœur parts company 

with Barth and agrees with Bultmann, the Word of God needs demythologising because the 

pre-scientific worldview that the biblical writers appear to maintain is not specifically 

Christian, while the kerygma is. The uniqueness of the Bible is not its assumed cosmology or 

its ancient worldview, nor even the occurrence of miracles, since they were part of the 
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specific cultural context of the Middle East. Rather, what is unique is the kind of models or 

metaphors used by believers to characterise God who is seen and experienced as active, 

dynamic and powerful. 

Therefore, although they both prioritise the Word of God, in the end Barth and Ricœur 

interpret it quite differently. While Ricœur emphasises God who is named in a hierarchy of 

different kinds of texts that never offer a complete picture, Barth is undoubtedly 

Christocentric: ‘The Bible says all sorts of things (…) but it says in truth only one thing: the 

name of Jesus’.
137

 Ricœur rejects this uniform concept of revelation in favour of a concept 

which is ‘pluralistic, polysemic, and at most analogical in form’.
138

 In contrast to Barth, 

Ricœur, on the basis of his intertextual approach, maintains that ‘Christ’ can never be 

completely identified with ‘God’: Many different references to both names can be found 

which, together, form a multi-faceted picture.
139

 

His refusal to accept a uniform Christocentric concept of revelation gives rise to the 

critique that Ricœur can be blamed for maintaining a ‘vague belief’. This impression has been 

reinforced by his acknowledgment to have been indebted to Mircea Eliade who maintained 

that the sacred, although it is non-descriptive, shows or manifests itself in what he called a 

‘hierophany’.
140

 However, although Ricœur retained Eliade’s notion of the presence of the 

power of the sacred, he held against him that he did not recognise ‘something specific in the 

Hebraic and Christian traditions that gives a kind of privilege to the word’.
141

 According to 

Ricœur, Eliade’s concept of manifestation does not do justice to ‘the capacity of scriptural 

texts to open up new dimensions of reality that often challenge the established patterns of the 

sacred universe’.
142

 Ricœur judged that Eliade’s comparative phenomenology is deficient 

because it neglects the uniqueness of word-based religions. In Christian proclamation, for 

example in some of the parables, the extraordinary (‘pearl’, ‘treasure’) can be found in the 

ordinary. In these unique stories the ordinary is ‘ruptured’ by using what he calls the limit-

expression of the ‘Kingdom of God’, a hard-to-create new possibility of existence that is 

opened up by the text. Ricœur thus reaffirms the importance and priority of biblical texts with 

Barth, but acknowledges the issue raised by Bultmann of the cultural distance between the 

modern reader and the text.  

From a hermeneutical perspective the biblical miracle stories testify to a unique 

religious conviction. It assumes that the witnessing to this conviction in ancient texts takes 

place in a specific context and that there is a cultural and intellectual gap of understanding 

when one tries to understand from the present Western context. In attempting to discover the 

meaning of these texts, the constructive role of the reader is emphasised, who is inescapably 

bound to a context that is very different from that of the text. 
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The question of historicity, however, remains in the miracle debate. The hermeneutical 

approach I support maintains that the biblical writings are neither fictional, nor accounts of 

historically verifiable facts in the present scientific sense. In this approach it is acknowledged 

that biblical historiography is rather different from a modern science orientated historiography 

because they operate from different paradigms. In section 6.1 I argued that to look at miracles 

from a modern perspective by using the definition of a miracle as a ‘violation of a natural law 

by God’ caused a narrowing of the debate. One can also say that it is an anachronism to 

assume that these texts correspond with historical facts as is understood according to present 

standards of historical science. In biblical texts it is difficult to separate stories from what 

actually happened. Critical research has also indicated that there is a development of texts in a 

timeline which can be traced to founding events. By telling miracle narratives of such events 

the collective memory of the community of faith was strengthened by recalling or re-enacting 

that God was, is, and always will be with his people. 

The historian Peter Burke argued that an Enlightenment inspired ‘sense of history’ 

consists of three elements: the ‘sense of anachronism’, the ‘awareness of evidence’, and ‘the 

interest in causation’.
143

 This sense of history however is absent in biblical texts. This allows 

neither an identification of the context of the historian to the past, nor a focus on evidence and 

facts that ignores the intertwining of narrative and history, nor an emphasis on causation 

which does not do justice to stories about God’s eschatological power and saving acts. 

New Atheists who operate from this modern paradigm of history deny miracles as 

facts from an argument of analogy, while some defenders of miracles attempt to ‘prove’ the 

existence of current miraculous events with the aim of making the biblical miracles credible 

by using the same argument. Accordingly, it can be observed that the debate between these 

two parties concentrates on facts and evidence. In order to achieve another perspective which 

does justice to how believers express themselves it will be necessary to ‘excavate’ the ancient 

texts as Ricœur suggested. Within the framework that I suggested to answer the research 

question of this study I could only do this concisely. They consist of testimonies to a religious 

conviction which presupposes God’s saving acts in a historical timeline and which aims to 

convey essential truths for Man’s life and beyond. 

In the section about the hermeneutical horizon of the biblical writers I intended to 

show that biblical miracle stories are written in the language of religion and therefore are to 

be understood in a religious sense. Miracle narratives, in all their different forms such as 

healings, transformations, exorcisms and resurrections, point to the restoration of creation 

from the world of sin (associated with images of illness, possession of demons, darkness, 

death) to the Kingdom of God. Therefore, this restoration is not aimed at merely a spiritual 

realm, isolated from the physical world, but at the whole of creation by the ‘king of 

righteousness’. In light of this religious conviction founded on these ancient texts the question 

is how believers may understand and communicate the Christian faith that is precious to them 

in the context of the contemporary scientific worldview. 

To summarise my answer to this first critical question: the hermeneutical approach 

that I advocate aims to do justice to the biblical testimony about Christ in the sense that this is 
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a testimony not of, what Ramsey called, ‘brute facts’ that are open to ‘verification’, but a 

testimony to a religious conviction. In this approach there is room for the importance of the 

original historical-cultural context and for the normative contribution of the various texts that 

must all be considered due to their theological significance. The appropriation of what these 

texts may mean in the different historical-cultural context of the West today requires a re-

interpretation. 

 

 

6.3.2 Is the final outcome of this approach that emphasises ‘self-understanding’ 

         not ‘subjectivity’? 

 

Among others, Hans Frei of the so-called Yale-school utters this criticism at the 

address of proponents of the hermeneutical approach, particularly Ricœur. According to Frei, 

Ricœur’s allegiance to a model of truth as disclosure predisposes him to prefer the 

‘metaphorical and disclosive character of the parables over the realistic, literally descriptive 

character of the passion and resurrection narratives’.
144

 He accuses Ricœur of pointing to 

human experience as the metaphorical reference of the miracle narratives about God’s acts. 

Ronald Thiemann also emphasised this point by stating that in this approach the Christian 

doctrine of revelation and grace is lost. Over against this, he states that we must hold that 

theology, ‘our thought and speech about God are not simply the free creations of human 

imagination but are developed in obedient response to God’s prior initiative’.
145

 The nucleus 

of this Barthian criticism, which Bultmann also faced, is that theology is reduced to 

anthropology or existentialism. 

Jürgen Moltmann, although he is known to have been influenced by Barth’s theology, 

opposed Bultmann’s approach but from a different angle. In the introduction to one of his 

major works, The crucified God (1973), he acknowledged that his view had shifted from a 

Barthian to an existentialist and Marxist perspective, in particular to the views of Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer of the Frankfurt School. His idea was that the emphasis on the 

concept of revelation by dialectical theologians such as Barth and Bultmann neglected the 

essential element of liberating action in human history, particularly with regard to the poor 

and the oppressed. As I have indicated, Edward Schillebeeckx maintained a similar position 

in his critical argument against traditional Roman Catholic theology. He did so from a similar 

Western context in the 60s and 70s of the previous century (5.1). This criticism occurred in a 

context of critical philosophical and sociological thought which would leave its traces in, for 

example, the rise and development of several ‘liberation theologies’ emphasising the 

necessity of active political and social changes all over the world. From that position 

Moltmann criticised Bultmann’s dialectical theology by accusing him of focussing on 

revelation merely as an internal, subjective transformation, as ‘an event which transposes me 
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into a new state of my self’ without realising the crying need for political and social action to 

bring justice and peace to the world.
146

 

A similar criticism has also been uttered by Holmes Rolston: ‘In an attempt to narrow 

the range of the divine activity, restricting it to personal selfhood, the existentialist account 

shrinks the scope of religious claims. The double-language view sees only half their function. 

Believers are also trying to claim that God works in the world’.
147

 Rolston qualifies 

Bultmann’s existentialist approach as a ‘narrowed story’ in a ‘God-forsaken world’.
148

 With 

regard to the miracle narratives, the critique is that Bultmann’s hermeneutical approach 

narrows their meaning by restricting them to merely eliciting a transformation in self-

understanding. However, it is also part of the Christian heritage in the Old and New 

Testaments and in Western theology that in the language of miracles as used by believers God 

is experienced as a creative, personal, powerful and active force in the physical objective 

world, a point I acknowledged in Section 6.2.3. 

Another aspect of this critique is that in Bultmann’s approach Man, and God’s 

relationship to Man, is only considered from the perspective of the human ‘spirit’ which is 

understood in the subjective sense of ‘self-understanding’. Over against this, it must be 

acknowledged that being human is not just a matter of our subjective consciousness or 

spiritual dimension in the sense of living ‘authentically’. The danger of such an approach, 

according to Moltmann, Schillebeeckx, Holmes Rolston and others, is that the spiritual is 

safeguarded against the material side of human life. The point they raise is that much (if not 

everything) of what is essential for people does have a material side, for example their 

sexuality, health, ageing and having enough food and water. Against this background it can be 

argued that Bultmann’s approach makes it impossible to adequately account for human 

existence in its full depth, including the depth of human distress. 

I will respond to this criticism by first (re)considering Bultmann’s argumentation. 

Then I will discuss Ramsey’s and Ricœur’s reply. Both of whom, after all, have also criticised 

Bultmann’s hermeneutical position (see 5.2). 

In my evaluation of Bultmann’s argument I pointed out that it is debatable that his 

final destination is subjectivity. My conclusion of his argument on this point was that his 

concept of ‘self-understanding’ also implies and should evolve into a transformation on the 

social and political domain as an effect of a previous personal transformation. Critics have 

also accused Bultmann of maintaining that the initiative of a new self-understanding 

originates from Man by means of appropriating the kerygma which enables a transformation 

from the world of sin. However, it is also an essential part of the Christian (and especially the 

Protestant) heritage in Scripture and in tradition that the initiative of salvation is dependent on 

and initiated by God. 

But this twofold critique of subjectification and prioritisation of Man’s initiative does 

not do justice to Bultmann’s indebtedness to his Lutheran heritage, which opposes 

justification by faith offered by God with salvation by works of Man. God remains Man’s 

‘opponent’ who addresses him in his Word in the unique kerygma. Salvation therefore 

originates solely from God and all active attempts of Man to work on justice and peace in the 
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world Bultmann disqualifies as works ‘in which man determines God instead of receiving 

from God his justification’.
149

 He clearly indicates not to belong to the camp of liberal 

theologians who, in his view, neglected God’s transcendence by narrowing the meaning of 

biblical texts to merely an appeal for an ethical reveille. Theology, according to him, should 

be about God and not about Man.
150

 The point that I would like to emphasise is, first of all, 

that Bultmann intended to maintain the subjective and the objective pole of a dialectical 

Lutheran theology. The question is how successful his endeavour has been, which I think 

remains a matter of discussion. 

In my evaluation of Bultmann’s argument I have mentioned a number of points of 

critique against his position (5.2). My own reservations against his argument in that section 

are that his dialectical Lutheran theology shows to have exclusivistic tendencies and that he 

uses a deterministic concept of science which leads him to conclude to a ‘historical minimum’ 

in which miracles as violations are denied. 

To these points of criticism I would now like to add a few more remarks. Bultmann’s 

emphasis on and definition of miracles as instances of ‘self-understanding’ or possibilities of 

choosing authenticity runs the risk of provoking the accusation of subjectification in light of 

his Heideggerian inspired existentialistic philosophical interpretation. This is due, firstly, to 

the terminology he uses. By speaking of miracles as ‘speaking of one’s own existence’ (vom 

Wunder reden heißt von der eigenen Existenz reden) or as a breakthrough of a new ‘self-

understanding’ (Selbstverständnis) he himself gives rise to the misunderstanding of his 

argument.
151

  

Bultmann explains his use of this concept ‘Selbstverständnis’ not as referring to a new 

understanding of oneself, but to a ‘new understanding of God, the world, and Man which is 

conferred in and by faith’, since ‘I am I in my particular existence inseparably bound up with 

God and the world’.
152

 He explains his point by his own understanding of what faith is: not a 

rational understanding of, or consent to, a number of propositions about God, but essentially 

existential in the sense that it is ‘Man’s response to God’s Word’ by a transformation to and 

participation in the new world of faith.
153

 

But if Bultmann uses the term ‘Selbstverständnis’ to indicate an emphasis on the 

priority of God’s Word and Man’s interrelatedness with God and the world, his choice of 

terminology is unfortunate. Therefore I agree with the proposal of a term that would have 

been more suited and that would not have caused so much misunderstanding: a new ‘faith-

understanding’ (Glaubensverstehen) which Bultmann also uses as a synonym for 

‘Selbstverständnis’.
154

 

My next point is that Bultmann contributes to the accusation of subjectification by 

admitting to have found the key to interpret the biblical miracle narratives with the help of 

Heidegger’s existentialism. Although I agree that reference to this philosophical heritage does 
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indeed run the risk of evoking associations of subjectivity, it can also be asked whether such 

associations or this impression do justice to the work and the intentions of Bultmann (and of 

Heidegger). 

First of all, I have attempted to show that Bultmann’s hermeneutics cannot be reduced 

to simply applying this kind of philosophical existentialism to the biblical texts. 

Bultmann does use Heidegger’s analysis of human existence, but only as a philosophical 

preparation for his own theological interpretation. With Barth he sought to interpret biblical 

texts in a specific Western context in the late 20s of the twentieth century. From a Lutheran 

theological view he criticised traditional and liberal theological views trying to find an answer 

to the problem of historicity as Heidegger put it prominently on the theological agenda in that 

specific period. In addition, the situatedness of Bultmann’s interpretation of course equally 

applies to the positions of his critics, such as Schillebeeckx and Moltmann who sought to deal 

with the need of the sufferings of their own generation in a later age of increasing 

secularisation and rapid social changes. For example, Moltmann asked in his The crucified 

God how we can still speak of God ‘after Auschwitz’. This essential difference in situation in 

which these interpretations could arise and acquire support gives credence to a hermeneutical 

approach which holds that the search for and the construction of meaning always occurs in a 

specific context. 

Secondly, to assume that Heidegger’s philosophical approach suggests just a one-sided 

or narrow kind of subjective existentialism is an unbalanced representation of his work on 

ontology. Heidegger emphasised specifically the question of being (Seinsfrage) and its truth 

which, as he assumed, had been lost in Western thought. It has to be remembered that in 

Being and time, Heidegger aims to recover not just the crucial question of what existence is, 

but also what form of being (Dasein) concurs with that. In his explanation of this concept he 

stresses that people are primarily actively engaged in the world, in relationship with others. 

The important point here is that Dasein always involves being engaged in the world. 

Bultmann’s argument also contains the vital notion that being-in-the-world is also necessarily 

a being-with-others. 

 

I will now pay attention to critical remarks on Bultmann’s argument by Ramsey and 

Ricœur. In the evaluation of Bultmann’s approach I have noticed that Ramsey criticised 

Bultmann for neglecting the objective-historical dimension of miracle stories by paying 

attention exclusively to existential-historical elements, which leads to an impoverishment and 

subjectification of the revelation in Christ as experienced and witnessed in the Christian 

tradition (5.2). Ramsey stressed that the different models and qualifiers that are used for God 

must meet the criteria of consistency and coherence that emerge in a language that fits ‘closer 

and closer to the language which a believer uses about God’. 

This is an important point since it is meant as a warning for any impoverished or one-

sided view on the rich heritage of the biblical texts. Ricœur agreed with Ramsey by accusing 

Bultmann of attempting to harmonise the biblical texts by a form of modern pre-

understanding which does no justice to the very different modes of biblical discourse. 

Bultmann can be accused of this practice since he defines miracles as instances of God’s 

action in the world exclusively in terms of ‘human existence’. Tensions and contrasts in these 
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biblical (miracle) texts and experiences, however, must be upheld because of their theological 

significance. 

I would like to add to this criticism that Bultmann is not always consistent in 

maintaining his ‘historical minimum’, as I have already noted in the explanation of his 

argument on miracles (3.2.3). For example, although he claims that we cannot know anything 

for certain about the ‘what’ (Was) of Jesus, he does contradict his own view by stating that 

‘undoubtedly He healed the sick and cast out demons. However decidedly He refused the 

demand to prove His claim by a miracle’.
155

  

Next, I will discuss the accusation of subjectivity that could be made about the 

hermeneutical approaches of Ramsey and Ricœur, since they aimed to support Bultmann’s 

argument on miracles, despite their critical remarks. 

Ramsey avoided the criticism of subjectivity by grounding religious language on 

‘Christian empiricism’. However, the use of ‘empiricism’ can be misleading since it has 

associations in philosophical discourse (Humean for example) which are unwanted in his 

approach. Janet Soskice concluded that ‘Ramsey’s purposes would have been better served 

had he rid himself of “Christian empiricism” and turned to a theological realism’.
156

 Her main 

criticism is that Ramsey’s metaphysical claims are hard to defend from an empirical 

framework. For the sake of the argument, she grants him his suggestion of ‘cosmic 

disclosures’ based on models from human experience, but her main point is that he fails to 

indicate how he arrives at the specific models he uses to refer to God (‘king’, shepherd’, and 

so on) from a purely empirical approach. Her point is that Ramsey has extracted them from 

the Christian tradition.
157

  

But, albeit this criticism, Soskice agrees with Ramsey’s basic argument. For Ramsey, 

‘empiricism’ means that the language used about miracles is based on human experience, that 

is, in the case of miracles, on human action, and this is used as a model to speak about God as 

an ‘agent’. The language is religious and not to be taken as descriptive. As an improvement of 

Ramsey’s ‘Christian empiricism’, Soskice proposes the notion of ‘theological realism’. 

The crucial passage in which she explains her view is as follows: 

In defending theological realism, we defend the theist’s right to make metaphysical 

claims, but we have stressed that it is not our object to prove the existence of God, still 

less to prove that the models and metaphors which Christians use in speaking of God 

have a special validity. Our concern is with conceptual possibility rather than proof, and 

with a demonstration that we may justly claim to speak of God without claiming to 

define him, and to do so by metaphor. Realism accommodates figurative speech which 

is reality depicting without claiming to be directly descriptive.
158

 

Had he been able to read these words, Ramsey would most certainly have agreed with 

Soskice’s proposal since he clearly maintains that Christian speech about God and miracles 
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does not involve any particular verifiable assertions. Soskice proposes a theological realism in 

which the assertion ‘God works miracles’ is not descriptive. This does not mean, however, 

that ‘God’ has no reference. God exists according to the believer or ‘theological realist’, 

independent of the human mind. 

Although I agree that using the term ‘Christian empiricism’ may evoke the wrong 

associations, the question is whether replacing it with ‘theological realism’ as Soskice 

suggests, offers the clarity she seeks. Using the term ‘realism’ may also evoke all kinds of 

unwanted associations.
159

 ‘Realism’, as understood by Soskice, means that theological 

language expresses truth by ‘depicting reality’ but without the possibility of verification. 

Models and/or metaphors arise from human experience and are meant to signify aspects or 

something about God, but this kind of speech should not be taken literally or descriptively. 

The unsayable is expressed here in what believers consistently and coherently say about God, 

but only indirectly, which would make this indirect speech cognitively significant. 

The important point both Ramsey and Ricœur make is that religious discourse cannot 

be restricted to the human subjective domain of interpretation, since this would mean that 

many interpretations are possible without any form of discrimination. Their point is to remain 

as close as possible to all the modalities of discourse as used in the language of the 

community of faith. 

On this point Janet Soskice criticised Ricœur for this understanding of the use of 

metaphor in religious language by accusing him of maintaining a ‘duality of reference’.
160

 

She maintains that Ricœur creates a tension between the ordinary use of words of a metaphor 

and their figurative use. However, according to her, an interpreter assumes only one meaning, 

the figurative meaning, since the literal meaning would be meaningless. She argues that 

Ricœur’s approach ‘comes dangerously near to making metaphor a matter of comparison’ 

rather than creating a new meaning. This would comply with his suggestion that a metaphor is 

a re-description.
161

 However, Ricœur maintains that in order to grasp the new meaning or 

significance of the metaphor, there is a movement from the literal to the figurative meaning. 

Metaphor always involves a degree of comparison or analogy that allows us to see something 
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new. For example, seeing God as an ‘actor’ in miracles requires an understanding of what 

‘acting’ is from an empirical situation. Meaning starts from the literal meaning, but is 

extended to say something about God. In the Bible, God is also named in other images 

(creator, king, and so on) by which the believer means expressing aspects of God even though 

he remains ‘hidden’. This is what is meant when Ricœur says that the ‘is’ and ‘is not’ of the 

metaphor must both be maintained. But albeit her critical remarks Soskice acknowledges the 

constructive role of metaphors as a justifiable hermeneutical strategy.
162

 

 

 

6.3.3 Is a hermeneutical approach to miracles not just another form of liberal theology 

         in which the problem of theodicy is reduced to merely an ethical call addressed 

         to Man? 

 

The problem of theodicy plays a role in the debate on miracles, since if the argument 

is that God is the cause of miracles then it can be asked why he does not do more miracles or 

prevent tragic events.
163

 This issue is discussed in a debate, for example, between Richard 

Dawkins and Alister McGarth.
164

 Dawkins gives an example of a miraculous rescue of a child 

from a tsunami that caused the death of many people. After this disaster the parents thank 

God that their child has been saved by a miracle. He asks McGrath why God did not do more 

miracles to save others since Christians also say that God is almighty. The problem here is 

how the existence of evil and suffering can be reconciled with God’s justice since he is 

assumed to be good and almighty and claimed to be able to interfere in our world but 

apparently only does so to the benefit of a selective few. 

McGrath’s answer to this question makes an inconsistent impression. He says that 

since the world is as it is, we must accept that there are disasters and other intricacies and that 

God does not directly intervene in the world ‘like a nanny’. But then he adds ‘although there 

may be cases when that happens’. Dawkins replies that this answer contains a contradiction, 

which consequently raises more questions. The problem is not resolved. 
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I would suggest a different answer from a hermeneutical approach. But I will first 

analyse the problem with the help of logic. Dawkins reasons as follows: 

Premise 1: Believers assume that God exists, that he is good, merciful, almighty etc. 

Premise 2: Yet evil, disasters etc. exist 

Possible conclusions that can be drawn: 

1. God is almighty but not good, merciful etc. since he is arbitrary or selective in his actions 

2. God is good, merciful etc. but not almighty 

3. God does not exist 

4. Evil is only apparent 

 

From a logical point of view it can be said that the conclusions do follow from the 

premises. But, and this is crucial, only if they are to be understood descriptively as 

propositions. Dawkins correctly concludes that McGrath’s reasoning in this discussion is 

contradictory since he answers that ‘God does not interfere, although there are cases when he 

does’. 

The ‘does’ and the ‘does not’ are contradictory if used in descriptive language. In this 

discussion Dawkins uses the law of contradiction in a bivalent system: If there exists a God 

who is said to be good, almighty etc., then he would do more to save others; if not, then he is 

neither almighty nor good, or he does not exist at all. In this bivalent scheme there are only 

two possibilities: a statement or proposition is either true or false. Dawkins thus accuses 

McGrath of contravening the law of contradiction by replying that the proposition ‘God acts’ 

is not true and that, in exceptional cases, it is true. 

Swinburne also debated Dawkins on this issue when opposing the negative outcome of 

the ‘Great Prayer Experiment’ (2.3.3). Swinburne’s explanation of this result was that ‘God 

answers prayers only if they are offered up for good reasons’.
165

 On the one hand he argues 

that there is convincing evidence of miracles to substantiate the proposition of God’s 

existence, but on the other hand he concedes that God can decide not to intervene if sufficient 

reasons fail. But in this reply the problem is moved to the question when there are good 

reasons to intervene and in which cases not. In the case of the tsunami: Did others who had 

lost loved ones in this disaster then not have ‘good reasons’ to justify Gods intervention? 

Although God has the power to do a miracle, Swinburne  reasons that evil and suffering in the 

world are also permitted by him for the greater good of Man’s free will and responsibility to 

act.
166

 People cause a great deal of suffering and God, although he is able to interfere, endures 

this for the greater good of humanity’s responsibility for it.
167

 

According to me the problem with these two reactions to Dawkins’ question is that 

both attempt to make evil and suffering explainable and thus intelligible. My contribution to 

this debate would be to first seek clarity by considering the use of language in such 

discussions. Swinburne and (sometimes) McGrath assume that religious language is univocal 

but this is a debatable issue in theology. In their arguments miracles are understood in a 

                                                           
165

 See Swinburne, R. (2006).  
166

 Swinburne, R. (2000). ‘Evil does not show that there is no God’, in: Philosophy of Religion: A 

Guide and Anthology, (Davies, B. Ed.). New York: Oxford University Press, p. 601. 
167

 Ibid, p. 612. 



203 
 

propositional and unequivocal sense, but this is denied in for example dialectical theology and 

in the hermeneutical approach. 

Given that McGrath uses a Barthian argument  it would have been more consistent to 

reply that reference to God does not fit an either-or bivalent logical scheme since God is of 

another dimension, a ‘wholly Other’. God’s ‘infinity’ or ‘almightiness’ are of a different 

order. The hermeneutical approach that I endorse denies that the language about God’s 

actions is propositional and thus fits this logical scheme but presupposes that it is religious. 

The miracle narratives represent the interpreted view of the religious believer who lives in a 

specific context (including worldview, cosmology etc.) and who experiences the whole of 

reality as created and sustained by God. For example, the believer sees nature as God’s 

creation, and the cure of a severely injured child for whom his parents prayed intensely as an 

act of God. Ramsey would have reformulated such a case by saying that for the parents who 

lost a child the difficult empirical situation they faced operated in a cosmic disclosure. 

In Ramsey’s approach ‘activity’ is a model or metaphor from known human 

experience used by analogy to say something about God. The use of models or metaphors 

implies that they should not to be taken literally but figuratively. In Ramseyan language: 

God’s ‘almightiness’ in Dawkins’ prepositions does not literally mean ‘might in an excessive 

measure’ but is used here as a model, ‘might’, on which a qualifier, ‘all’, works which 

indicates that we are dealing with a cosmic disclosure. Logically, therefore, the law of 

contradiction is not applicable in this kind of language. It is what the model or metaphor 

points to (the referent) that should be grasped. For a believer, God ‘acts’ not in exact and 

predictable ways but ‘God acts in mysterious ways’. In Ricœurian terminology: the ‘is’ and 

‘is not’ in the expression ‘God is an Actor’ should both be preserved which does not imply a 

contradiction. 

Ricœur once said of theodicy that it is ‘the brightest jewel of onto-theology’ which 

presupposes a univocal use of language.
168

 In his essay Le Mal (1985) he noted: ‘We only 

have the right to speak of theodicy as such (…) when the statement of the problem of evil 

rests upon propositions intended to be univocal’.
169

 The problem can be traced to combining 

terms from religious discourse, such as ‘God’ and ‘miracles’ with terms from philosophical 

metaphysics, such as ‘first cause’ and ‘being’. The essence of his argument is that this, what 

he calls, onto-theological discourse on which theodicy rests, is an illusion. 

What Ricœur proposes as an answer to the problem of evil is denying any 

intelligibility of it. Ricœur’s point is this approach leads to ‘aporia’, by which he means an 

irresolvable internal contradiction or logical disjunction. Evil however is a challenge which is 

not to be solved systematically. 

I will illustrate Ricœur’s point by the text of Psalm 73 in which Asaph begins with the 

statement ‘Surely God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart’ (verse 1). But around 

him he only sees contradictions of this belief since he, as a true believer, suffers while the 

‘wicked’ who are arrogant and disrespectful enjoy prosperity and are free from common 

human burdens. Clearly, Asaph does not understand the reasons why he suffers although his 
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heart is pure, while the wicked prosper. But then he finds the way out of this dilemma: 

‘When I tried to understand all this, it troubled me deeply, till I entered the sanctuary of God’ 

(verses 16-17). In prayer or in communion with God he ‘sees’ no contradictions anymore but 

only how good it is to be in God’s presence. He then realises his own senselessness and 

arrogance. The why of the evil and the suffering is not answered, but Asaph trusts that God 

knows and that he will act to restore all disruption in creation and he feels called to become a 

co-creator by ‘telling of all [God’s] deeds’ (verse 28). 

In the biblical sense evil is seen as a disturbance of the relationship with God. 

This evil has a depth and scope that transcends the understanding of Man but it is overcome 

by ‘the power of God’, out of compassion and by forgiveness. This is what the miracle 

narratives point to, albeit in a specific context. According to Ricœur the biblical texts do not 

offer a solution of the theoretical question why there is so much evil God apparently does 

nothing about. Evil is named and described in many horrible forms, particularly in Christ’s 

suffering on the cross, in order to evoke what he calls a practical ‘response to render the 

aporia productive’.
170

 

Evil is not an intellectual problem that needs a solution systematically, in some 

philosophical or theological construction, but it challenges Man to act in practice which also 

has social and political implications. Ricœur however is not very optimistic that Man will be 

able to overcome all evil and suffering.  He is aware that answering evil and suffering, in all 

its forms and manifestations, by practical answers is inadequate.
171

 He maintains that we have 

to accept that the scale and complexity of issues like evil exceed human comprehension and 

action. 

This refusal to claim absolute knowledge is connected to his metaphorical approach 

which implies a creative, flexible and provisional epistemology. New Atheist Dawkins makes 

of theodicy an argument against the existence of God, assuming that God can act as humans 

can. Ricœur’s point is that such a philosophical argument assumes an epistemology of a 

closed absolute system. With Barth he points to the inscrutability of God and focuses on Man 

who, from the realm of divine presence, is changed to act as God’s co-creator in the world. 

This answer is different from that of Moltmann, who concluded that a suffering God is 

the only answer to the question of theodicy, for example by stating that ‘God is present 

especially in the cry for God’ and that in Auschwitz ‘God was present and suffered with the 

victims. Their death-cries were his’.
172

 Ricœur maintains that the question ‘Where is God in 

the suffering of Man?’ can only be answered by assuming that God suffers. The use of 

‘suffering’ as a property known from human experience is attributed to God in a metaphorical 

expression and is thus never to be understood descriptively. Ricœur does not focus on the 

‘being’ of God, for example by reasoning that he has or does not have ‘properties’ such as 

being able to suffer, to experience pain and humiliation etc. We cannot have any absolute 

knowledge of God, but empirically we can clearly have knowledge of the true sufferings of 

Man which need a practical response. 
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Moreover, relating the problem of evil to God by asking ‘Why does he not do more to 

prevent or remove evil from the world?’ disguises the question of Man’s own responsibility 

that needs and can be given an answer, for example by asking ‘How could ‘Auschwitz’ have 

happened in the first place?’ and ‘What was the role of the Christian churches in the second 

World War?’ Victims of evil or unjust schemes deserve and need an answer to the questions 

of who carried responsibility for the actions which caused human suffering and why there was 

no strong opposition against such schemes although this would have been possible. 

The practical action needed from the ‘aporia’ of suffering therefore includes answering the 

question of guilt. 

In communion with God Asaph realised his own arrogance and he felt ashamed by 

holding God accountable for not doing enough about what he had experienced as the suffering 

of the just and the wellbeing of the wicked. The transformation he experienced in the presence 

of God immediately leads to proclaiming his miracles, remembering his ‘great deeds’. To the 

Jews this primarily refers to the story of their exodus from the sufferings in Egypt when, in 

faith, they escaped and attained freedom against all odds. It is an old story but it carries an 

enduring truth which contains more than just an ethical appeal. Stories such as these must 

continually be told to remember the community of faith that the true liberation of the human 

being is dependent on and demands absolute loyalty to God. 
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Summary 
 

The impetus for this study was a number of debates on the subject of miracles between 

the New Atheists and Christian opponents. One of my observations of these debates was that 

questions were raised from the scientifically oriented atheist camp as to how good the 

evidence for miracles is, whether miracles have actually happened and whether or not a god 

or other spiritual being could cause such events. The questions they asked particularly relied 

on the definition of a miracle which has dominated the debate since it was introduced by the 

philosopher David Hume, a miracle as ‘a violation of natural laws, caused by a god or other 

invisible being’. Their denial of miracles implies an undermining of the core of the Christian 

faith as summarised in confessions, such as belief in the virgin birth, the ascension and 

resurrection of Christ. 

With that, ‘the problem of miracle’ is initially sketched as a fundamental criticism of 

what is the centre of Christian confessions of faith. But miracles have not only been 

problematised by atheists or sceptics who mainly use a number of (what they think are) 

damaging scientific arguments. The problem of miracles is also due to the fact that various 

debates on this subject show that different answers can be found among Christian 

philosophers and theologians as to how this problem should be answered. I argued that the 

debate is now being conducted too unilaterally by a focus on the factuality of and evidence for 

the biblical miracles at the loss of the important issue of the religious significance of biblical 

texts. 

The research question in this study is: Given the focus on the factuality of miracles in 

the current debate which leads to an impasse, how can we find another approach by which 

the religious significance of miracles can be retrieved? I first discussed the first part of this 

question by showing that there is a focus on factuality and evidence which, according to me, 

leads to an impasse. In order to do so I presented, analysed and then evaluated a selection of 

important arguments of opponents and proponents of miracles. However, I have not limited 

myself to the debates between the New Atheists and their opponents, but also included other 

arguments in favour of miracles in order to present a more complete picture of the debate. 

The selection of these arguments I based on the criteria of their originality (does the argument 

add new elements or another way of reasoning) and quality. This overview may serve as a 

first contribution to the miracle debate for those who are interested in this, what I think is an, 

important and fascinating, subject. I have structured my exposition of arguments against and 

in favour of miracles as follows. 

After explaining the rationalistic and empirical arguments against miracles in 

Chapter 2, I discussed a number of epistemological issues and reflections from the philosophy 

of science in Chapter 4 in a critical evaluation which resulted in a number of reservations 

against these arguments. In that evaluation I also paid attention to current research about the 

state of evidence of miracles. The reason for this was that if one chooses the evidentialistic 

option, which is to say that miracles are treated in religious discourse as events which are 

assumed to have taken place or to occur at present, one is faced with ‘the burden of proof’. 

I argued that, although many people have claimed to have experienced a miracle (in most 
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cases a healing), the actual scientific evidence is poor and, as yet, thus does not seem to 

substantiate this claim convincingly. 

Arguments in favour of miracles in Western theology, in which the scientific criticism 

is addressed, were presented in Chapter 3 and evaluated in Chapter 5. After my explanation of 

the traditional Roman Catholic argument (3.1), two different argumentations of the Protestant 

dialectical theologians were discussed, from the Lutheran Rudolf Bultmann (3.2) and the 

Reformed theologian Karl Barth (3.3) who both sought to disclose the meaning of biblical 

miracle narratives to people in a post-Enlightenment era. The position of liberal Protestant 

theology which they both opposed was also clarified (3.2.1). Next, I continued with the 

analytical approach of the philosopher of religion (and Orthodox Christian) Richard 

Swinburne who defends miracles as exceptional events by using probability calculus (3.4). 

This was followed by another original contribution of the systematic theologian Karl Heim 

who sought to argue for the reasonableness of miracles from developments in modern 

physics (3.5). From the group of theologians who defend miracles as historical facts on the 

basis of evidence from Scripture, I selected the Evangelical theologian William Lane Craig 

(3.6). Finally, I paid attention to the work of Alister McGrath, a former atheist, biophysicist 

and now an Anglican theologian, by looking at how he deals with scientific criticism against 

miracles (3.7). 

As a second contribution to the miracle debate, in Chapter 6 I answered the last part of 

the research question: Given the focus on factuality which leads to a gridlock in the current 

miracle debate, what could be an approach that could break the impasse and helps to further 

the debate? 

I first clarified that the focus on the factuality of and evidence for miracles can be 

explained contextually against the background of the Enlightenment (6.1). It not only 

narrowed or impoverished the debate to merely a dispute about facts and evidence, but it also 

suggests that there would be a conflict between science and Western theology. 

Then I continued with my suggestion for a hermeneutical approach that, instead of 

focusing on factuality, emphasises the religious significance of miracle narratives in which 

such a supposed opposition can be overcome. The suggestion of this other focus followed 

from the contributions of Rudolf Bultmann, Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Küng from my 

evaluations in Chapter 5. 

I worked this out critically in two further sections in the last chapter of this study, 

firstly by proposing and clarifying the following theses that undergird this approach which I 

supported with contributions from Ian T. Ramsey and Paul Ricœur (6.2).  

1. The biblical miracle stories are not written in descriptive language as suggested in the 

current debate in which miracles are assumed to refer to factual occurrences, but they 

are written in religious language from an already existing theological interpretation. 

2. Miracles signify the presence of a transcendent power that surpasses Man. This is a 

dialectical approach in which faith is irreducible, experienced as a gift from God in 

the lives of believers, and as a transformation in Man’s ‘self-understanding’. 

3. The hermeneutical horizon of the biblical writers consists of an eschatological and 

anthropological actuality in that it centres on the battle of ‘the power of evil’ versus 

‘the power of God’ in miracle narratives. In their view, ‘miracle’ refers to the 

emergence of or transformation to a new era in which God’s Kingdom will be 
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established and all evil will have been overcome, and not to a ‘violation of natural 

laws caused by God’. 

4. Results of historical-critical biblical scholarship suggest a method of ‘close reading’ 

miracle narratives in a structural analysis in, as Schillebeeckx advised, ‘an immanent, 

synchronous approach, in line with modern, systematic and critical literary study’, in 

addition to exegetical methods such as Formgeschichte, Redaktionsgeschichte and 

Traditionsgeschichte. 

5. Uncovering the deeper meaning of biblical miracle stories written in an ancient 

worldview allows a new interpretation of these stories in the present Western context. 

 

In this approach the miracle is brought back to its original birthplace, the biblical 

narratives, which represent the voices of a believing community. This served to confirm that 

the narrow definition of and debate about a miracle as a factual ‘violation of natural laws’ is 

out of place in the context of the biblical writers. In order to discover what the ancient 

religious texts could mean it is assumed that current readers can only do so through the lenses 

of their own conceptual paradigms. Since every reader is inalienable bound by a context of 

interpretation, the meaning of ancient texts such as from the Bible can only be found by 

confronting oneself with these texts which enables a ‘melting of horizons’. Therefore it is 

necessary to, first of all, ‘hear’ what these stories convey and what they could mean in an 

ancient civilisation, before a new meaning can arise in a current context and seeing ‘with new 

eyes’ becomes possible. 

In a next critical section I then discussed a number of questions that could be raised 

against the approach I suggested (6.3). After all, an approach that focuses on meaning, rather 

than on factuality, also runs the risk of one-sidedness or narrowing the debate by stressing 

mainly a subjective or existential outlook. The questions that were raised were as follows. 

1. Can an approach which does not focus on the factuality or historicity of miracles, 

    particularly Christ’s resurrection, still be called ‘Christian’? 

2. Is the final outcome of this approach that emphasises ‘self-understanding’ not 

   ‘subjectivity’? 

3. Is a hermeneutical approach to miracles not just another form of liberal theology in 

   which the problem of theodicy is reduced to merely an ethical call addressed to Man? 

In order to develop a more balanced hermeneutical approach which does justice to the 

language of believers about (biblical) miracles and which aims to bridge science and 

theology, I made use of some contributions from Alister McGrath. He pointed out that 

knowledge is not just attainable by ascertaining empirical facts, assuming a universal 

epistemology, but it can be argued that in acquiring knowledge different epistemologies can 

be distinguished, depending on the entities under investigation and that hermeneutics plays an 

undeniable role in all of the sciences. For biblical miracle narratives this implies a revaluation 

of human creativity and imagination as a source of knowledge. However, he also warned 

against a too one-sided approach from this perspective by neglecting the objective side of 

‘what we are confronted with’ in the sciences. He therefore proposed a view in which the 

different sciences, accommodated in a layered stratification with different epistemologies, 

mutually inform and enricheach other. I followed this proposal although I have also been 

critical about the way McGrath defends miracles in recent debates with New Atheists. 
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