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Student Resource Sheet 2: 

Issues arising from the interview with Petra Owen Moore
[References throughout are to timings in minutes and seconds from the start of the video interview e.g. [1:33]. These are marked on the text of the interview in square brackets at the start of each section of the interview. The questions generally follow the order of the interview. Blue text corresponds to those parts of the interview which are available as video clips on the CD ROM]

The questions below are only suggestions and are designed to enable students to engage with not only what Mrs Owen Moore says about miracles but also with the more general issues which arise out of the conversation.

1. Petra describes herself as someone who converted to Christianity having been an aggressive and sceptical atheist [0:11 – 1:02]. To what extend does an individual’s belief system predispose them to accept or reject the miraculous? How does your belief in God or not affect your own beliefs about miracles?

2. [1:14] Can a believer also be sceptical? In other words is there a place for doubt and belief to coexist? Might belief be provisional - something that over time and in the light of experience can be strengthened or weakened as further evidence becomes available? Is this what the request of the father of the boy in Mark 9:24 is about when he says to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief?”

3. [1:51] It is clear that Petra is not entirely happy to use the term miracle to describe the event that she believes led to her becoming a Christian. Would you say that the ‘Lightening episode’ was a miracle? Why / why not? [Clue: Does it all depend on how you choose to define miracle?]
4. [5:54] Look at the suggestion made by the interviewer that the reason Petra reacted to the thunderstorm in the way that she did was nothing to do with God but was in fact some sort of self-generated wish fulfilment. Do you think that this is a satisfactory explanation for what happened? What are your reasons? Do these reasons depend on your own beliefs about God and what God can and cannot do?

5. [7:31] Are you happy to accept that her ear was damaged beyond the possibility of medical repair? Does the fact that later in the interview she tells of her ‘miraculous’ healing affect your answer to this question?

6. [8:39] Someone has described doubt as “faith in two minds”. Is this a fair way to characterise Petra’s agnosticism about miracles in the period before she went to Sri Lanka?

7. [12:01] Why do you think that Petra was so diffident about being identified as the person mentioned by the evangelist as someone in the audience who could not hear? What do you make of what she says about thinking she might be dying after the onset of the burning sensation?

8. Why do you think the evangelist asked her the question, “What do you want?”

9. Examine her story of the specific events in the healing of her ear. Assuming that she is telling the truth, would this count as solid evidence that a miracle had happened? Consider the demands made by courts of law that things should be “beyond reasonable doubt”, or the sceptical observations of David Hume regarding miracles. Hume suggested that we would always find stories of miracles incredible because of doubts about the truthfulness of the testimony of the witnesses or about their intelligence or integrity.

10.  At the end of the passage, just before [17:09], Petra raises the issue of why God did this miracle and not another, even saying that she felt ‘incredibly guilty’. Why do you think this became an issue for her?
11.  [17:09] Often in medical literature the phrase “spontaneous remission” is used in reporting patients whose condition improves or disappears and there is no known medical explanation for why this happened. Would her doctor be expected to use this language in updating her medical notes? Would I be OK to write “healed by God”? Are there some situations where it is not acceptable to consider God as a candidate for explaining an event? Is there a ‘methodological naturalism’ at work which rules out ‘God Talk’?

12.  [18:14] The interviewer is deliberately picking up on the New Testament in flagging up the significance of the miraculous as pointing beyond itself to something about the cause of the miracle. In her answer [18:37] is Petra saying that miracles in and of themselves are less important than other religious truths, such as the importance of knowing who God is?

13. [20:20] In her answer to the question about selective healing, are you convinced by her reply, which freely acknowledges that she doesn’t fully understand the reasons, but trusts God nonetheless?

14. [22:25] People often set reason and faith against each other as if you can’t have both. Is this too simple? Can you think of examples from both science and religion where faith is needed and reason can also be used without them being at loggerheads?

15. [23:24] Everyone is used to the regularity of the natural world. Indeed if it were not so law-like in its behaviour we would probably feel very nervous all of the time! It is one thing to say that experience seems to indicate that nature is law-like and to say that this means that it is invariably so. Hume’s definition of a miracle was a ‘violation of a law of nature’. Supposing that the miracles we have looked at so far ‘violate’ the normal regular ‘laws’. Does this mean that science has got it wrong, and that our scientific belief in the regularity of laws of nature has to be revised? Is this an issue of worldview, where theism allows for God to change His normal ways of sustaining the universe for a reason and naturalism, with no God in the picture, is committed to the view that nature is invariably and unchangingly law-like? Are both theism and naturalism belief systems, and as such, is an actual miracle evidence that one belief system is supported and the other not?

16. [24:48] In the case of Ranjit, the man with elephantitis, it appears that the Sri Lankan students were so much more open to the possibility of him being healed than their western guests. Why do you think that this is so? Is it that our education prevents us from being open to things that do not easily fit into our view of the world?

17. Is your reaction to the story similar to Petra’s in that what she witnessed was so amazing she found it hard to believe? It is often said that “seeing is believing”. Is the evidence of sight alone sufficient for someone to be persuaded of a miracle, or would some people still refuse to believe the evidence of their own eyes and look for another explanation, such as that it was a trick? Why?

18. [28:44] In the history of science there have been some crucial experiments. The result of them has convinced scientists that they need to radically rethink their received models and theories about the nature of reality. For instance the Rutherford alpha particle scattering experiment was crucial in radically changing our view of the structure of the atom. Is the same true in religion? Are there pivotal events that believers point to in forming their core beliefs about reality, including God and His relationship to the world? Can you think of any? 

19. In science, experimental evidence is repeatable. It is vital that others can do the same experiment and get the same results. Does the unrepeatability of specific miracles mean that they do not count as evidence, or is it just that in the nature of what is going on the evidence is different from that demanded in science, but no less valid? Consider the cases where science investigates historical events which are unrepeatable. What are the limits of what science can discover and explain here? What for instance might science have to say about the claim that Jesus was raised from the dead?

20. [29:28] Petra says, “…I think that what this has challenged me and continues to challenge me is to open my eyes and you can still be an empiricist and you can still be logical without being confined to a worldview that starts with me.”       [30:52] The interviewer says in response, “…you would argue that your faith is a reasonable faith that takes into account all of the evidence that is available to you. And the fact that you are a Christian  theist  rather than an atheistic naturalist,  or words to that effect,  is because of your experiences  and the reflections  you have had on those changes.” If you were to adopt the worldview of an atheist in responding to this, what would you say about the question of evidence? Can you appeal to any other lines of evidence to argue that theism is an unreasonable position for an empirically minded person to take up?

21. [31:27] Is there any necessary connection between being a scientist and belief or not in God? Do you know what percentage of scientists are believers or not?

22. [31:49] Chris Stafford tells of his leg being prayed for and growing to the same length as his other one. He retained his dissimilar shoes as evidence. He later became a research scientist before becoming an ordained Christian minister. Consider the reception he would have faced at school when he told them about what had happened. How might his peers have responded?

23. [34:45] Look up what St. Paul says about the resurrection of Jesus in 1 Corinthians 15: 3 – 8 and 15: 12 – 20. It looks like the Christian faith is on the line here. It is understood by St. Paul to stand or fall on the evidence of the resurrection of Jesus. Is Christianity therefore committed to the view that miracles are essential to the faith of the church? Do you agree with those like Dr. Stafford that there is no incompatibility between science and belief at this point?

24. [36:26] In her final part of the interview Petra seems to be saying that it is possible to believe in God and in science. To have the benefits of both ways of looking at reality and not to set one against the other. Is her model of the relationship between science and religion satisfactory? Might there be some issues on which either science or religion might need to concede that they got it wrong so far, or had a limited understanding, and can learn from the ‘other way of seeing’?
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