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1d: Miracles

Unit overview

Background

The term miracle has been used in a number of different ways. In a trivial sense it can mean a spectacular and possibly unexpected event which is capable of being understood without reference to God. In religious language ‘miracle’ usually refers to an event which is regarded as extraordinary and striking and which is seen as being intended by God as a special disclosure of his power and purpose. In modern philosophical discussions, Hume’s definition of a miracle as ‘a violation of the laws of nature’ has shaped the debates. It is important to realize that not all miracles are of this kind. Some are apparent violations of so-called laws of nature. Others may be explicable within the laws of nature, but are nonetheless seen as ‘signals of transcendence’, pointing to divine activity. Beliefs about miracles are closely tied to one’s worldview. The pressing question for scientifically literate thinkers concerns the nature of God’s action in the world. What models of God’s action make sense of our scientific understanding alongside the claim that there are times when God acts in unusual ways which do not appear to be explicable in terms of God’s normal relationship to the world – so called miracles. A key empirical question is, ‘Do miracles actually happen?’ If they do, an important ethical question arises. Why does God appear to  be so selective in his miraculous activity, choosing to help some and not others? Theologically this raises issues of theodicy – the need to give a plausible account of God and his engagement with the world in the face of apparent features of the world which are less than good.

Note: There are two other resources, to be found on the resources page, that you should read if you are not familiar with the topic. These are Hume on miracles and Essay on miracles by Michael Poole.

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have understood that:

· the term miracle is used in a number of ways

· that our worldview affects our attitudes to miraculous claims

· evidence is important to how we evaluate claims about miracles

· miracles are seen by religious people as evidence that God is acting in the world

· the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus are important case studies within the Christian tradition

· scientists hold a range of views about miracles

· if a (perceived) miracle takes places then this has something to say about the nature of God and reality.

Some will not have progressed as far but will have understood that:

· the term miracle is used differently by different people

· our worldview affects how we accept or deny miracles

· the level of evidence we need depends on a personal position

· a miracle is seen, by religious people, as evidence of God

· the incarnation and resurrection are important examples of miracles in the Christian tradition.

Others will have progressed further and will have:

· A deeper understanding of the semantic range and various uses of the term miracle

· That the worldview of the individual (from both a scientific and a religious perspective) will affect both the perception and interpretation of an event in miraculous terms

· An understanding of a variety of responses, by Christians, to the miracles of the incarnation and resurrection

· An ability to evaluate the way in which a (perceived) miracle has something to say about the nature of God and reality

· An understanding of how science is challenged by things which do not fit within the existing ‘laws of nature’.

Key Questions

· How is the term miracle used differently by different people?

· Is God subject to the laws of nature?

· If miracles happen, what is the significance of this for both science and religion?

Learning Outcomes

Students will understand:

· the ways in which the term miracle is variously used.

· how ones worldview affects attitudes to miraculous claims.

· the role of evidence and how to evaluate it in discussing miracles.

· the importance of miracles as evidence of God’s action in the world.

· incarnation and resurrection as pivotal case studies within Christianity.

· what science might or might no be able to say about miracles.

· an awareness that if miracles take place, it raises questions about the nature of God and reality.

Resources

· Video clips – of an interview with Petra Owen

· Resource Sheet 1 – A transcript of the Petra Owen interview

· Resource  PowerPoint 1 – Miracles

· Resource  PowerPoint 2 – Incarnation

· Resource  PowerPoint 3 – Resurrection

· Resource  PowerPoint 4 – God’s action in the world.

Books

· Brown, A Hookway, S and Poole, M ‘God Talk Science Talk’ [Lion, 1997]

· Barbour, Ian ‘Myths, Models and Paradigms’ [London, SCM, 1974]

· Poole, Michael ‘A Guide to Science and Belief’ [Lion, 1994]

· Poole, Michael ‘Beliefs and Values in Science Education’ [OUP, 1995]
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