Miracles

* Problems
— Whatis a miracle?
— What would count as evidence for a miracle?
— Could we ever know if a miracle occurred?

A Preliminary Issue

* One definition of miracle:

— A violation of a law of nature by divine will
» One definition of a law of nature:

— A regularity withno exceptions
* Problem:

— If laws by definitionhave no exceptions, then
nothingis a miracle

Solving the Problem

» Laws of nature are laws afture

» Don't define them as exceptionless
regularities.

» Define them as regularities that helthen
there is no supernatural interference

» Miracles are: violations of natural laws
brought about by a Deity

Hume’s Claim

| flatter myself, that | have discovered an
argument... which, if just, will, with the wise
and learned, be an everlasting check to all
kinds of superstitious delusion...

David HumeEnquiry Concerning Human
Understanding,Of Miracles," Section 1

The Problem

¢ Suppose you say a miracle has occurred

« If true, a law of nature has been violated

We only count something as a law of nature if the

evidence is overwhelmingly strong — if we have an

empiricalproof.

¢ Hence by the logic of your claif should see it as
exceedingly unlikely that what you say is true.

« But, people who report miraclese often confused,
deceived, carried away, dishonest...

Question and Answer

* Question: which is more likely?
— A genuine law of nature was violated? Or...
— The witness is lying, confused, deceived...
* Hume’s answer:

— It's (almost?) always more likely that the witness
is lying, confused, deceived...




The Greater Miracle?

+ Suppose someone reports a resurrection. Hume

asks:

Which would be the greater miracle? That the
person really rose from the dead? Or that the
witness is mistaken or deceitful?

* Hume says:
— The resurrection would be the greater miracle
— Therefore, we shouldn’t believe the witness

Probability

» Write p(X) for the probability that X is true

» Write p(X/Y) for the probability that X is true
given thaty is true.

» Let M stand for some particular miracle’s
occurring.

 Let E stand for thevidence- in the form of
testimony — that it occurred.

* We want to know: what is p(M/E)?

Prior Probability

» Theprior probability of a statement is the
probability, before we consider the new
evidencethat the statement is true

» Example: theprior probability that Smith
robbed the bank — p(S) — might be low becaus
he is rich and has no obvious motive.

Relevance of Evidence

» Suppose we have a hypothesis H and some
evidence E.

— For example: let H = Jones robbed the bank and let

E = Jones'’s fingerprints were on the safe.
* Is E relevant to H?
— Yesif p(E/H) is high compared to p(E/not-H)
— Noif P(E/H) is close to p(E/not-H)

Posterior Probability

» Theposterior probabilityof a statement is its
probabilitygiven the evidence

» For example: the posterior probability that
Smith committed the robbery might be high
given the evidendiat his fingerprints were on
the safe.

For Example...

« If Jones works in the bank, finding his
fingerprints on the safe has low relevance
— Why? Because the fingerprints would probably beg

therewhether or nohe robbed the bank —
* P(E/H) is roughly equal to p(E/not-H)

« If there’s no good reason for Jones to be near
the safe, E is relevant: p(E/H) is a lot higher
than p(E/not-H)




Bayes’ Theorem

» Bayes’ theorem (no: you don’t need to know
it) says

p(H/E) = P(E/H)xp(H)

p(E/H)xp(H) + p(E/not-H)xp(not-H)

Rough Translation:

 Other things being equal, highgnior
probability makes for highgrosterior
probability

 Other things being equal, highlevance
makes for higher posterior probability

Hume in Probability Terms

» Because miracles are violations of natural
laws, the prior probability of any miracle is
low

» Because people are easily fooled, prone to

enthusiasm and often dishonedkg relevance

of testimony is not high

Conclusioniit is verydifficult (Hume thinks

virtually impossible) for testimony to establish

a miracle.

Two Questions

* We need to ask:
— 1.Is the relevance of testimony for miracles
always low?
— 2. Has Hume really shown that the prior
probability of miracles is low?

Relevance of Testimony

Hume’s point: people are easily fooled, prone
to enthusiasm and often dishonest

We can agreananypeople would not be very
credible witnesses to a miracle

But.. Some people (perhaps Hume himself)
are skeptics who are honest and not easily
fooled. Somewitnesses might be highly
believable

The Amazing Randi

« Magician and skeptic James Randi has made a care]
out of debunking paranormal fraud

« |f Randitestified that a miracle had occurred, that
testimony might be highly relevant




Are Miracles Inherently Improbable?

* Hume claims: we don't call something a law of
nature unless the evidence amounts to “proof
(i.e.,extremelystrong empirical evidence)

» But: a miracle is a violation of a law of nature

» So: does it follow that miracles are inherently
improbable?

Obviously supernatural...

Another Problem

» Theoretical arguments can change prior
probabilities

* In science, theoretical arguments can raise the
prior probability of a hypothesis

 Similar remarks apply to religion

U

Natural vs. Supernatural

* A miracle is a violation of a law of nature by
God

» We can imagine a world where miracles are
commonandwhere they are clearly
supernatural events

* In such a world, we coulstill have
overwhelming evidence about how nature
behavesvhen God doesn't intervene

The Flaw in Hume’s Argument

» Evidence for a law of nature comes from case
where there is no divine intervention

» That evidence tells us nothing about how
nature behaveshenGod intervenes

* It tells us nothing about how often Gddes
intervene

» Therefore, it tells us nothing about the
probability of miracles

An lllustration

» Suppose you think the arguments and eviden
put the probability of God'’s existence at 10%

» Suppose you think, on theological grounds,
that the probability of a miracgivenGod’s
existence is 90%

« |t follows: you put the probability of at least
somemiracles at 9%
— not high, but not nearly as low as Hume suggests




A Caution

» Hume’stheoreticalargument is flawed
It doesn't followthat miracles are probable
» Someone could argue this way:

— By far most reports of miracles turn out to be
flawed

— Therefore, the next report of a miracle will very
likely also turn out to be flawed

This is a modest argument for giving low

probability to miracle stories

Interim Conclusion

* Hume’s argument is flawed

— Testimony of withesses can be more relevant tham
he admits

— Prior probability of miracles need not be low even
if we have “proof” of laws of nature

— Theoretical arguments could raise the probability
of miracles

But: we do have empirical reason to be

skeptical of miracle claims

What if Miraclesare Improbable

* Hume hasn’'t shown that miraclesistbe
improbable, but...

* It's veryhard (impossible?) to find any
remotely uncontroversial examples

» Suppose that miracles realye improbable.
What then?

* Some people point out: very low probability

Lotteries

events can still be known through testimony.

Imagine a lottery with 1,000,000 tickets. The
paper reports that #387,542 is the winner.
Should you believe this?

— The chance is only 1 in a million.

— Does Hume's reasoning imply that you shouldn’t
believe?

The lottery examined

» The prior probability that #387,542 won is
very low. But...

» The relevance of the newspaper report is very
high. Why?
— The probability that the paper would say #387,544

won giventhat it's true is very high

— The probability that the paper would say #387,543
won giventhat it's not true is very low

Lottery continued

Getting the winning number right is easy

If errors are random, then apwrticular error
will occur about one time in a million.

The upshot: the newspaper repontesy likely
true — the posterior probability is very high

We can contrast this with reports of miracles
as follows




Wonderland and Glumdom

* In Wonderland, miracles are very common;
half of reported “miracles” really are miracles
(from the gods’-eye point of view)

* In Glumdom, miracles are rare; only 1 reporte
“miracle” in 1,000 is genuine.

* In Wonderland, miracles have high prior
probability

* In Glumdom, the prior probability is low

o

Wonderland

Suppose the MC checks 1,000 cases
— About 500 will be real; she’ll get them all right
— About 500 won't be real; she’ll say that about® a

— In Wonderland, the chance that somettisa
miracle if the MC says so is 500/505 — about 99%

The upshot so far...

» Low probabilityby itselfdoesn’t mean that we
can'’t learn through testimony.
— We can if the testimony is sufficiently relevant

» Very low probability combined with less
impressive reliabilit)can make testimony
problematic

» Hume would say: testimony can never be
relevant enough; we're too fallible about such
things.

The Miracle Checker

» Wonderland and Glumdom share a miracle
checker. From the gods-eye point of view...
— If an apparent miracle is real, she will alwayg sa

Sso.
— If a an apparent miracle®treal, she will get
things wrong 1 time out of 100

* Do the arithmetic...

Glumdom

» Suppose the MC checks 1,000 cases
— Only 1 will be real; she’ll get it right
— 999 will notbe real; she’ll say that about 10 are
— In Glumdom, the chance that somethimg
miracle if the MC says so is about 1/11 — about 9%
* The difference?
— Notthe miracle checker; the prior probability

— Her reliability is not high enough to overcome the
low prior probability in Glumdom

Multiple Witnesses

« If we haveseveralwitnesses, the picture can
change

» Suppose the chance of a resurrection is 1 in g
guadrillion (1/1,000,000,000,000,000)

» Suppose MC says that an apparent resurrectipn
was real. What's the posterior probability?
— ANSWER: 1 in 10 trillion

* This is low,but




The Effects of Independent Testimony

« If eightindependentvitnesses as good as MC
all agreed, the chance would rise to about 909
* Why?
— One MC has a 1 in 100 chance of misreporting a
bogus miracle.
— 8 miracle checkers have a (1/1¢hance of
simultaneously misreporting a bogus miracle.
— It would be a “greater miracle” if all were wrong
than if the resurrection really happened.

Two cautions

» 1: The calculations we made washly if the
witnesses are truly independeNbt sofor
typical miracle stories

» 2: We assumed witnesses who were quite
reliable. Often not the case.

* All we have shown is theoreticalpossibility.
This doeshotshow that any actual miracle
reports are believable
— That is for you to judge

Hume'’s Sleight of Hand

» Whether a miracle occurred is one thing

» Whether the religion of the culture in which it
occurred is the “true” religion is another

» A Hindu story about a miraculous cure of
Jasbiranda Jewish story of a miraculous cure
of Jedediah coultothbe true even thouglhe
theories of exactlwhythe happened couldn’t
both be true

(=)

Want more realism?

» Suppose the MC reports real miracles correct
90% of the time (rather than 100%) and...

Suppose she has a 5% chance of saying that
fake miracle is real

For our resurrection example, 13 independent
reports from such MCs would raise the
posterior probability to 95%

The moral: multiple witnesses can make a
difference

Miracle Against Miracle

Hume says: miracle stories from different
religions cancel one another out

His comparison: conflicting witnesses in a tria
His (perfectly true) claim: there are many
miracle stories from sharply conflicting
religions

His conclusion: no miracle story could ever
establish a religion

Where Hume is right

Miraclesby themselvesan't establish
complex doctrines (like monotheism or the
Trinity)

It couldstill be clear that some event was a
miracle caused by a good and powerful deity




An Important Caveat

» Showing that a miracle occurred calls for
showing that
— The alleged event actually happened abalt]
— that it was brought about by divine intervention

» Some philosophers say: a natural explanation
would always be preferabland

A natural explanation could never be ruled ou

A Reply

» On the first point: preferable to whom?
— “Preferable” here depends on prior assumptions
» On the second poinsomeevents we can
imagine would make most sense on the
assumption that they were divine intervention

— The intellectual job isotto makescientificsense
of things

— The job is to makeenseof things in whatever way
is most plausible

Small Wonders

 Believers may think flashy miracles are rare

 Believers may see the divine in small things

— They may think that some naturally possible
eventsmake most sengghen seen as miracles

— They may think that some “signs and wonders”
were built into nature
» Judgments here will depend on prior
assumptions

Summing Up...

« It's hard to show that miraclesustbe improbable

« It's hard to show that witnessesuldn’tbe sufficient
(especially multiple witnesses)

« It's hard to show that we could nevecognizea
miracle

e But... That doesn’t mean it's easy to show that a
miracle has happeneand

« Arational person might doubt that théravebeen
any miracles




