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The evidentialist approach to theism relies on evidence to confirm (or disconfirm) the
central tenets of theism.* Although the methodology involved in measuring confirmation is
commonly associated with scientific theories, the machinations of confirmation theory can be
applied to propositions of almost any sort, including religious claims.? In this paper, | intend to
explain one way to apply confirmation theory to a special class of religious propositions—

propositions about the veracity of miraculous events.

l.
Much ink has been spilt in the attempt to define a “miracle.” Although I do not intend to
improve on the vast literature on this subject, it is important that | state briefly what kind of event
| am denoting by the term “miracle.”® For my purposes, a miraculous event must necessarily be

(i) performed by a god, (ii) a violation, suspension, breaking, or intervention of some law of

! The evidentialist approach is exemplified classically by William Paley, Natural
Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006; originally 1802), and in contemporary works
such as Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004) and George Schlesinger, Religion and the Scientific Method (Dordrecht, Holland: D.
Riedel, 1977).

2 Richard Swinburne, An Introduction to Confirmation Theory (London: Methuen & Co.,
1973), 5: “Probability on evidence, or epistemic probability, may be ascribed to propositions of
all kinds—moral, aesthetic, and theological propositions, as well as historical and scientific
ones.”

¥ My definition of “miracle” loosely follows that given by Richard Swinburne, The
Concept of Miracle (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1970), 1-11, Richard L. Purtill, “Defining
Miracles,” in In Defense of Miracles, ed. R. Douglas Geivett and Gary Habermas (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1997), 61-72, George Schlesinger, “Miracles,” A Companion to
Philosophy of Religion, ed. Philip Quinn and Charles Taliaferro (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1999),
360-66, William Lane Craig and J. P. Moreland, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian
Worldview (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 565-72, and George I. Mavrodes,
“Miracles,” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 304-22.



nature, and (iii) performed for some divine purposehall briefly elaborate on what | mean by
these necessary conditions for an event to qualify as a miracle.

My first condition for some event to count as a miracle is that a god must bring about the
event. Consequently, extraordinary and improbatsnes that are not brought about by a
personal, supernatural agent fall short of my definition of a miracle. If a gadsyiresumably
he could perform many actions, and it would not be the case that all of the god@s actuld
count as miraculouskFor example, in the Christian tradition, a distinction is made between
divine acts ofprovidenceand miracles. Miracles are conceptually distinguishable from acts of
divine providence insofar as events classified as Odivine providenceO involve nodativime a
that violates, suspends, breaks, or intervenes on a law of ffafliies, my second condition
makes a distinction between all divine actions and a narrower class of divinasttiat could
qualify as miraculous.

Finally, miraculous events are perfned for a divine purpose. A miracle, as | use the
term, includes only events that a god performs for some significant reason. Oniblglaus
suggestion, offered by Richard Purtill, is that a miraculous event intendsi@catisat God is
acting.® The important aspect of this final qualification is that purposeless divine actiats t
violate, suspend, break, or intervene in the laws of nature do not fall under the class of
miraculous events. In other words, a capricious divine act (if such a concagtesent) would
not count as a miracle on my view. The concept of miraculous events includes thasthere

purpose in the godOs action.

* The precise way one wishes to formulate this p¢ist, Oviolates, breaks, suspends, or
intervenes on a law of natureO) depends crucially on the way one understands shef Olaw
nature.O On this point see Swinbur@encept of Miracle2-3 and Craig and Moreland,
Philosophical Foundation$66-68.

> Putill, ODefining Miracles,O 64.



