MIRACLES
" \\ 7HEN / use a word ", Humpty Dumpty said in rather a ' • scornful tone, " it means just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less."
" The question is ", said Alice, " whether you can make words mean different things."
" The question is ", said Humpty Dumpty, " which is to be master—that's all."1
As often, Lewis Garroll has here enshrouded a piece of wisdom which is apt to escape our attention. Too frequently words and slogans have become our masters and have caused misunderstanding, perplexity, and sometimes even bloodshed. An example of the danger occurs in Dr. Barnes' recent book on The Rise of Christianity. He asserts dogmatically, as others have done before him, that " modern man, with his thought shaped by scientific investigation, is certain that miracles, in the sense of finite-scale activities contrary to the normal ordering of nature, do not happen ".2 Later he declares, " By every law of probability Christianity ought to have perished. That it survived is—do we exaggerate ?—the supreme miracle of history ".3 The definition of " miracle " in the first passage will probably prevent any suggestion of inconsistency, but many will feel that the use of the word with a different but undefined meaning in the second context is unhappy.
the term defined
We must therefore try to define our terms ; indeed, without doing so we are unlikely to make much progress. The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary gives two main meanings to the word miracle :
(i) A marvellous event exceeding the known powers of nature, and therefore supposed to be due to the special intervention of the Deity or of some supernatural agency ; chiefly, an act (e.g., of healing) exhibiting
1 Through the Looking Glass, Chap. 6.
2 The Rise of Christianity, p. 66.
3 The Rise of Christianity, p. 174.
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control over the laws of nature, and serving as evidence
that the agent is either divine or is specially favoured
by God ; (2) As applied hyperbolically to an unusual achievement
or event.
The second of these meanings need not detain us : this figur​ative use of the word is well recognized and gives rise to no argument. It is with the first meaning that we are concerned, but two points in regard to this must be clarified at once :
(1) The adjective " known " may cause difficulty in view of man's constantly extending knowledge of the universe whereby the " miracles " of one generation become the commonplaces of the next. To Aristotle, scientifically minded though he was, the aeroplane and submarine would appear as miracles ; to us they represent only the practical application of certain well defined scientific principles. Similarly in our day there are events which, because of our limited know​ledge, are not susceptible of explanation in accordance with any settled body of principles : psychology, still in its infancy, provides examples of this. But these " miracles " may yet be brought within the scope of natural laws. With miracles defined in this relative sense we need not occupy ourselves. We are concerned with those which break into a well defined and com​monly accepted body of scientific principles.
(2) While it is miracles which thus transgress the so-called laws of nature (we shall consider the meaning of this phrase later) which attract most attention, it must not be overlooked that there are historical events which have been ascribed to divine intervention but which may have involved no violation of natural laws. The drying up of the Red Sea recorded in Exodus 14 may be explicable according to the operation of natural laws,4 but it is none the less a miracle. The miraculous element would then consist not in any breach of natural laws, but in the shaping and timing of events 4 See for example Palmer, The Desert of the Exodus, Chap. 3, and a
lecture by Major C. S. Jarvis reported in the Palestine Exploration Quarterly,
January 1938.
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by a divine power for the achievement of a particular end. No consideration of the subject can afford to ignore miracles in this sense.
With these two provisos, the definition of the Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary will suffice for our purpose.
some objections
Both the Old and the New Testaments contain records of miracles, and in the gospel narratives particularly they occupy a prominent place. We shall return later to consider these miracles in their Biblical setting, but for the moment we must examine briefly the objections which have been raised to them on a priori grounds. These objections proceed from two main points of view, which we may call for convenience the scientific and the historical. The scientific objection is concerned only with those miracles which transgress scientific laws and repudiates these on grounds such as those put forward by Bishop Barnes in the words quoted, or by Renan when he wrote " People who are in accord with positive science do not admit the special supernatural, the miracle ".5
The historical objection is again succinctly stated by Bishop Barnes : " Because Christianity, as it spread, was associated with an ill-educated proletariat, and because the thought, even of its leaders, was shaped by the growing intellec​tual deterioration of the time, the books of the New Testament are a strange mixture of spiritual insight, religious beauty and moral strength, combined with incredible stories and bizarre beliefs . . . Amid a population such as that in which Christianity \vas shaped, illustrations, allegories and fanciful possibilities rapidly change into plain narratives and are accepted as historical facts ".6 We must consider each of these two grounds of objection in turn.
the uniformity of nature
The last three hundred years have witnessed a tremendous expansion in man's knowledge of and control over the powers of the physical universe. Ours is essentially a scientific world in which man has harnessed the forces of nature to his own ends.
5 Preface to his Life of Jesus.
6 The Rise of Christianity, pp. 64-5.
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This harnessing has been made possible by the regular and uniform behaviour of these forces. If there were anything capricious about that behaviour, much of the basis on which modern life has been built would be destroyed. Hence the conception of the uniformity of nature has come to dominate our minds. The change in outlook which has accompanied this is brilliantly summarized by Arnold Toynbee in these words :
" In the systems in which ' Law is king of all ' we can watch the personality of God growing fainter as the law that governs the Universe comes into sharper focus.   In our own Western World, for example, the Triune God of the Athanasian Creed has faded by stages, in an ever-increasing number of Western minds, as physical science has extended the frontiers of its intellectual empire over  one  field of existence after another—until at last, in our own day when science is laying claim to the whole of the spiritual as well as the material universe, we see God the  Mathe​matician fading right out into God the Vacuum." 7 Superficially  the  conception  of the  uniformity  of nature is attractive :   its orderliness appeals to our minds (though why orderliness should appeal to our minds is beyond the ken of scientist and philosopher alike), it fits in with the commonly observed facts of everyday life and it holds out the vague hope that in some way progress towards Utopia may be achieved merely by extending our comprehension of natural laws.    It is easier for our generation to accept the uniformity of nature and reject anything which seems to be at variance with it than it is to examine all the implications behind the conception :   we prefer physics to metaphysics.   But, before we can confidently repudiate  miracles  because  they  are  at  variance  with  our conception of the uniformity of nature, we must make at any rate a short incursion into the realm of metaphysics so as to be satisfied on three points :
(i) That our conception provides us with an adequate description and explanation of the universe, using that term in its widest sense to embrace all the facts of our observation and experience ;
7 A  Study of History, Abridgement of Volumes   I   to 6  by  D. C. Somervell, pp. 497-8.
(2) That it deals with realities and not mere phenomena, using that term in its literal sense of things which are apparent ;
(3)  As to precisely what is involved in the notion of the laws of nature.
the limitations of science
Scientists have probably always been quicker than laymen to realize the limitations of their own subject. This is certainly true of the eminent scientists of modern times. Thus Sir Arthur Eddington in his Gifford lectures compares the descrip​tion of the generation of waves by wind given in a standard treatise on hydrodynamics with that contained in a sonnet by Rupert Brooke, and points out that the qualities perceived by the poet are as real and as important as those perceived by the scientist.8 This is something which we tend to forget, because we think of real things as things which we can see and touch. But these constitute only a part of what goes to make up the sum total of our human experience. There is another part of which Rupert Brooke wrote in the sonnet of which Eddington makes use :
These hearts were woven of human joys and cares, Washed marvellously with sorrow, swift to mirth.
The years had given them kindness.    Dawn was theirs,
And sunset, and the colours of the earth.
Are not these things—sorrow and mirth, kindness and beauty— as real a part of our experience as tables and chairs ? And what is to be said of the mind of man ? Science proceeds on the assumption that the universe is rational, that is, that there is some sort of affinity between it and the mind which observes it. Why and how that should be so are questions \vhich science cannot answer. Dr. Temple comments in a footnote to his Gifford lectures : " Sir James Jeans writes a book to describe the Mysterious Universe. But he is himself quite as mysterious as all that he describes : and nothing is so mysterious as the fact that he can describe it".9 Dr. Temple himself in his writings has shown how a consideration of mind may lead to a belief in God. Down that avenue we cannot follow him now.
8 The Nature of the Physical Universe, Chap. 15.
9 Mature, Man and God, p. 279.
All that we are concerned to do is to point out that, if we give proper weight to all the facts of our experience, we are led very quickly into territory unexplored by the physical sciences. In short we are brought face to face with the relationship between what are popularly thought of as the physical and the spiritual universes.
This may have no bearing on the uniformity of nature if the popular conception of the two universes has any sound basis. The uniformity of nature would then become an aspect of the physical universe which could be considered quite apart from the spiritual. Something of the sort seems to have been the view of scientists from the time of Newton until quite recently. Sir Edmund Whittaker sums up their attitude in these words : "... Men of science since Newton have generally held that correct (even if in some respects limited) knowledge regarding physics could be combined with any views whatever on the fundamental questions of Being and Reality : that part of the world could be rightly understood without reference to the whole : that natural philosophy was independent of meta​physics ".10
A change in scientific outlook
It was this strict departmentalization of knowledge which enabled Newton and his followers to be earnest theolo​gians while holding a view of the physical universe which conceived of " the relation between God and the universe as analogous to that of a watchmaker to a watch which he has constructed, and which, having been set going, continues to function, for some time at any rate, without any necessity for the continued presence or attention of its originator ".J1 We cannot here trace how the work of Planck, Rutherford, Bohr and Einstein has modified the Newtonian view of the universe as objective, material and deterministic. Eddington has done that in his Nature of the Physical Universe, and Jeans in his Physics and Philosophy. We must be content with trying to pick out their essential conclusions. Eddington makes four points : 12
10 Space and Spirit, p. 133.
11 Ibid, pp. 95-6.
12 The Mature of the Physical Universe, Chap. 1 5.
(1)  It is now evident that the scheme of physics is a partial aspect of something wider ;
(2)  Strict causality is abandoned in the material world and our ideas of the controlling laws are in process of reconstruction ;
(3) The physical world is abstract and without actuality apart from its linkage to mental consciousness ;
(4) The sanction for correlating a real physical world to certain feelings of which we are conscious is not essentially different from that for correlating a spiritual domain to another side of our personality.
Sir James Jeans almost echoes the words of Plato when he writes : " We may picture the world of reality as a deep-flowing stream ; the world of appearance is its surface below which we cannot see. Events deep down in the stream throw up bubbles and eddies on to the surface of the stream. These are transfers of energy and radiation of our common life, which affect our senses and so activate our minds ; below these lie deep waters which we can only know by inference ",13
On the surface, then, the uniformity of nature remains, in accord with our everyday experience, but it must be viewed now not as an element in a closed system but as a part of something wider, as belonging to the world of appearance and not necessarily the world of reality. The tendency of modern scientific thought is to stress the mental and subjective aspect of our observations. This is a subject on which philosophy and religion have something to say, and it would be wise to hear them before passing final judgment on the question of miracles.
the laws of nature
Before leaving the scientific objection to miracles, a word must be said about the laws of nature. These are popularly thought of as laws which in some way are imposed on the physical universe so that it is bound to act in accordance with them. This is a transfer to the realm of science of the notion derived from civil law of a set of rules imposed by a ruler upon his subjects, and it has received some support from the idea of natural laws being imposed by God on His universe. But in
13 Physics and Philosophy, p. 193.
fact law basically implies no more than regularity of behaviour, and the laws of nature may well be nothing other than man's formulation of the regularity observed by him in the behaviour of natural forces. If this is so, the formulation may well be coloured by our own mental conventions. Whitehead examines this and other ideas of the laws of nature in Adventures of Ideas and draws the conclusion " that Nature is patient of inter​pretation in terms of Laws which happen to interest us ",14 This is " not to be twisted to mean that any facts of nature can be interpreted as illustrating any laws that we like to assign ",15 but it emphasizes again, as Jeans and Eddington do, the importance of our mental processes and the doubt about the ultimate reality lying behind the world of appearances.
the historical objection
The other ground of objection to miracles is that which we have described as the historical ground. Here three separate strands of thought may be discerned :
(1) That expressed by Dr. Barnes that Christianity was associated in its beginnings with an ill-educated proletariat amongst whom the most unlikely stories \vould easily gain credence ;
(2) The historical records of other religions contain miracles but we have ceased to believe them, dis​missing the stories as explicable on some such ground as " auto-suggestion " or as attributable to wishful thinking : why, it is asked, should the miracles associated with Christianity be regarded in any different light ?
(3) The Jewish nation in whom Christianity has its roots were imbued with an intense national ideology and it would be natural for them, reviewing their history, to look for the hand of God in the events which shaped their destiny and the word of God in the ethical idealism of their prophets. It is suggested, therefore,
14 Adventures of Ideas, Chap.  8, Section 8
15 Ibid, Chap. 8, Section 9.
that the Old and New Testament records must be read as coloured by this outlook and the picture which we have there of God's activity with the nation of Israel must be accepted with reservation.
The only way to assess the strength of these objections is to consider the miracles in their historical setting, but two comments may first be made on the first and the last. As to the first, while it is true that Christianity flourished amongst all classes of the community, much of our knowledge of it is derived from Paul. His writings hardly reveal the mind of an ill-educated proletarian, and they are shot through and through with the importance of the three chief miracles of Christianity : (a) That Jesus was " the Son of God's love " and " the image of the invisible God "1G ; (b) That " God was in Christ recon​ciling the world unto himself"17 ; (c) That " God raised up Christ ".is
As to the last objection, it should not be overlooked that much of the writing of the prophets is a denunciation of the nation and a pronouncement of impending judgement.19 Had national self-glorification been the only object of the nation's history and had it been subjected to constant editing and re-editing, some expurgation of these passages might have been expected. With these two general comments we must consider the background of the miracles, of which we shall be concerned mainly with those recorded in the gospels.
the background of the miracles
The Bible begins with the record of creation : "In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth ".20 Such a view has never been at variance with the conclusions of any of the sciences and has been denied only by thorough-going materialists who prefer to ascribe the origin of all things to undesigned coincidence. Certainly the view was acceptable to the Newtonians. But there was a tendency for it to end there,
,    16 col. i : 13, 15. i' i Cor. 5:19. is iCor. 15: 15.
19 e.g., Isa. 5. Jer. 5. Ezek. 16, Hos. 4. Micah 3.
20 Gen. i : i.
and that tendency has increased until modern times. God, having fulfilled His function as prime mover of the universe, can become an absentee God taking no further part in the working of the machine which He has set going. So we reach the sort of outlook summarized by Toynbee in the words already quoted. It is this which is at variance with the Bible view, which has three outstanding features :
(1) God has not merely created the universe in the sense that a carpenter may make a box or, to use Paley's famous illustration, a watchmaker a watch. He also sustains it in being, so that its continued existence is grounded in Him who is everywhere present by His Spirit. So the Psalmist, having reviewed the glorious works of God's creation, concludes :
" These wait all upon thee ; that thou mayest give them their meat in due season. That thou givest them they gather : thou openest thine hand, they are filled with good. Thou hidest thy face, they are troubled : thou takest away their breath, they die, and return to their dust. Thou sendest forth thy spirit, they are created : and thou renewest the face of the earth ".21
Or, as Paul expressed the same truth : " God ... is not far from each one of us : for in him we live and move and have our being ",22
(2) God is not an all-powerful but impersonal force in the universe. He is a personal God, with a character of moral perfection. So His righteousness endureth for ever, He is gracious and full of compassion, the works of His hands are truth and judgment and His com​mandments are made in truth and uprightness.23 Moreover " the righteous Lord loveth righteousness ; his countenance doth behold the upright ",24 Thus He who is holy demands of men, " Be ye holy ; for I am holy ".2» As a corollary that which is unholy is an offence against God.
21 Psa. 104 : 27-30.
22 Acts 17 : 27-28 (R.V.).
23 Psa. in: 3-8.
24 Psa. 11:7.
25 Lev. ii : 44 (R.V.).
(3) God is not only sustaining the works of creation, but is actively guiding all things to the end that He may be glorified. He is not only Alpha, the beginning, but also Omega, the end.26 Because God's creation, marred by man's rebellion against His will, contains sin and evil, the activity of God involves a work of recreation or restoration that creation may be purged of sin and evil and man won back to God.
On this view, the uniformity and orderliness of the universe which men see and formulate in the laws of nature are the expression of the mind of God, and it is that mind which gives to the universe its rational basis. Further, the mind of God is the ultimate reality behind the universe. But just as that mind is the ground of order in the physical universe, it demands moral order also and cannot ultimately tolerate moral disorder. Therefore, while sin and evil remain, there is in the universe that which is contrary to the mind of God and to this extent the universe is not completely rational. The activity of God is directed to the establishment of full rationality in the sense that the creation must express in all its varied aspects the mind of Him who created it. Here then is the need for divine intervention and, because the universe cannot be department​alized into the physical and the spiritual or moral, that inter​vention involves on occasion an interference with the normal operation of the laws of nature.
the purpose of miracles
Miracles viewed in this light are not capricious or arbitrary, which is an objection sometimes urged against them. Nor are they mere works of wonder. They are manifestations of the power of God, actively working out His purpose. On this footing the miracles in Israel's history, whether they involve violations of natural laws or merely the shaping and timing of events to achieve the divine purpose, will not surprise us when we view that history as a special manifestation of God's purpose, as it is presented to us in the Old Testament. But it is in Jesus Christ that the issue reaches its climax, and Bishop Gore has
26 Rev. 21 : 6.
expressed this in powerful words, when, commenting on the purpose of God to restore the perfection marred by man, he
writes :
" God sets redemptive forces to work. He chooses His human instruments in the race of Israel, which are, if they will consent, to fulfil His special purpose. He bears with their obstinacy and wilfulness and ignorance. He perseveres. Through infinite difficulties and seeming failures He brings His redemptive purpose to its climax or critical moment. It is the coming of the Christ. And it is in this critical moment that God is specially—not then only, but then specially—represented as ' baring His arm ' in miraculous—that is, abnormal—action. And the point is : Is not the credibility of such action, at such a crisis, bound up with the belief in a God who is personal, rational and free—in the world, but also beyond it and over it ? The point of a divine miracle, as the Bible conceives it, is not to be a mere portent, but a sure indication to men's minds that the moral will of God is supreme in the world".27
In the prologue to John's gospel, Jesus is brought before us as the embodiment of the mind of God, the word made flesh, full of grace and truth. He is the only begotten Son who declares the Father to men.2 8 He is Emmanuel, God with us.2 9 In him there is a manifestation of the eternal God within the bounds of time and space. As such alone his disciples give him their allegiance : "... We believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the living God ".3" As such alone he performs the miracles which are recorded of him : " The Son can do nothing of himself, but what he seeth the Father do : for what things soever he doeth, these also doeth the Son like​wise".31 The miracles then are the manifestations in and through Christ of the power of God. When it was suggested that the power was that of Beelzebub, prince of demons, Jesus refuted it by the declaration : " But if I cast out devils by the
27 The Reconstruction of Belief, pp. 237-8.
28 John i : i, 14, 18.
29 Matt, i : 23. 3 "John 6: 69. 31 John 5:19.
spirit of God, then the kingdom of God is come unto you ",32 In this action we see what the power of God and the rule of God mean and we have a foretaste of His kingdom. When Jesus healed the sick of the palsy, he claimed also the power to forgive sins, a power which those present recognized to belong to God.3 3 In short, as we study the miracles, we find, as Canon Richardson has written, that "it is clear that the New Testament writers regard Christ's power as none other than the power of God ; Christ is the power of God in action ",34
the supreme miracle
Finally we must recall the central place which is occupied in New Testament thought by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, the miracle above all miracles which displays the power of God. Paul wrote to the Romans that Jesus was " declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead ",35 Thus the seal of divine approval was finally set upon him, confirming the evidence which had gone before. Further, this final act was the pledge of the other truths which were believed by the disciples : the authority of scripture, because it was " according to the scriptures " ;3G the assurance of the day of the Lord which would come ;3 7 the guarantee of our justification ;3 8 the earnest of our resurrection.3 9 Moreover it is the basis of our call to a new life : " If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God ".40 Paul expresses its crucial significance :
" But if there be no resurrection of the dead, then is Christ not risen : and if Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is also vain. Yea, and we
32 Matt. 12 : 28.
33 Mark 2 : 1-12.
34 The Miracle-Stories of the Gospels, p. 16. 3r> Rom. 1:4.
36 i Cor. 15:4.
37 Acts 17:31.
38 Rom. 4 : 25.
39 i Cor. 15 : 20-23. 4« Col. 3:1.
are found false witnesses of God ; because we have testified of God that he raised up Christ : whom he raised not up it so be that the dead rise not ".*i
the choice before Us
The problem of miracles therefore cannot be properly
considered within the narrow limits of the conception of the
uniformity of nature.    It brings us, as a consideration of the
problem of evolution brings us, face to face with wider and more
fundamental issues.    It presents us with the crisis of judgement
which is before the modern world.    Dare we try to focus the
choice which is set before us ?   On the one hand we have a view
of God whose activity is confined within the bounds set bv
predetermined laws of uniformity ;   of Jesus, a peasant artisan
who felt that he knew God and was called to serve Him who was
executed as a common criminal but whose moral and spiritual
influence were so  great  that  his  followers  could  not forget
nun and in time they came to worship him as Son of God ••"
oi man shaping his life as he gropes for truth but hoping to the
end of his days for nothing more than a strange mixture of
suffering, joy and peace,^ with truth and goodness perhaps
after all only the fancies of his animal mind.   On the other hand
we have a picture of a living God, active in and through history
confronting men in the person of His Son Jesus Christ, " the
power of God and the wisdom of God,"44 and calling on them
sharing  in  Christ's  redemptive  death,  to share  also in his
resurrection and to walk in newness of life seeking those qualities
°^j
goodness which are the eternal realities of the mind
of God to be manifested in all their fulness to the glory of God in
the miracle of restoration and new creation which the world has
yet to see when He who is Alpha and Omega will make all
things new.45
E. J. newman.
41 I Cor.   15: 13-15.
42 Barnes, The Rise of Christianity, pp. 336-7.
43 Ibid, p. 337.
44 i Cor. i : 24.
45 Rev. 21 : 5, 6.
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