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chapter 3
poes God actin nature?

ral signs and wonders have historically performed an
ocial function, marking out individuals, movements,
as endowed with special God-given authority. The
110 1o perform miracles has been ascribed to revolutionaries,
ability rophets, saints, and even to particular places and
ﬁmm&m_,_m_ ﬂ.m&m. The apparent power to resist the most irresistible
viﬂws&o&ﬁ the forces of nature - has provided inspiration and
Mww_m ﬁM many communities facing persecution, poverty, or natural

disasters.
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maﬁonm\z.ﬁ S
or Emaﬁcao:m

Take, for example, the story of an early Christian martyr called
Agatha. This beautiful and chaste young woman was a member
of a group of persecuted Christians in 3rd-century Sicily. She
rejected the amorous advances of a local Roman official, who
punished her by banishing her to the local brothel. The legend
has it that when Agatha refused to give up either her purity or
her faith she was subjected to further tortures and punishments,
which included having her breasts cut off with pincers. In Roman
Catholic iconography, Agatha is sometimes depicted carrying

her amputated breasts on a plate. Although her wounds were
said to have been healed miraculously by a vision of St Peter,
Agatha was condemned to further punishments, including being
dragged across burning coals and broken glass. During this final
punishment, the story goes, an earthquake was sent by God,
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which killed several Roman officials. Shortly afterwards Agathy
herself died in prison.

The story of St Agatha, virgin and martyr, does not end there,
however. After her death, Agatha was adopted by the people of
Catania in Sicily as their protector and patron saint. According
to local folklore, in the year after Agatha’s death Mount Etna
erupted, and when the martyr’s veil was held up towards it,

the volcanic lava was seen to change direction, leaving the city
unharmed. The veil is reported to have protected the inhabitant
of Catania from volcanic eruptions in the same miraculous way
on several subsequent occasions. St Agatha’s intercession is alsg
credited by some believers with having prevented the plague fron
spreading to Catania in 1743. In these cases, the supernatural
intervention of a particular saint was sought as protection against
natural disasters which were themselves interpreted as acts of
God. The supposed interactions between natural and supernatura]
agencies are not straightforward, but the message is clear: God
cares for the people of Catania and, because of their association
with St Agatha, will protect them.

The ability of God, either directly or through the intercession

of specially chosen saints and prophets, to contravene the laws
of nature in order to achieve his will is asserted by all the major
religious traditions. God’s various revelations of himself to Moses,
to St Paul and the apostles, and through the angel Gabriel to
Muhammad are themselves believed to be miraculous. The Bible
records that Moses divided the Red Sea, that God sent plagues
upon the Egyptians to punish them, and provided manna from
heaven to feed his chosen people. The gospels assert that Jesus
walked on water, healed the sick, brought the dead back to life,
and was himself miraculously resurrected after dying on the
cross. The Quran includes reports of miracles performed by
Moses and Jesus, including an episode, not included in the Bible,
when Jesus is said to have fashioned clay into the shape of a

bird and miraculously breathed life into it to create a real bird.
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Although there has been debate among Muslims gl ¢
Muhammad himself performed any B:mo_omv. there jg ,
. the Quran to the splitting of the moon, which wag i,
" s confirmation of Muhammad’s prophet;,

Srm:f
ﬂm%mﬂm:co
Q.?.Qo q

as miraculou Statyg

Reports 0f miracles persist to this %« They ?E:S% Come j,
the form of miraculous Q:.mm .om the kind sought v.w Pilgrims N
the shrine of the Blessed S.@: Km.@ at roc.amm in Emzop or
by those who attend revivalist .ﬂm:%.owm Emmc.smm Presided gy,
by charismatic preachers om.qmw_zm divine wm&E.m. From tip o
time there are reports of religious statues weeping blood or, ,
occurred in New Delhi in September .Gmm“ mw.s_czm milk. W,
the story spread that statues of the Hindu .mm&mm Ganesh apg
Shiva had seemed to drink spoonfuls of milk, Gm phenomen,
was soon being replicated in temples not only in India byt 4,
around the world, including in Britain, where mwso supermar,
experienced a sudden increase in %Ew:a for milk. In this casc,
as in most others, a rational and scientific explanation was s00n
offered - namely that the liquid was being drawn out of the Spooy
by capillary action (the same process that m:o,.zm sponges and
paper towels to absorb liquid), and was then simply running g,
the front of the statue. There was also a political explanation
readily to hand. The ruling Congress Party in India claimed

that the news of the alleged miracle was being spread by their
Hindu nationalist opponents for electoral gain. The leader of one
right-wing Hindu party, speaking in defence of the miracle, said;
‘Scientists who dismiss it are talking nonsense. Most of them are

atheists and communists.

Signs, wonders, and miracles have a central place in religious
traditions, whether as evidence of the special status of particular
individuals, as proofs of the truth of particular doctrines, or

as support for the broader secular and political aspirations of

a movement. Although some believers welcome such things

as apparent proofs of the reality and power of God, others are
embarrassed by them. Reports of miracles seem, all too often,
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fsuch human weaknesses as wishful thinking,
4, rather than anything supernatural. They
' perstitious and primitive. Believers as

. or
wm&_n% Vs eem Supe . ’
religion S hemselves whether stories of the miraculous

tural are really credible in a scientific age. And,
a

dthe supern: nis chapter, the theological, philosophical, and
& bout miracles are every bit as difficult to

ns’ dilemma

:mo_ommmsmu They are faced s.&r a mmmamsm_«
ma when it comes to making sense of divine
impos*! orld. If they affirm that God does act through
jonin %w " ntions in nature, then they must explain why
mloss 5§.<M8mmmosm but not on numerous others; why
508 %ommo% attested; and how they are supposed to
- h our scientific understanding of the universe.
deny that God acts through special
: terventions, then they are left with a faith which

raculov? “.a_m more than Deism - the belief that God created
. _umm __u_: is no longer active within it. If God is real,

1d we not expect to be able to discern at least some special
mwo.c cts? The theologian seems to have to choose between
QMMMME.& wonder-working, tinkering God and an absent,
Maiﬁmmgg undetectable one. Neither sounds like a suitable

object for love and worship.

The theologia

v the poor t
PI ble dilem

mirac

mi
seems
the univers

. job of the theologian is to try to articulate how God can
and through nature while avoiding the two unattractive
stures indicated above. Various distinctions have been
loyed to try to achieve this. One of these differentiates

gen the basic primary cause of all reality, which is God,
he secondary, natural causes employed to achieve divine
poses. Another distinguishes between God’s ‘general

lence’ - the way that nature and history have been set up
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Eﬁ.& .1 the Bible). At the time of the Reformation
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. I
Jlic cult of the saints, especially of the a@ﬂsﬁ:

Cath ..
used Epwm belief in the miraculous powers of holy relicg ¢, vM:ws
Mﬁmw&.% of Rome a$ superstitious and idolatrous, I mor, Trgy
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nt times evangelical and Pentecostal forms of P Fotestant
o tip have involved wonders and miracles such as heglipg,
worship However, there has been a continygy

%S_o.:m ::Smu&. .
aa. . 1 of Protestant thought asserting that the age Of mirggy,

o and that divine activity is to be perceived in Natyre

.1 ) m
e rather than in special interventions, ng

history as 3 whol

ogians illustrate this reinterpretation of

otestant theol . .
Mﬂonﬂdﬁ__sm. The German thinker Friedrich mnEm_mamorm_.

went so far as t0 redefine ‘miracle’ as .Em_..m_w ﬂ.rm religious name
for event, rather than as 2 happening 1&:& violated the laws of
nature. In other words, a miracle was In the eye of the believer, In
a series of lectures delivered in Boston in 1893, almost a Century
later, the Scottish evangelical theologian m.SQ U.EBESP
engaging the question of the proper Christian attitude to the
theory of evolution, told his audience that a miracle was ‘not
something quick’. Rather, the whole, slow process of evolution wag
miraculous, Through that process God had produced not only
the mountains and valleys, the sky and the sea, the flowers and
the stars, but also ‘that which of all other things in the universe
commends itself, with increasing sureness as time goes on, to
the reason and to the heart of Humanity - Love. Love is the
final result of Evolution, Drummond’s point was that it was this
product - love - rather than the particular process, natural or
supernatural, which was the real miracle.
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e lecture that Drummond introduced the idea
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“q 50 .Qcm.“&: the fields of Nature and the books of Science
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0 search © e m»vmm. God, he said, should be sought in human
n

in this &7

God jived ! ot in human ignorance. He pointed out that if
_a_os._&m@ o be found in special and occasional acts, then he
is only ed to be absent from the world the majority of

st pe mMMva od whether the nobler conception was of a God

: %E:m or one present in occasional miracles.
’ resent if %Mo ncluded that ‘the idea of an immanent God, which
Cod M ¢ Evolution, is infinitely grander than the occasional
e worker who is the God of an old theology’
won
gl Committee at Lourdes which finds signs of God
The Medi cases where 2 natural and scientific explanation is
only i0 :Bwa roponents of ‘Intelligent Design’ who base their
Jacking 2" . a designer on alleged inadequacies in evolutionary
. ol seem guilty of advocating a God who resides only in
ma%ms rent knowledge. As Drummond asked his audience,
gaps i aNm: we be when these gaps are filled up?’ On the other
Where w areweto make of Drummond’s immanent God, and
hand, Mom of those contemporary theologians who see divine
%.%q .1 the emergent complexity of the natural world? If God
wn““\w 1| natural processes equally, and even in all human actions
m_a istorical events equally too, then how can it be claimed that
M«& is good, rather than bad or indifferent, or that God takes any

T in human lives?
special interest

The whole history of modern science could be read as a parable
designed to reinforce Drummond’s warning against placing God
in the gaps in current knowledge of the natural world. Isaac
Newton, to take one very famous example, when confronted with
questions such as why the planets in our solar system remained in
their orbits rather than gradually slowing down and being drawn
towards the sun, or why the distant stars were not all drawn
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ach other by gravity, was prepared to |
God must intervene from time to time in ordep ﬁwuo
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It was never the intention of the pioneers of modern scien
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men such as Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle, or René Descart e
€s - to
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ore é:%ang_. than the knowledge acquired through biolo
ciology O everyday experience. Although quantum theory BY;
provides exceedingly accurate empirical predictions when deali
with atomic and subatomic entities, it is not applicable to ] ing
arger
and more noaw_.mx systems such as volcanoes, veils, or virgins, th
pehaviour of which can be more successfully explained by mmo._omw
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and w&s:o_omx respectively, Furg,
cessful physical theories - genera] relg
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eists, that modern science has shown that miracles ¢ Ca]
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of the material world and of the laws that governed it, thep !
mmazso would also have pe

rfect knowledge of the future ofthe
world (and that future would be as fixed and unalterable o 0
past). Again, these aré not things 33.8: be proved by et
or by science (not least _anmc.mm .zaa is :o. Eomwmoﬁ of our eye,
reaching the position of omniscience required in order to teg
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Another assum
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erminism rests on a range of relateg

hout such basic concepts as matter, causation, anq

assumptions &

Jaws of nature. It is, however, 8 professional philosophers hay,
edly and frequently proved, in the nature of such basic
hey rapidly start to crumble when subjected to

roversial definition.

repeat
concepts that t
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Quantum mechanics

In addition to the considerable philosophical perplexities involyeq
in articulating, let alone defending, any kind of determinism,

an important scientific challenge to the doctrine arose in the

early 20th century in the form of quantum mechanics. Quantum
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E\mm&ma, attempts to understand the
gsm all - the behaviour of atomic and subatomic
ek and Albert Einstein showed that light,
ol o_moﬁoammsm:.o wave, also behaved as if
serete vms.zo_mm“ which came to be known
ions of the theories later developed in
ns"- Jntum pioneers such as Erwin Schrédinger and
y nﬁmﬂm were wide-ranging, and their interpretation
en ot of controversy. Einstein himself was unhappy
e —_— nd indeterministic interpretations of
at came to predominate, saying that ‘God does
universe. Some philosophers and physicists
Having an instinctive preference
they hope to find a different

d from p

tein’s unease.

aws of quantum physics.

then, that quantum theory is controversial
rturn many of the basic assumptions of
atitse tonian mechanics. It suggests that physics can
uced to a series of deterministic interactions
olid particles of matter. According to quantum theory,
photons and electrons are simultaneously both
. 105 and Waves: Whether ﬁrw% seem to behave like one or the
- depen ds on how the m.xcm:ﬂmz@ apparatus interacts with
othe mma%vmnm_m uncertainty principle further dictates that the
%B.%EE or the position of a quantum entity can be known,
”w Nﬁmén both. Finally, the observer has a key role in quantum
theor¥: not just as a passive recipient of data, but as an active
contributor to it. Quantum systems are governed by probabilistic
rave functions’ which do not take on a determinate value until
they are observed. The act of observation is said to lead to the
ollapse of the wave function’ and to resolve the system into
one determinate state or position rather than another. Prior to
observation, the system is held to be a ‘cloud’ consisting of all

the possible observable states, each with a different probability

in HQNMOB»
ems to ove

assigned to it.
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\ Even this brief mb.m Em%mmﬂ mmmgc_””mmw HM?.ANS.Q Of the fing; f thos€ laws ~ . ;
hysics i hopefully .m m:w asense op ngy of . _m%am of ¥ (s to return to the M:E.u_m idea suggested by
_ quantum p o the world of classical materialistic 4 hoy, fap ani?” pose: This logians, and scientists through the ages
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Eowmvz:._a - Mamzw Quantum theory also ::amzz_.o; 5:.55 %&m_wwﬁ what W€ wMoo 4 whom many have encountered through
of the mwmﬂwﬂin al world exists objectively and ip QMMM the E_ﬁ““ i that mMaMM: gious experiences.
idea tha observers; Since it is the act of observation, (. :%B; aan od rexts 87 .
of human L that ollapses the wave function. The soliy s8¢ oct the natural sciences to help us with the
amaﬁma . muéa\%w experience and of Newtonian s 3.58_ o8 anot wxmnma cause. Science is unable .8 tell us ,.zr% there is
world of ou e o exstence only by being measurey s <<%a onof - than nothing- Cosmological theories can try to
some sense €0 . auam%m:m Ewﬂmmoam%wnm that does exist works and how it is
Quantum physics is a1 mwmo_i.% central E..: of modery, Mmm_&aﬁwoﬁwﬁmn cosmic moﬂmﬁrm:% M“H :MMMWMHMMMHAW EMM,
once, and the fact that the Ea.:wm wm physical reality that a_sﬁ& - future; or m<ms. in numerous p : wa extra
§ e strange and indeterministic has unsurprising] Emm%ﬁ., ° That is what1s attempted by theories about big bangs
2 offers 5 m oa%mﬁ to wrmom%Eo& and religious thinkers, qu Proyey &B%ma:m. ches, about superstrings and membranes, and about
m ow MMM“? new and more holistic philosophy of nature m:m and big hﬂh&:wﬁo:m and E:Ew_m ::Zmnmm.m. But physical science
: ,WE% the observer is Integr ally involved and in which %mnﬁw go peyond that to explain why the things that we call
3 determinism is denied is one that %@w&m to proponents of %u:cn\%mnmv\ and laws of a._mﬂs.nm ever ow.:mm to Umm Here Sw have
many different world views, from traditional religions to More auamn_om%_a gap in our scientific knowledge, and one which all
modern New Age’ ideologies. Attempts by theologians to Mmake an =Mm agree is filled by God.
use of quantum physics as a more permanent source of ‘gapg in theis . .
which God might be able to act have had a mixed reception, Such ists respond that even if we suppose the universe to have a
attempts do not help to answer the sceptic’s question of why G, d 2?”2 ora designer, that does not answer the question of who
would act on some occasions rather than others; nor do they cred od the creator o who designed the designer. This is true, but
satisfy those religious believers who hold that, as the author rathe %m“mq surprising. EVery explanatory journey has a terminus.
than the slave of the laws of nature, God can override or suspeng r :mﬁﬁ terminus might be matter, or mystery, or metaphysical
them at will without needing to tinker with the states of quantym, T nﬂm&? It might be a featureless first cause or it might be God.
%:222 one decides to end the explanatory journey, there will
he possibility of asking ‘Why?’ or ‘But what caused

systems.
always still be t
in all cases — whether religious or secular - is

that?’ The answer 1
hing or other just is. A much more serious problem for

The first cause
that somet
the theist is how to close the large gap between positing a first

But perhaps the fundamental laws of the physical universe
r the universe and identifying that unknown cause with

themselves - rather than isolated suspensions, violations, or f
) cause fo
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nto existence. Does this she e“c@r "
Fred Hoyle, ‘a superintellect has m, :ﬁ,
‘there are 10 blind forces worth spe M_wmwm d
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What people on both sides of this argument agree about, b
which should not be taken for granted, is that there is mowswﬂ .
here to be explained - whether by God or by multiverses thing
Both sides start with the premise that the values taken v. N
fundamental constants in our universe are surprising, ::w e
and in need of explanation. But how do we know the m:. %Gw.mzp
of any given configuration of physical constants? Surel obability
.%25& combination of infinitely variable constants i y any
infinitely improbable? How, in any case, can we b s is equally,
that these constants are free to vary in the wa, e confident

y these arguments
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vidence in favour of miracles — that is, the reports
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vidence that supports the laws of nature.

d be the greater miracle - that the laws

of nature had actually been overturned or that those attesting to
the miracle (possibly even including yourself) were mistaken?
Hume concluded, would have to answer 5.&

onal persomn,

the falsity of the testimony was the more likely option. In short

jonal person could not believe in miracles. To put :.:m i ﬁo ,a
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ent was that collective sense experience trum .
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For those accepting the empiricist spiri
even if not his conclusions, the msm.w__:” 3. Humg:
indeed be the final court of appeal. N ce of one'
about physical science, the laws Ow.zmmc:szc
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ou might well consider a miracle. mary, whjc,

zca

]
W.MJW Vw

Hume, y :w A miy
' SPite of
Even then, however, there would be a gap bet
that something had happened which was ooswemm: the ohge
normal course of nature, and the belief that rary o the Qm.s.os
supernatural or divine event. A more m&msawoc r.ma Witne
wo treat the event as an unexplained anomal Mw.n;c% Woulg
in the laboratory that does not produce the w\m S mx@ngvm
your theory. Such anomalies might lead to :m“:% Predicteq by o
how the natural world works, or they might re ~.moo<mzmm abg
and unexplained. They need not take on amzm:”: Es. _.mn&o:g:” H
however. It is the experience of remarkable m:a:m Significance
phenomena in a specifically religious context EMMMMME&:&
ns an

anomaly into a miracle.

wmma a

b

9.5 religious response to the rationalist’s demand f
MMMMMWMM HHMEQM is to .mcmm@ﬁ that religious HEMH.WMMQ
b o%: the vm.e.m om. empirical evidence but z:.og
h e portance of mm:n.r is strongly emphasized in th ugh
s most w..mBo:m:\ d: the story of the apostle Th © New
who ys that Wm ,wsz not believe Jesus has risen from th o,
rw:v : M MMMM M:M_ in %w mm.mr with the marks of the :mwmm. mmmwa

ound in his side. Thomas then muoozim“ “Hm

e
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‘Because you

ays to Thomas:
ave not

. plessed are those who h
i_Christian ﬁo_o::o The

rked that if Thomas

] he had ‘ocular

‘and the reason is
person, as for Thomas.
Thomas as the
because of

Paine rema
rection unti

as described
twelve mﬁom&mmw

one of the brothers in

Brothers Karamazov ( 1880), like
vidence. He is disgusted by the
es all around, and does

ceptical Ivan,

uffering that he se
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not accept that the promise of a futy e life j
. : 1 .
well is a satisfactory recompense, ‘| wan . Whigy,

tt aly, .
eyes the lion lie down with the lamb apq 0 see wity il be

. ﬁrm 5
up and embrace his murderer}, Ivan teljg Scsmg% Ow,
_ma

there when everyone suddenly finds oyt what i1 T

But until that happens, Ivan cannot believe t}, It hag all 735 t h
innocent children at the hands of torturers an Mﬁ the su @m:a fop
be made up for by any future heavenly rewards wwcmma oms:w of
price of eternal truth and of admission t, rm%m.: tha j ﬂra@?
then the price is too high, and ‘T hasten t, retury » Ivap Say
admission. my tickey M:,

Ivan’s rejection of Christianity is one that hag },
countless other critics of religion. If God exigtg
power to intervene in nature, and on occasion apPpare
that power, they ask, why does God fail to intervene ; ntly Uses
other cases of horrific injustice, cruelty, and g, m.masmw $0 Many
for example, did God allow Agatha to be tortured ! <§x
mutilated before miraculously healing her through , visic anq
St Peter? Why would God allow some to be killeq by vl Mon of
eruptions and plagues, while bestowing specia] Protecti, anje
inhabitants of Catania? Why, in any case, does Gog :mma” On the
the powers of an object such as St Agathas veil o achieye Mrfm
protection, rather than acting directly to Prevent the ery is
the disease in the first place? More generally, why is op) o
miraculously cured while another of equal faith anq virt
suffers and dies? We might say that God moves in 5 Mysterioy
way - which certainly seems to have been the case if We are tq s
believe the many religious tales of wonders and miracles
the ages - but is that a good enough response? If God cr,
and our moral sense, then why do God’s own ways of ac

world seem to us not to meet our own standards of wh
and good?

®eN echgq
d
anq hag Hrmg

Ption ¢,
Umﬂwo:
ue

ﬁ:.o:mr
eated yg
ting in the
at is just

‘Eﬁmm are among the most difficult questions with which religious
believers have to grapple. As Henry Drummond put it, ‘If God
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vomm?:w&\ of miracles.
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