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David Hume's Case Against Miracles
A miracle is an event that is not naturally possible. It is supernatural. The supernatural makes it possible. The alternative is
to think that only natural things happen.
David Hume contended that regardless of whether miracles happen or not it is irrational to believe in them. They are not
believable.
The Christians look at the wording used by the David Hume. Then they resort to manipulation to try and make it look
ridiculous. Their rejection is not based on what Hume meant but on their distortions.
Let us spell it all out.
Hume's Wording
A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature
Wilful Christian Distortion

The True Meaning
Believers and Hume are united in one thing. They insist that only if you believe in a universe that stands on its own, a
world with natural ways (ways is broader than laws which gives the wrong impression) inherent in it, can you believe in
miracles. It is just that for Hume there is another step. You can in theory believe but in practice it makes no sense. He
does not say miracles are impossible but that believing in them makes no sense for they are too unlikely.
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He is claiming that a miracle is impossible by definition for its a violation of nature. He defines miracles so as to make
them look stupid. It is a straw man approach. Reading between the lines he knows that evidence for nonsense is not
evidence at all so he is saying there is no such thing as evidence for miracles for they are nonsense. That is the bottom line.

Each natural law is not really a law but is a concise way of speaking of countless natural regularities. You are summing up
countless processes as one law. It is a figure of speech. That is why a claimed or true miracle would force us to say that we
were wrong about some regularity or how it engages with other ones. It calls for a revision of science for assuming it is
supernatural is of no practical use.

He is not saying that a violation of the laws of nature is impossible. He is not saying laws of nature are iron laws with no
exceptions. He is talking from how we experience the laws as fixed. As far as we are concerned, we see the laws as
unchanging for we do not observe exceptions. So it is reasonable to assume that a report that a dog had kittens is false even
if it can happen for it is too unlikely. He is basing his case against the believability of miracles on how unlikely to us they
are not on his definition of a miracle. All he means by a law of nature being fixed is that we have never observed an
exception not that it really is without an exception.

Anyway, if he uses the wrong definition then his argument is still valid.

What of the following thoughts?
"If there is no God, a violation might happen. If there is a God a violation cannot happen. Why? God alone originates all
things and all events. It is contradictory to say a God has arranged how things will be and then has to fight those laws to
make even a brief change."
So if there is a supernatural God there can be no violation. But the reality is that if there is no supernatural at all, a violation
still cannot happen. A new law appearing or coming into action that makes it all different is not a violation of the laws that
already exist. It is not a violation for every event is just different laws, some stronger than others, at work. If the

temperature is huge then spilling water on the floor will be impossible for it will evaporate before it hits the floor. So the
heat is a bigger thing than the water making it to the floor. Laws working against each other is not a violation for each law
is about working against other laws.
God has to set up laws - nature will work this way and not that way. To do a miracle, he is said not to break his own laws
but to make an exception to them. The exception will have to prove the rule so the miracle must be done for extremely
good reasons. One reason will be to provide really good evidence for the existence of a miraculous God. You would need to
have an explanation for the exception. No such explanations for miracles are even attempted. Christian say that you cannot
know God's reasons. But if he wants us to believe in miracles he has to tell us - period.

Evidence can point to nonsense or seem do but what you do in that case is just dismiss the nonsense and admit the evidence
is there. There is nothing wrong with that and we all do it. Hume did not say there was no evidence for a miracle but only
that there was problems with that evidence not being enough and pointing to an absurdity. Christians take the same
approach with most miracle claims.
What Hume is saying about miracle so far matches the Christian view.
Hume's Wording
the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be
imagined.
Wilful Christian Distortion
He is saying that past experience tells us what natural law is. But this is stupid. Just because nobody ran at x speed before in
a race in the past does not mean nobody can do it now.
The True Meaning
He is not talking about unique natural events - every event is unique but about events that are magical such as somebody
running a hundred miles in two minutes.
Hume's Wording
Why is it more than probable, that all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain suspended in the air; that fire
consumes wood, and is extinguished by water; unless it be, that these events are found agreeable to the laws of nature, and
there is required a violation of these laws, or in other words, a miracle to prevent them?
Wilful Christian Distortion
He is being biased - he is saying that a natural explanation is always more likely than a miracle. He does not consider the
fact that there might be good evidence for at least some miracles.
The True Meaning
We all know that testimony is not always reliable which is why testimony that the sun will go black tomorrow magically is
not as convincing as somebody saying the sun will act as normal. The sun acting normal happens more than testimony
being right. Hume was using this principle to show that it is irrational to believe in miracles on testimony.

For Hume it is very unlikely that a testimony to a miracle is true. Even if you think that is too strong, it is still the case that
a miracle testimony is unlikely to be true. And we have to remember that in some cases, testimony need not be believed or
disbelieved but just ignored.
Hume is discussing the assumptions we must make before we start considering evidence so that we can believe what the
evidence points to. There is nothing biased about that. In fact it is what makes him unbiased. Evidence requires that you
make some assumptions about what evidence is. To recognise that x stole from your purse you have to assume that no alien
did it invisibly with some super-science and that no demon made you think x did it. Evidence by its nature is antisupernatural. Evidence is what you get when you assume there is no supernatural interference. The Christians say Hume is

biased and should believe in miracles if the evidence is good enough. But that is contradictory when evidence is presuming
miracles don't happen!The Christians accuse Hume of saying evidence for miracles does not make them credible just
because he doesn't want to believe. They lie about his motive.
The Christians do not really believe their objection to Hume. When a criminal says that a witch planted the evidence
pointing to him as the bad guy and that he is innocent of any crime, the Christian does not start saying, "Let us see what
evidence there is that he is telling the truth." The Christian simply dismisses his claim. The Christian holds that under
natural law it must be assumed that he is lying or mistaken.
It is far more important to investigate a miracle claim made by a criminal like that than it is to investigate a miracle claim
by some girl that the Virgin Mary miraculously appeared to her. Why? Because an innocent man may be found guilty and
condemned for something a miracle was to blame for. Somebody gets hurt.
The Christian is more concerned about wanting to believe that God puts his stamp on Christian doctrine by doing miracles
to show the doctrine is true and more concerned about getting people impressed by the religion and amazed than goodness
and honesty. The people that run to apparition sites do not go to help the sick - even if they do help the sick. There are sick
people in other places and they don't bother with them. It is really the magic and the experience of magic they are after.
The Christian only takes miracle reports seriously when he wants to. The harm done by not investigating the criminal's
claim is irrelevant to him. The Christian cares about winning the religious argument more than anyone or anything.
If you investigate a claim that a girl saw the Virgin, then you should investigate the criminal's claim. The latter should be
prioritised. Imagine what that would do to the world? Every criminal would be saying that demons or aliens or witches set
him up. The implication is sufficient to show why miracles should not be believed or countenanced and should not be
sought. They are a licence to complete madness. If the believer does not go that far, then he becomes a hypocrite. He loses
any right to criticise the mad miracle beliefs of others that he disagrees with.
But once you permit belief in miracles or endorse it, you have no choice but to take the consequences. You have no right to
say that considering the criminal's claim is not an option because it will be disastrous. If the criminal has a point then it is
not disastrous but rather very difficult. You cannot argue that it is wrong to give the criminal a sincere hearing regarding the
supernatural claims just because it is difficult or dangerous. Claims being difficult or dangerous do not make them untrue.
It is fair to say that even if the evidence for a miracle is convincing it is actually not enough. But surely it's contradictory to
say a miracle is both convincing and not? Surely that is biased? Not as long as we see that there can be evidence for things
that are not true.
We can admit that the evidence is good for a prince having been turned into a toad but we will still not take that as
justification for thinking it really happened. Even religion agrees with us sceptics on that.
There is evidence for miracles that are rejected by the Church that is good as (and often better than) the evidence for the
miracles that are accepted. If the miracle believer is honest, then he admits that there is evidence for one alleged miracle
that contradicts that for another. For example, two apparitions of the Virgin Mary may give opposite messages. If miracles
are signs from God about what religion or version of faith is true then he does not agree with himself!

Wilful Christian Distortion

Hume rejected miracles on the a priori basis as impossible

The True Meaning

The claim that Hume a priori dismissed miracles is totally false. A priori means on principle. It accuses him of assuming
miracles don't happen any more than cheese is made only of lead. It suits the Christians to lie about his argument as he is
so influential. All he says is that testimony for miracles is not a good enough reason to believe in them. And the reason is
that people lie and make mistakes and miracles have been reported and believed despite being clearly false. Testimony is
certainly not a reason to take miracles seriously. He might actually accept some of todays miracles that claim to have the

backing of science as genuine!

By the way, Hume's writing on miracles is assumed to have two parts - an a priori part first which dismisses miracles on a
point of principle and the second which casts doubt on any evidence for them being good enough. This is not true. His
entire argument is about how evidence and observation themselves show us that testimony has limited value and is not
enough to establish a miracle as credible. However he does lay out some conditions that make it reasonable to accept that a
miracle has happened. His problem is that these conditions have never been met and the miracles that religion considers
essential for belief happened in the distant past.

Wilful Christian Distortion

Hume is biased against miracles

The True Meaning

If he has a bias it is against human nature. The argument is not about miracles strictly speaking but about how and when
human testimony cannot be accepted. The lie is told to put people off his argument for Christians know fine well that
human testimony and how valid it is is a complex and controversial thing and all of us know there are problems. People
reject human testimony even from supposedly reliable people all the time so the person who follows Hume just goes a step
further and calls miracle testimony dubious.

The absurd consequences of belief in miracles warns us to beware them. Believe in them only as a last resort. Thankfully
we never reach that last resort. Hume was trying to help us so if people put their bitterness aside and let him speak for
himself they might learn something.

Babbage

Babbage says you always get independent witnesses to everything even if indirectly. He says that Hume is only thinking of
the witness to a miracle as an individual and is not thinking of the witnesses as a group. If so, then Hume in that case
refutes the believability of miracles such as Lourdes which had only one witness, Fatima where only one witness talked to
the apparition and it talked back, Banneux, the apparition of Jesus to St Paul, the apparition of Jesus raised from the dead to
Mary Magdalene, the apparitions of Gabriel to Muhammad and the apparition of God and Jesus to Joseph Smith. As a
sceptic, I'd be happy with that. It refutes enough even if not all. There were definitely no independent witnesses of any
kind at all to any of this. Now most accounts of miracles involve one witness. The majority of miracle claims lacking
credibility makes us wonder about the ones that had more than one witness. The problem is how human nature seems to
want miracles to be true too much. It reduces the multiple witness claims to maybe not probably or certainly. The lower
the number of witnesses and the more evidence or reason to believe they are influencing each other the more that maybe
shrinks.

Consistency in a witness or among witnesses is a negative test not a positive one. It does not mean that what they say is
probably true. It only says, "No problems with consistency so we must now look to see if the reason for the consistency is
that the tale is true. That involves looking for new data."

Conclusion

Let Hume have the last word, "I have discovered an argument [...] which, if just, will, with the wise and learned, be an
everlasting check to all kinds of superstitious delusion". He is not saying all miracles will necessarily be such delusion but
seeks to protect us from ones that are. So far, as far as the evidence goes all miracle claims are in that category. That is not
bias but just what methods for assessing evidence say.
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