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1. An Ancient Controversy

When Jesus’ disciples tell Thomas that they had $iee risen Lord, he notoriously

answers: “Unless | see the nail marks in his hamtsput my finger where the nails

were, and put my hand into his side, | will notibed it.” (John 20: 25) When Jesus
then appears to him in person, Jesus admonishes 'lBecause you have seen me,
you have believed; blessed are those who haveeeotand yet have believed.” (John
20: 29)

This biblical passage raises an interesting puzz#hould one attach the same
evidential weight to miracle-like events when thegppen to other people as when
they happen to oneself? Does testimony have the sxidential weight as personal
experience of miracle-like events? It is not uitgpfor people to have a religious

conversion when they themselves are touched byhdinel of God in some way or

other, while they attach little weight to testimoingm others of events that seem at
least equally miraculous. Is this a reasonabieid#&?

There is one track of response that goes back tod4ufamous essay ‘Of Miracles’
(1748) and was recently discussed in Earman (2000)e core idea is that third-
person reports, and in particular a chain of tipiedson reports, tend to be less reliable
than first-person experiences. If this is theec#isen it is clearly reasonable to attach
more weight to personal experience than to testymdrhomas’s response fits in this
category—he does not consider the reports of therdisciples to be reliable and
Jesus admonishes him for his lack of trust.

But now suppose that, in some particular caseird-plerson report of a miracle-like
event is equally reliable as one’s first-personesigmce. After all, there are sources
that we can trust and also our own senses canlpecsto delusions. What are we to
say then? Might it still be reasonable to attacbranweight to our personal
experience than to testimony?

William James and William Alston are at loggerheadth respect to this question.
They discuss the evidential value rof/sticalexperiencesbut at least judging from
Alston’s examples, these mystical experiences arg much like our miracle-like
events. For James, testimony has less eviderdiaéuhan personal experience. He



writes that “(1) mystical states, when well develdpusually are, and have the right
to be, absolutely authoritative over the individuead whom they come” and “(2) [n]o
authority emanates from them which should make duéy for those who stand
outside of them to accept revelations uncritical(@.902, p. 14) William Alston
(1991, p. 280) spells out the following interpregatof James’s position: a religious
belief P is justified when formed directly on thaesis of personal mystical experience,
but it is not justified when formed on the basigesdtimony by a person who came to
be justified in believing P on the basis of persomgstical experience. Alston
objects to this position. He submits that if Hustified in believing some proposition
P on grounds of a personal experience, then Y iks® justified in believing P on
grounds of X's testimony, provided that Y is justf in believing that X is
competent, reliable and authoritative. This ppiei according to Alston, is
acceptable for empirical beliefs and to rejectoit feligious belief is to hold up a
double standard. Mystical experiences are naishpless reliable than ordinary
sensory experiences, but this problem is equabyalent for personal experience as
for experiences that we learn about through witmegerts. He writes: “[l]f those not
blessed with first hand experience of God cannoble justified in their belief about
God from testimony of those who are so blessed) the are of all men the most
miserable.” (1991, pp. 282-93)

2. The Naive Argument

Let us first see what the argument might be onoflst side. We could proffer the
following simple Bayesian argument. Let a mirddte- event be an event that is
seemingly indicative of the existence of an all-djoall-knowing and all-powerful
being. Such an event might occur in a naturalistezld but this would be very
improbable. Let Hf be the proposition that such an event happenex garticular
personi. For simplicity, assume that the experience a agethe report of such a
miracle-like event are both veridical—i.e.iEis true. Let G be the proposition that
there is a God. Then for any particular pernstre following holds:

(1)  1>P(E()|G) =r >>P(E(i)|-G) =x= 0 butx# 0.

Let me explain: if there is a God, then there iard®er (though not a certainty) that

he will reveal himself to a particular persorduring her life-time through some

miracle-like event. If there is no God, then tleewrence of such an event in this
person’s life-time is close to 0, yet it is not ioggible in a naturalistic world. Let my
prior odds for the existence of God O€G) = P(G)/P(=G). For simplicity, let us set

these odds at 1—I find it equally likely that théseor that there is not a God. Then
my posterior odds that there is a God, after |legrnihat a miracle-like event

happened to me or that a miracle-like event happenesay, John Smith is simply:

P(EW)IG)

(2)  OG|EQ)= PE()[~G)

O(G) =r/x

So my posterior odds that there is a God are miagnlfy factorr/x, whether the
miracle-like event happenedite me or toi = John Smith.



3. Protocols

My argument in this section builds on Bovens an@&dse(2002) and Bovens and
Ferreira (2010). The simple Bayesian argument & grevious section commits a
standard mistake in Bayesian updating, which isudised in Shafer (1985). When
we are informed of some proposition by a reliabferimant, we do not only learn the
proposition in question, but we also learn thas it@m of information was provided
to us as one of the items of information that migave been provided to us in the
context in question. Tharotocolis the information-generating process. It detegsin
the various items of information that may be preddo us and our credence of
receiving each such item of information given vasistates of the world. We should
then update not on the proposition in question,ratiter on the fact that we learned
that it was this item of information that was pied to us rather than any other that
could have been provided to us in the context estjan.

This point is particularly salient in the Three d@mer Problem. Suppose that you,
prisonera, are one of three prisoneasb andc. You know that exactly one of the
three prisoners will be executed and you assigedquralex antecredence to each
prisoner being executed. Let e the proposition thad will be executed, B the
proposition thato will be executed, and C the proposition toawill be executed.
ThenP(A) = 1/3. There is a guard whom you know will ees your question in a
truthful manner. You ask her to name exactly @ other two prisoners who will
not be executed. Clearly, she can always name orresigoner. If it ish who will
be executed, she will nanagif it is ¢, she will naméd and if it isa (i.e. you) who will
be executed, then she will flip a coin to determaireether to name eithérorc. You
know all this. The guard answeis Will not be executed”.

It would be erroneous to reason as follows. Yauiried the propositior B, i.e. that
B will not be executed. So you update on the psdpn that you learnedjz. - B:

P(-B|AP(A) _1x1/3 _
P(-B) 2/3

) PA|-B)= 1/2

This answer is incorrect—clearly you should notrgeyour credence that you will
be executed from 1/3 to 1/2. The information tim&t guard provides you should not
affect yourex antecredence that you will be executed.

What is the correct way of reasoning about thidlenm then? What you learn from
the guard is not just the proposition thatill not be executed. You learn more. You
learn that the item of informatiorb‘will not be executed has been provided to you
(by a truthful guard) as one of the two items dbimation that might have been
provided to you, viz. 5 will not be executedand “c will not be executed” in the
context in question. We construct the conditigmalbability table in whicHNF is
the variable that will take on—'B” if the item of information that is provided to yo
is “b will not be executed” (etc) and @ the variable that will take on the value A if
A is true in the actual world (etc) in Table 1.



Three Prisoners @=

P(INF | @) A B C
INF = “.B” |0 1
“.C |1 0

Table 1. The Protocol in the Three Prisoners bl
We now update on-iB”, i.e. that the guard has provided you with thi@imation ‘b
will not be executed”:

_ P(NF ="-B"|@=A)P(@=A)
B P(INF ="-B")

4) P(@=A|INF="“-B")

P(INF ="~B"|@=A)P(@=A)
> P(INF ="-B"|@)

@=A,B,C

1/2x1/3  _
1/31/2+0+1)

This is obviously the correct result. The answighe guard should not affect yoex
ante credence that you will be executed. (Pearl, 20089 with reference to
Gardner, 1961)

So how does this insight apply to our problem?

One could ask: What is the typical protocol thadke someone to learn that a miracle-
like event happened to herself? What is the tygcatocol that leads someone to

learn that a miracle-like event happened to JohitlSne. a particular person other

than herself)?

Let me introduce some terminology. Latholy persorbe a person to whom some
miracle-like event has happened. keprophetbe a person who knows who is and
who is not a holy person within a particular popioa

Now people who learn about John Smith being a Ipason typically do so in a

particular way. They tend to consult prophets aski them about whether there is
anyone who has been the subject of miracle-likensveFurthermore, let us suppose
that, within the context in question, a person earsh of religious truth consults a
single prophet who has intimate knowledge of thediofn people so that she knows
whether miracle-like events happened or did nopkagn each person’s life. Either
the prophet will say “(A miracle-like event happdrte) None” or she will provide a

single name, e.g. “John Smith”. If she providesirgle name, then this does not



mean that a miracle-like event only happened tatix@ne person. It could have
happened to multiple people, but, for the sakeimpbcity, let us suppose that the
prophet will just provide exactly one name by ram@éng under a uniform
distribution over the persons to whom a miracle-ivent happened. So suppose that
there are two people of whose lives the prophetihi@®ate knowledge, viz. John
Smith and Mary Smith. Then the prophet will answee of the set {*None”, “JS”,
“MS"}. Let us call this protocol Beatist since it describes a person who, in her
search for religious truth, takes an interest irethbr there do or do not exist holy
persons — i.ébeati— in this world.

What about conversions on grounds of miracle-likenés happening to oneself?
What is the typical way in which one comes to leabout a miracle-like events
happening to oneself? What comes to mind is tbey stf St. Paul. St. Paul
persecuted early Christians and he only convetts Aking blinded and receiving a
vision of the resurrected Christ. Now St. Paul dad knock on a prophet’s door to
learn about holy people—he could not care less tath@uexistence of holy persons
before his conversion. Rather, through life’'s ¢ess St. Paul would either be
confronted by a miracle-like event or not. His olf@ would provide one answer out
of the set {*Miracle-like event happening to St.uPa “No miracle-like event
happening to St. Paul’} or, for short, {“SP"7>SP”}. Let us call this protocolSt.
Paul.

In Tables 2 and 3, | construct conditional prokgbilables for these protocols in
which INF is the random variable that can take on the varitams of information
that may be in my data base, given my epistemierests and @s the random
variable that take on the value G, if God exists@rif God does not exist.

Table 2 may require some clarification. The chamfeno miracle-like event
happening to either JS or MS conditional on Godistence is (1)? (on the
assumption that miracle-like events happening toah MS are independent
conditional on God’s existence or non-existence®imilarly, the chance of no
miracle-like event happening to either JS or MSditional on God’s non-existence is
(1-x)2. Furthermore, the chance of a miracle-like eveppening to at least one of JS
or MS conditional on God’s existence is (1ejf. Now if it happened to at least one
person then there is an equal chance that the groyph say “JS” or that he will say
“MS” and so the chance that the prophet will s&y™donditional on God’s existence
is Y4(1-(1¥)?). Or here is another way to see this. The chémaethe prophet will
say “JS” equals the chance that it happened tandShat to MS (i.er(1-r)) plus the
chance that it happened to both JS and MS and8istwas drawn by randomisation
(i.e. Y%or?). Nowr(l-r) + Yar? = ¥5(1-(1¢)>) =r — %2 r% And similarly for the other
entries in Table 2.



Beatist =

P(INF | @) G -G

INF = | “None” (1-r)° (1-x)*
“JS” Yo(1-(11)%) | 2(1-(1%))
“MS” Va(1-(11)) | ¥2(1-(1%)7)

Table 2. TheéBeatistProtocol

St. Paul @ =

P(INF | @) G -G

INF = “SP” R X
“-2SP” 1-r 1x

Table 3. Thest. PaulProtocol

We can now calculate:

(Beatis) OBeatis(@ =G |INF = “‘]S”) =

P(INF :JS] @=0G) 0(@=G)= 1/201- (L- r)?
P(INF ="JS'1@ =-G) 1/21-1-x)?%)

(St. Pau)  Ost pa@ =G |INF = “SP”) =

P(INF="SP1@=G) ,
P(INF ="SP1@ = -G)

(@=G)=r/x

We can generalisBeatistfor a prophet who has intimate knowledge of thrediofn
people:

1/n@-@a-r)")

(Beats)  Oseus(@ =G |INF ="38") = 70—




To see that under the constraints in (1) andhferl, Ost pal(@ = G | INF = “SP”) >
Ogeaiis{(@ = G |INF = “JS”), a proof in the appendix of the followifart is included:

Osipau(@=G|INF ="SP) _r @-@1-%)") _,
Opeaist(@ = G| INF ="JS7)  x (1= (1-1)")

(5)

To get a feel for the numbers, let usset.50,x = .01. Then the odds f@t. Paul
are 50 and foBeatistare a function of, as we can see in Figure 1. For 5, the
odds are 19.77.

[Figure 1 about here.]

As n approaches infinity, the limit for the odds is le(ithe prior odds) foBeatist
This is easy enough to explain. If there is adangmber of people to whom miracle-
like events may happen, then the evidentiary vdkreases as there is bound to be
someone to whom something improbable happened, evdéime absence of there
being a self-revealing God.

It is also clear from the equatiorBeatis) and St. Pau) that the odds are increasing
in r — the more God is a revealing God, the more aaheiiike event is evidence for
his existenceceteris paribus— and decreasing iR — the more improbable the
miracle-like event is in a naturalistic world, theore its occurrence is evidence for
God’s existencegeteris paribus Furthermore, ag approaches 0, the posterior odds
go to infinity.

4. Discussion

Let us assume that we do not question the actwairence of the miracle-like event
and that what is at stake is the rationality ofgiels belief on grounds of the
veridical experience of or report about miraclesli&vents. Now of course miracle-
like events come in various shapes—they rangéaliMay from Jesus rising from the
dead to a synagogue remaining standing in an eskieq Clearlykis much closer to
0 for the former than for the latter. We have s#eat, asx approaches 0, the
posterior odds go to infinity in the limit for bothe St. Pauland theBeatistprotocols.
So the interesting cases are the cases in whishlow but we are in the realm of
uncanny events that seem to have the mark of agoatl, all-knowing and all-
powerful being.

| also bracket the case in which a person clairasshefeelsthat God “spoke to her”

through some miracle-like event happening to herdalhether one feels called upon
by God in experiencing a miracle-like event, is adtinction of its evidentiary value.
To speak with Pascal, such matters may rest ommeas the heart that the intellect
does not understand.

My argument comes in when someone wishes to makdalik contingent on the
evidentiary value of a miracle-like event that iswncanny event and that seems to
have God’s name written on it. In this case, theqzol of how we come to learn



about such miracle-like events does matter a gteal | have spelled owypical
protocols of how one comes to learn a propositi@t & miracle-like event happened
to another person and of how one comes to learropopition that a miracle-like
event happened to oneself. And this differencerotocol matters a great deal to the
evidentiary value of the proposition. But how tadiistypical?

| claimed thatSt. Paulwas atypical protocol for someone who lets her religious
beliefs be affected by miracle-like events happgminherself. But does it need to be
the case that, if | change my religious beliefsgraunds of a miracle-like event
happening to myself, then | was only open to medidle events happening to
myself? Not really. Weould imagine a St. Paul who is just as open to a prophe
reporting on the existence of a holy person amotingspeople of whose lives he has
intimate knowledge. However, the prophet remainéehts before the miracle-like
event happened to St. Paul and the prophet’s coafiion of the miracle-like event
that happened to St. Paul is the only evidenc®&il has to go on. Then we would
need to analyse the person who experienced a etiigel event herself based on the
Beatistprotocol and not on thgt. Paulprotocol. But when someone converts on the
basis of miracle-like events happening to hersgtie is typically portrayed as a
person who is not consulting prophets, who is mEnoto such events happening to
others. She ia St. Pauli.e. the kind of person whose religious belieds only be
affected by miracle-like events happening to hérsel

| claimed thaBeatistwas atypical protocol for someone who lets her religious bslief
be affected by miracle-like events happening teofieople. But does it need to be
the case that if 1 change my religious beliefs @ougds of a miracle-like event

happening to someone else, then | was open tepwts of a prophet reporting on a
holy person? Again, not really. It might well thee case that | am completely tuned
into exactly one person, other than myself, in thisld and only miracle-like events

happening to that person could affect my religitaith. Then we would need to

analyse the person who changes his religious betiaf grounds of a miracle-like

event happening to that person as a St. Paul anasre Beatist. But when someone
converts on the basis of miracle-like event hapmgitd other people, she typically is
open to prophets reporting on the existence of sbahg person in a population of

people.

Why did we constrain the prophet in tBeatistprotocol to naming the name ofie
holy person? Might a real-life Beatist not wishhear about other people to whom
miracle-like events have happened? Sure—and wiel spell out a protocol for the
possible answers of the prophet which includesiplalholy persons. But note that,
in the case at hand, we are updating on the infiemaJohn Smith” and not on the
information “John Smith and nobody else”. So weuldoneed to stipulate some
decision procedure for the prophet which is sueth tihe prophet saying “John Smith”
IS not tantamount to a miracle-like event happemningohn Smith and to nobody else.
And this would require additional stipulations. \&fgose for the simplest model, i.e.
to just let the prophet name exactly one holy persénd not only is this the simplest
model, there is also some basis in Beatist psydydior the assumption of naming a
single person. Many Beatists are satisfied whew tiear of the existence of one holy
person. Or at least they do not try to determihetiver there are holy persons outside
their faith. Once they have determined that Je&sasholy person, they do not care
about finding out whether other faiths rest onatale holy-person accounts as well.



| have constructed a dichotomy of protocols. Butaurse in the real world these
protocols are only the extreme points on a contimutrurthermore the prophet is just
a personification of the societal lore of reliabéports on miracle-like events. And
this societal lore may afford a more or less di@xtnection between the people who
experienced a miracle-like event and the prospediglievers. With reliable twitter
reports, the connection is more direct, wherea$ waliable reports through the
standard media, the connection is less direct. eSmaople are more open to this lore
than others. For example, some may be open tcciailiie events happening not
only to themselves but also to close acquaintanddsat places them somewhere in
between a St. Paul and a Beatist. | have providezhalysis of the extreme points on
this continuum and we simply need to interpolatetlie intermediate cases.

As an aside, let me remark that my argument is mdkgvant to miracle-like events
happening to followers of cult-figures whose beedifion and sainthood is under
consideration. José Manuel Almuzara is leadingrapaign to beatify Antoni Gaudi.
The occurrence of an uncontested miracle-like ewentd help the cause. Almazura
hopes that with the Pope Benedict XVI's visit tor8dona the number of people
praying to Gaudi will go up and along with it theaaces of a miracle-like event: “It
is not the same if only 50 people are praying ta for help as when five million are
praying,” he is quoted to be saying. (Tremlett, @01n this case the difference is not
whether we are open to reports from 50 or five ionll people, but rather the
difference is between whether the desired mirakke4vents might happen to 50 or
to five million people. Now it may well be thatetlthances of a miracle-like event
happening to at least one of Gaudi’s followers mayup as the numbers increase.
But my argument applies to this case as well: ®heuld not forget that, with
increasing numbers of followers, the evidentialueabf such a miracle-like event
would go down.

Let us return to the central lesson, viz. if a parsvants to change her religious
beliefs on the basis of the evidentiary value afacle-like events (where miracle-like
events are to be understood as low-probability esvérat seem to bear the hand of an
all-good, all-knowing and all-powerful being), therdoes make a difference whether
she goes through the world with an openness to suehts happening to herself or
whether she goes through the world with an openteessports from reliable sources
who provide access to a large database of potesulgects of miracle-like events.
There are miracle-like events which are such tidhey happen to someone with a
St. Paul-like attitude, then this should have gredtlential value for her, but if
someone with a Beatist-like attitude were told byully reliable judge that they
happened to, say, a"l8entury monk, then this should have little evidantalue for
her.

There remains the question of what the lessonrisnfoownbelief updating? What
am | entitled to believe on grounds of miracle-like g happening to others as
opposed to myself? After all, | am just one pensath one attitude. Certainly—but |
am also not completely transparent to myself amér learn about what kind of
person | am from the fact that | find myself pondgrone thing or another. If | am
pondering what | should believe on grounds of aaoié-like event that happened to a
13" century monk and that has been told to me by iabiel source, then | am
probably more of a Beatist than a St. Paul. Andaim pondering what | should



believe on grounds of a miracle-like event that happened to me, then | am

probably more of a St. Paul than a Beatist. Andiadiave seen, miracle-like events
have more evidential value to a St. Paul thanBeatist. So it is perfectly reasonable
to let miracle-like events that happen to myselvehanore evidential value than

miraclel-like events that happen to someone elsed thAis vindicates James against
Alston.
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Appendix (by Claus Beisbart)

Theorem. If r andx are real numbers with 1 >>x > 0 andn is an integer greater

than 1, thenr—M > 1.
X (@1=-@-r")
Proof.Since 1 > > 0 and thus 1 - (18" > 0,

@ a-a-xn
X (@-@-n"

holds if and only if

1-@-x)" S 1-@a-r)"
X r

(2)

Definef(z) = = 4=2"
V4

. So we need to show th@t) > f(x) for 1 >r > x> 0. This

is so iff(z) is a strictly monotonically decreasing functionthe range (0,1), or, in
other words, if' (2) < 0 for z[J (0,1). We calculate:

nzd-2)""-@1-(@1-2)")
22

@ f@=

The denominator in (3) is clearly positive, so ved to show that the numerator is
negative forz LI (0,1). Note the following equality:

4 nzl-2"'-@-@-2") =(nz+@-2)1-2" -1
=((n-1)z+1)1-20"* -1
Hence we need to show that
6 (n-1)z+1)a-2"*<1
for nis an integer greater than 1. We show this by me@&mathematical induction.
Clearly forn = 2, (5) holds sincez¢1)(1 2) = 1 —=Z < 1, sinceZ Ul (0,1) forz L

(0,1). Now suppose that (5) holds for some integerl. Then we will show that it
also holds fon + 1. So we need to show that

6) ((n+1-1)z+1)1-2)™*<1
Note the following equality:

(7.0) ((n +1—1)Z+1)(1_ Z)n+1—1
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(7.2) = ((n-1)z+z+1)1-2)"*(1-2)
(7.3) = (n-1)z+1)1-2"*(1-2)+ z(1- )™ (1~ 2)
(7.4) = (n-1)z+1)1-2"*(1-2)+ z(1- 2)"

From (5), we know that the first addend in (7.4pmaller than (1. Hence, the
expression in (7) is smaller than g+ z(1-2)". We also know that (" < 1 forz [J
(0,1). Hencez(1-2)" <z and so (18 + z(1-2)" < (1-2) + z= 1. It follows that the
expression in (7) is indeed smaller than 1 anchabthe induction step in (6) holds.
This concludes the proof.
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