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 It won’t surprise you to hear that Christians have traditionally understood God’s 

relationship with the world, whether as its creator, providential guide, or salvific goal, as a very 

active relationship.  Within the Bible, there are numerous accounts of what are often called “the 

mighty acts of God”:  the accounts of creation in the opening chapters of the Book of Genesis, 

the narrative of the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt (when God sent plagues upon the 

Egyptians, led the Israelites to safety by cleaving a path through the Red Sea, and then cared for 

them in their desert wanderings by making water flow forth from rock and raining manna upon 

the people for their food), and—for Christians the divine act par excellence—the sending of 

God’s Son, Jesus Christ, as savior of the world.  Many of the Psalms go into great detail about 

God’s deeds, whether acts on behalf of the nation as a whole or ones for individuals in distress 

(such as Ps. 107), leading the Psalmist to exclaim at one point:  “How manifold are your works, 

O Lord!  In wisdom you have wrought them all” (Ps. 104:24).  Of course, believers do not hold 

that God’s deeds were limited to biblical times.  Countless prayers seeking God’s aid are offered 

daily by people all over the world, while one of the basic assumptions of the widespread practice 

of spiritual direction is that persons can be helped to become more and more aware of ways in 

which God is at work in their lives.  It would not be an exaggeration to claim that in all of the 

major theistic traditions, God is firmly believed to be a God who acts.   

For many centuries this belief was generally unproblematic.  Even today it is at the very 

center of the thought of some of the world’s leading theologians.  The prominent German 
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theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg, reflecting on some of the major influences on his own thought, 

once singled out the work of the Old Testament scholar Gerhard von Rad for this very reason.  

Von Rad, he said, “was able to speak of the stories of the Old Testament as if they were about 

real life—much more real than the secular life that we experience otherwise…. His thesis, that 

God is acting with Israel and with all humanity in history and that history is constituted by the 

acts of God, has influenced me more than any other thing that I learned as a student.”1  On the 

other hand, another prominent theologian, the late Langdon Gilkey, pointed out some years ago 

that other scripture scholars of our time were not nearly so clear about what God did in and for 

ancient Israel.  Gilkey noted that if one had asked a pre-modern theologian like John Calvin what 

he believed God did at the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt, the answer would have been 

clear.  Calvin would have said, “Look at the Book of Exodus and see what it says that God did.”  

Indeed, when you read Calvin’s commentary on that part of the Bible, you see that he recounts 

God’s deeds as having occurred just as they are described in the scriptural text.   

How different, remarked Gilkey, is what many scripture scholars of the past fifty years 

say (or do not say) in reply to the question:  “What did God actually do in the Exodus-Sinai 

event?”  He found the answer of scholars like G. Ernest Wright and Bernhard Anderson 

“extremely elusive to discover,” for they assert “that outwardly the event was indistinguishable 

from other events, revelation to the Hebrews always being dependent on faith,” and they also 

claim “that probably there was a perfectly natural explanation of the objective side of the event,” 

such as a strong east wind driving back shallow waters in a marshy area and so allowing the 

Israelites to walk across to freedom, whereas the chariot wheels of their Egyptian pursuers 

became clogged in the mud.2   
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Gilkey was not castigating these authors for their reticence to say what God actually did, 

for modern science has so imbued the Western mind with a keen sense of an unbroken and 

unbreakable causal nexus in space and time that “modern theologians and scholars … can 

scarcely do anything else.”3  Nevertheless, this reluctance or inability to say anything very 

definite about God’s activity does raise major issues for members of theistic religious traditions.  

In the words of the philosopher of religion Dennis Bielfeldt, “Of what use is a God who cannot 

really change the course of history or nature, who does not causally explain the existence of life 

or the universe, or who cannot be causally effective in the process of redemption?”4  The issue is 

not merely one of asking whether God could “unmake the laws of nature” by intervening on 

special occasions to bring about certain divinely willed results.   One must also bear in mind that 

any change in the natural world necessarily involves an input of physical energy, and this raises 

the question of how a spiritual, un-embodied reality could bring about such an effect in our 

space-time continuum.  Philip Clayton, one of the leading figures in our contemporary dialogue 

between science and religion, has framed the problem in the following way:   “If a spiritual agent 

gives rise to a physical effect, it has brought about physical change without a physical cause or 

the expenditure of physical energy, and this fractures the natural order in a way that would make 

science impossible.”5  Many people can no doubt shrug off this kind of issue simply by 

contending that anything is possible for an all-powerful God, but theologians and philosophers 

who have pondered the matter are keenly aware of the profundity of the questions involved.  The 

British scholar Nicholas T. Saunders, author of the book Divine Action and Modern Science,6 has 

gone so far as to say that “of all the challenges science has raised for theology, perhaps the most 

fundamental is that it has brought into question the doctrine of divine action.”7  Four decades 

earlier, one of the most influential writers on the topic, William Pollard, expressed the problem 
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in the following words:  “I found extraordinary difficulty, when I thought about events in 

scientific terms, in imagining any kind of loophole through which God could influence them.”8  

The purpose of my talk this evening is to describe some of the major ways in which theologians 

have dealt with this challenge and to suggest what seems to me the most satisfactory response. 

 

Some Ways of Approaching the Issue of Divine Action 

One obvious way out of the difficulty is simply to abandon talk of God’s directly acting 

in the world.  One need not be an atheist to adopt this approach, for it also characterized the 

Christian existentialism of Rudolf Bultmann, whose 1941 essay “New Testament and 

Mythology” became very influential and has often been anthologized.9  The key to his solution to 

the problem was to draw a sharp distinction between the kind of knowledge available to us 

through scientific endeavor and the kind made available through Christian faith.  For Bultmann, 

the Judeo-Christian scriptures are not to be understood as giving anything like an objective world 

picture but rather as showing how we humans are to understand ourselves in our world.  By this 

move, “Bultmann reinterpreted all talk of God’s action in particular events in terms of the way in 

which they open up new possibilities for understanding human existence when perceived with 

the eyes of faith.  God’s action is confined to the inner level of personal address and existential 

challenge rather than to the external level of factual explanation.”10  This limitation on God’s 

action to “the inner level of personal address” may indeed be considered preferable to an 

atheistic denial of all such action and even to the deistic position of claiming that God set 

everything in motion “at the beginning of time” but has not been active in the subsequent 

evolution of the universe or in the events of history, but Bultmann’s approach so severely curtails 

the scope of divine action that many theologians have sought alternative understandings.  The 



5 
 

 
 

latter have at times arisen precisely out of an awareness of scientific findings that were 

unavailable to Bultmann, whose strictly deterministic view of the natural world is no longer 

considered viable by many scientists.  I will therefore next look at three prominent alternatives to 

that deterministic approach:  top-down or downward causality (also known as “whole-part 

influence”), bottom-up causality (relying in large part on quantum theory), and primary-

secondary causality. 

The term “downward causation” was first used several decades ago by the American 

social scientist Donald Campbell and was adopted by the late biochemist and theologian Arthur 

Peacocke to elucidate the question of how God acts in the world.11  Whereas the notion of 

causality in science has usually been described in terms of the “bottom-up” effect of a system’s 

constituent units on the properties and behavior of the system as a whole, it is nowadays more 

and more clearly seen that the decisive factors in a system’s behavior may move in the other 

direction as well.  Noting that in certain chemical-reaction systems “thousands of molecules in a 

particular region at a particular time suddenly change to another form,” Peacocke wrote in the 

early 1990s that these changes at the micro-level of molecular organization “are what they are 

because of their incorporation into the system as a whole, which is exerting specific constraints 

on its units, making them behave otherwise than they would in isolation.”12  Subsequently, 

Peacocke came to prefer the term “whole-part influence” to describe the effects on the 

constituent parts when they are incorporated into systems of this kind, as when certain reaction 

systems spontaneously display rhythmic and spatial patterns whose forms can even depend on 

the very size of the vessel that contains them.13  In his theological writings, Peacocke suggested 

that this kind of “downward” influence in the world of chemistry or biology can also illuminate 

an understanding of how God acts upon the natural world.   Peacocke argued that if we 
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consistently stress that all created things are truly in God—a position which Christian theology 

can readily support on the basis of such scriptural texts as Paul’s quoting to the Athenians the 

poetic verse that “in him [God] we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28)—then it 

would not be unreasonable to look upon God as the “System-of-systems,” the overarching 

context of all reality.  As such, and precisely because the world is “in God,” God could have a 

genuine influence on inner-worldly patterns and behaviors just as, analogously, a containing 

vessel can affect the patterns and behaviors of the units within it.   

To be sure, Peacocke never claimed that this explains exactly how God can bring about 

events in the natural world.  As he wrote, since “God’s own Being is distinct from anything we 

can possibly know in the world, then God’s nature is ineffable and will always be inaccessible to 

us, so that we have only the resources of analogy to depict how God might influence events.”14  

Still, that Oxford scientist-theologian believed that his approach, based on an analogy drawn 

from observable scientific phenomena, can help elucidate traditional religious convictions about 

God’s action in the world without requiring divine interventions that would violate that causal 

nexus whose existence is a basic assumption of modern science. 

Without denying the value of Peacocke’s approach, which was also adopted with some 

modifications by Philip Clayton in his book God and Contemporary Science,15 other authors 

place more emphasis on the opposite end of the causal spectrum by speculating that God could 

affect even the smallest constituent parts of the universe in such a way as to eventually effect 

changes on the macro-level.  One of the most attractive options for these authors is found in 

quantum theory, which—according to many scientists—shows that the subatomic world is 

essentially indeterministic:  micro-particles do have their distinguishing characteristics, but it is 

not possible to predict just when they will do whatever they do.16  This degree of uncertainty 
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seems to provide an intrinsic opening for God to act within the limits of quantum uncertainty 

without violating any physical laws.  Two scholars—the South African cosmologist George Ellis 

and the American theologian Nancey Murphy—have written extensively on this, at times in 

collaboration with one another.17  One of Ellis’s main concerns focuses on a particular kind of 

purported divine action, namely, how God might communicate images of God’s own reality or of 

the underlying purpose of the universe to human beings through some kind of revelation.  Since 

quantum theory does not (and apparently cannot) predict the result of any particular physical 

event, Ellis suggests that God could provide specific images to individuals or could stimulate 

specific memories that already exist in someone’s memory “by controlling the specific energy 

exchanges between particular excited states in the brain, without violating quantum mechanics in 

any way.”18   

Murphy makes a similar suggestion by proposing that God could affect human 

consciousness “by stimulation of neurons [in the brain]…. Such stimulation would cause 

thoughts to be recalled to mind; presumably it could cause the occurrence of new thoughts by 

coordinated stimulation of several ideas, concepts, or images stored in memory.”19  She suggests 

that the concatenation of such phenomena is what constitutes revelation.  Despite their similarity 

on this point, Ellis and Murphy do diverge on how extensive this kind of divine influence may 

be.  Ellis proposes that God has voluntarily limited divine activity in this world to three kinds of 

action:  the initial creation of the universe and the setting of its initial conditions; the unique 

event of the manifestation of God’s nature through the life of Christ; and direct actions by way of 

mental interventions, as just mentioned.  Accordingly, he rules out other kinds of action on 

God’s part, such as preventing some natural disaster in answer to prayer.20  Murphy, on the other 

hand, does not accept such limits.  Since the behavior of macro-level objects is largely 
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determined by the behavior of their smallest constituents, God’s capacity to act on the former 

must include the ability to act on the latter.  While one could, with Ellis, argue that the latter kind 

of action is restricted to certain kinds of events, Murphy disagrees.  The majority view within the 

Christian tradition has been that God acts in all things at all times, and she makes this view part 

of her own approach.  God is accordingly a participant not only “in every (macro-level) event” 

but also in countless quantum-level events, for God’s participation in the former “is by means of 

his governance of the quantum events that constitute each macro-level event.”21  Rather than 

hold, with some scientists, that the “when” of quantum events is completely random, Murphy 

contends that “the better option is divine determination.”22  Considering that a single cubic 

centimeter of water is composed of 3.34 x 1022 molecules (and of even more atoms and 

subatomic particles) and that the number of neurons in a human brain is far larger than that, it is 

easy to see why her position has been called “very robust,”23 and “a bold systematic attempt to 

develop a coherent theology of divine action.”24 

The positions I have described thus far—the top-down proposals of Peacocke and 

Clayton and the bottom-up ones of Ellis and Murphy—very consciously and with considerable 

expertise rely on various findings of modern science, such as the effect of systems as a whole on 

their constituent parts (as in certain chemical or biological events) or the influence of quantum-

level events on the macro-world.  The third general position that I will describe—that of 

primary-secondary causality—is less bound to specific scientific observations and more closely 

related to an older philosophical tradition, but its contemporary adherents nevertheless find it 

most valuable for considering divine action in a modern context.  Like the other two positions, it 

grants a considerable degree of autonomy to the natural order, though without necessarily ruling 

out the possibility of occasional divine interventions of a miraculous sort.  As classically 
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expounded by St. Thomas Aquinas, this position holds that God, as the ultimate cause of the 

natural order, confers upon things their form, movement, and efficacy and, in this sense, is the 

primary cause of every event.  This efficacy or power is, on the other hand, truly given to things, 

and because it belongs to them, they, as secondary causes, can rightly be said to perform their 

operations. 

When treating this matter in his Summa Contra Gentiles, Aquinas acknowledged that 

some people find it difficult to understand how natural effects can be attributed to both God and 

a natural agent, since it seems contradictory at first hearing to say that one and the same action 

proceeds from two agents.  He replies that this objection is easily resolved once it is understood 

that in every agent two points are to be considered:  the thing itself that acts and the power by 

which it acts.  In his words, “The power of a lower agent depends on the power of a superior 

agent, according as the superior agent gives this power to the lower agent whereby it may act.”  

Therefore, “it is not inappropriate for the same effect to be produced by a lower agent and by 

God:  by both immediately, though in different ways (ab utroque immediate, licet alio et alio 

modo).”25  This means that it is not a matter of an action being done partly by God and partly by 

a natural agent; rather, the action is done wholly by both, though in different respects.26   

Moreover, the fact that God thereby works in and through secondary causes is not to be 

understood as a deficiency on God’s part but rather as a sign of the divine goodness.  As the 

philosopher Etienne Gilson once phrased it, “The universe, as represented by St. Thomas, is not 

a mass of inert bodies passively moved by a force which passes through them but a collection of 

active beings each enjoying the efficacy delegated to it by God along with actual being.”27  Even 

though Aquinas formulated this position centuries before the rise of current issues about divine 

action in the world, those who have today adopted his position consider it to be one of great 
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merit.  The Fordham University theologian Elizabeth Johnson has gone so far as to claim that 

Aquinas’s understanding of the relationship between God and the world “accommodates 

evolutionary science with almost surprising ease.  For the basic principle remains the same:  

God’s providential guidance is accomplished in and through the free working of secondary 

causes.”28  I will next evaluate this as well as the other two approaches that I described earlier. 

 

An Evaluation of the Three Alternative Approaches 

I want to emphasize at the very beginning of this part of my presentation that I fully  

agree with Peacocke’s assertion that since God’s nature is ineffable, we have only the resources 

of analogy when considering how God might influence events.  This theme of the 

incomprehensibility of God’s nature (which is not the same as saying that we can have no valid 

knowledge of God at all) has a long pedigree in Christian theology and must be kept in mind as 

we examine the various analogies to which I have already referred.  To say that a comparison or 

analogy limps is not to render it valueless.  However, it is also incumbent on theologians to seek 

the best analogies possible and to state why some are preferable to others, as I shall do in what 

follows. 

Peacocke and Clayton both emphasize the interrelationship between their proposals and a 

doctrine of panentheism, the position that the created order, “the world,” is within the all-

encompassing God and yet distinct from God (this last point being the key difference between 

panentheism and pantheism).  This seems especially crucial for Peacocke’s way of arguing for a 

whole-part influence, analogous to the way the behavior of the constituent parts of certain 

systems are affected by the characteristics of the system itself.  In the natural order, it is certainly 

valid to speak of the influence of the whole on the individual parts, and in this respect it is 
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reasonable for Peacocke to draw a comparison between this and the way an all-embracing God 

may influence beings or events in the created order.  There are, however, weaknesses with this 

analogy as well.  For one thing, the physical phenomena to which he refers are characterized by 

having all of the constituent parts affected in the same way by the system as a whole, whereas    

a viable doctrine of divine action would certainly want to allow for diverse effects on the 

individuals concerned.  Another problematic question was raised by Clayton in his generally 

sympathetic analysis of Peacocke’s proposal, for he asks how significant God’s guidance could 

be if it comes to individuals in a highly mediated fashion, that is, in a top-down hierarchy 

“proceeding from the universe-as-a-whole, down through … galaxies to our individual planet, 

and then through the history of biological evolution and countless billions of genetic mutations to 

one person existing today?”29  In other words, the proposal seems to imply a very weak or 

attenuated kind of influence, not what one generally expects from a doctrine of divine action. 

In my opinion, the limitations of the analogies advocated by Peacocke and Clayton are 

minimal compared to those advanced by the bottom-up proposals of Ellis and Murphy.  Both of 

the latter suggest that God could cause certain thoughts to arise in our minds by the stimulation 

of particular neurons in the brain.  While Ellis’s proposal excludes other forms of divine action 

(apart from the initial creation of the universe and what Christian faith considers the unique 

event of the manifestation of God’s nature in Jesus Christ), Murphy goes much further, 

proposing “divine determination” of every macro-level event by way of God’s “governance”     

of the micro-level quantum events that constitute the event.  This could be considered a “safe” 

proposal in the sense that there seems to be no way of proving that divine action does not occur 

at this level.  For a proposal to be truly successful, however, it surely has to be seen as plausible, 

not merely “possible” and unable to be disproven.  Given the fact that billions and billions of 
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quantum events take place every few seconds within a single person’s brain or within a cubic 

centimeter of any material object, the analogy seems to require that God be envisioned as some 

kind of micro-managing ultra-supercomputer, literally “governing” or “determining” an 

unfathomable number of events on the smallest conceivable scale throughout the entire universe.  

I submit that this is not a plausible way of understanding what the best of the Christian tradition 

has meant by God’s omnipotence and omniscience.  We cannot, of course, speak of divine 

knowledge and power except on the basis of some analogy with the human instantiation of these 

traits, always recognizing that the divine instantiation transcends the human.  Nevertheless, it is 

worth noting that we would not consider a human being admirably knowledgeable if he or she 

knew all sorts of minutiae about the world in which we live, such as how many words (or atomic 

particles) there are in a certain book.  Similarly, we would not admire the “power” of a civil or 

religious leader who was in complete control of the most minute workings of every aspect of his 

or her organization, as distinct from someone who delegated tasks to others at a more appropriate 

level.  This is a major reason why I find the notion of a micro-managing deity unsatisfactory. 

The final proposal to be evaluated is that of primary-secondary causality.  As already 

noted, Aquinas recognized that it may appear contradictory to speak of two different agents as 

causes of one and the same effect.  Even though he answered this objection to his own 

satisfaction, not everyone agrees.  The British scientist-theologian John Polkinghorne has 

criticized this theory as “theological doublespeak,”30 while David Ray Griffin objects that this 

approach assumes the sufficiency of each cause and argues that the idea of two sufficient causes 

for one event is unacceptable.31  However, I do not find these objections convincing.  It does not 

seem “doublespeak” to acknowledge that divine causality and that of a natural agent exert their 

causality in different respects (Aquinas’s alio et alio modo), and if this is so, then there seems to 
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be no need even to regard them in terms of necessary and/or sufficient causality.  To be sure, 

neither Aquinas nor any of his modern followers contend that this understanding of causality 

does away with the need to affirm the mysteriousness of God’s reality and activity, but Elizabeth 

Johnson is surely correct in emphasizing that this approach has the distinct advantage of avoiding 

any notion that God is “simply a bigger and better secondary cause.  [Rather,] the distinction 

between primary and secondary causality enables thought to hold firm to the mystery of the 

Godness of God and the integrity of creatures, seeing both acting in a unique concursus.”32  Like 

the proposals of Ellis and Murphy, this one, too, could be called “safe” inasmuch as one could 

not rightly be challenged to detect the divine primary cause by empirical methods, for according 

to this theory there are no “pure secondary causes” that would make possible a “control 

experiment” allowing us to see what difference the added ingredient of divine primary causality 

would make.33  This is not a drawback to the approach, however, since relatively few thinkers 

today would even want to argue that particular divine actions are discernible as such by the 

empirical methods of natural science.   

In general, this approach of Aquinas, Johnson, and others seems to me more satisfactory 

than those of the authors described earlier.  It fully acknowledges the agency of secondary 

causes, which can be examined by the methodologically naturalistic procedures of natural 

science without in any way impugning the primary causality of God as accepted on faith by 

religious believers.  There is, however, one final issue that must be addressed in this connection, 

that of the allegedly “extraordinary” activity of the miraculous.  Claims of miraculous 

occurrences are found in religious traditions throughout the world.  Within mainstream 

Christianity, Aquinas taught that when God chooses, God can produce effects directly, without 

secondary causes, and these things that God does “outside those causes which we know, are 
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called miracles.”34  What, then, of miracles?  How are they to be understood, and what questions 

do they raise about divine action? 

 

A Note on Miracles 

In modern times, the notion of miracle regularly presupposes a conception of “nature” as 

a closed system of laws that is somehow “broken” by a direct intervention of God.  Scripture 

scholars regularly point out there was no such presupposition in biblical times.  The Israelites 

saw the world around them as exhibiting the constant activity of God, and the authors of the New 

Testament likewise show little or no understanding of nature as a systematic unity governed by 

fixed laws of causality.  Nevertheless, certain occurrences were understood by the biblical 

authors to stand out from the normal course of events.  The wonderful deeds worked by Jesus are 

normally called dynameis (“works of power”) or semeia (“signs”), though there are warnings in 

the New Testament that one should not go about seeking such phenomena, as when Jesus 

answers a request from the scribes and Pharisees with the rebuke:  “An evil and adulterous 

generation seeks for a sign, but no sign shall be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah” 

(Matt 12:39).  On the other hand, there are clear affirmations, especially in the Fourth Gospel, 

that the signs worked by Jesus were previously unheard of and therefore manifested divine action 

in a special way.  Thus, the account of the restoration of sight to the man born blind includes the 

latter’s words:  “Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a 

man born blind.  If this man were not from God, he could do nothing” (Jn. 9:32-33).   Even 

though the apologetic use of miracles became more prominent in later Church history, there was 

already an apologetic element in the Johannine passage quoted above and in similar ones.  When 

the very existence of miracles came to be severely questioned in recent centuries, as in the works 
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of Spinoza and Hume and of more recent authors like Bertrand Russell and Richard Dawkins, 

Christian thinkers naturally felt obliged to respond.  My present discussion of the issue will focus 

on the way this response has been formulated within the context of the dialogue between science 

and religion. 

Back in the nineteenth century, Friedrich Schleiermacher considered even the most 

natural and common event to be miraculous as soon as the religious view of it became dominant, 

to such an extent that, in his words, for a truly religious person “all is miracle.”  This “liberal” 

understanding of miracle is not what is under discussion in the science-religion dialogue, but 

rather what the New Testament scholar John Meier has defined as “(1) an unusual, startling, or 

extraordinary event that is in principle perceivable by any interested and fair-minded observer, 

(2) an event that finds no reasonable explanation in human abilities or in other known forces that 

operate in our world of time and space, and (3) an event that is the result of a special act of God, 

doing what no human power can do.”35  The fact that such an event is, by definition, unusual 

means that not every single person will directly experience one even in the course of a lifetime 

but will have to rely on reports of others and make critical judgments about their authenticity and 

freedom from error.  Having read accounts of miracles by authors like the Nobel Prize-winning 

medical doctor Alexis Carrel and the theologian Louis Monden,36 I myself have no doubt that the 

first two parts of Meier’s definition of miracle are reasonably verifiable, though I recognize that 

someone who considers miracles impossible a priori will question even such reports.  I also 

recognize that the third aspect of Meier’s definition—that the event is the result of a special act 

of God—is not open to a convincing demonstration by the methods of natural science, whose 

methodological naturalism prevents it from demonstrating the existence of any reality 

transcending the spatio-temporal order.  As one scientist has written, “in all my training in 



16 
 

 
 

science, there was never any mention of even the possibility that anything other than natural 

causes should be included in scientific explanations.”37  A religious believer certainly need not 

be disturbed by such an avowal, which simply means that, confronted with such an event, a 

scientist as such can only say that no natural explanation seems possible, though he or she might 

hold out the hope that such an explanation will one day be available. 

It should also be noted, however, that many scientists, and certainly all mainstream 

theologians, are convinced that science is not our only valid avenue to a genuine understanding 

of reality.  In the careful studies of allegedly miraculous phenomena that I have read—especially 

accounts of the healing of organic diseases—the investigators found indications (though not 

strict proofs) that there were factors at work that were not detectable by empirical investigation.  

Louis Monden, for example, writes that prayer is the only invariable factor present in all of the 

miraculous cures that he studied.  In his words, “this prayer may be full of confidence, or 

weakened by doubting and vacillation; it may be simple as that of a child, or virile and direct as 

the prayer of a grown man; hesitant upon the lips of the atheist or unbeliever, but piercing when 

uttered by a mother who is prepared to reap the gift of heaven by violence,”38 but it is in any case 

the one constant.  To claim that this somehow demonstrates God’s direct activity would itself be 

a statement of faith, but a religious person can readily affirm this, since faith is doctrinally 

considered a gift and, in the words of the Christian philosopher Diogenes Allen, one must first 

have this gift “in order to be in a position to recognize the manifestation of divine activity in 

nature, history, and individual lives.”39   

It therefore ought not be at all problematic for a believing Christian (or Jew or Muslim or 

other theist) to admit that we cannot point to action by God with the same kind of empirical 

clarity that is available in a scientific laboratory, for there are ineluctable limitations on our 
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ability to comprehend what it would mean to be a divine agent.  There is even something 

radically liberating about this admission, for it can free one from that hankering after signs that 

Jesus condemned in Matthew’s Gospel.  A person may be a devout believer and yet feel very 

uneasy when reading about the large crowds that seem regularly to converge upon the site of this 

or that supposedly miraculous apparition.  Much more in keeping with the cautious attitude of 

my own Catholic tradition was the attitude of the sixteenth-century mystic and Doctor of the 

Church St. John of the Cross, who would refuse to join others who wanted to go to some nearby 

site to behold someone with allegedly miraculous powers.  His own position was that if God was 

truly and directly at work in such a person, then good would come of it without a crowd of 

spectators looking on, whereas if the activity was not from God, those in attendance would only 

be misled and spiritually harmed.  He accordingly wrote that “God is not inclined to work 

miracles…. [Christ] reprimanded the Pharisees because they would not give assent without 

signs:  If you do not see signs and wonders, you do not believe [Jn. 4:48]…. The more the soul 

believes in and serves God without testimonies and signs, the more it extols God, since it 

believes more of him than signs and miracles can teach.”40   Relying on the miraculous can even 

be judged to go against what a contemporary Jewish author, Eliezer Shore, calls “the order of 

creation.”  Without at all denying the possibility and possible helpfulness of miraculous divine 

interventions (and a theist could hardly deny this possibility absolutely), Shore wisely advises 

that we should look in another direction for long-term growth:  Real change, he writes, regularly 

comes “from below, born out of our struggles and aspirations….  Though it may be less dramatic 

than a miracle, the transformation it effects is permanent.  Furthermore, by acknowledging those 

areas in our lives that need improvement and by working to repair the broken pieces of both self 

and world, we must, of necessity, involve everything around us in the process, and thereby refine 
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and uplift the world.  This is not a [separate] ‘moment of grace’ but a complete reintegration of 

every aspect of life.”41   Among the aspects of life that can thereby be brought to an ever-fuller, 

mutual integration are precisely the disciplines of natural science and theology, and that is 

precisely what you are regularly trying to do with your WesleyNexus website and the various 

events and programs that you sponsor.  I am happy to have been part of your endeavor this 

evening. 
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