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EVOLUTIONARY biology points to the
way competition, predation, death and
extinction are built into the 3.8 billion

year history of life. This intensifies the old
problem of how we think about God and God’s
action in the context of suffering and loss. One
aspect of this discussion is that of miracles.
Does God sometimes overturn or bypass the
laws of nature? If so, then why not more of-
ten? The Christian tradition of miracles can
seem to suggest that God occasionally and ar-
bitrarily intervenes to save people while al-
lowing others to perish.

In this article, I will ask how the Christian
tradition of miracles is to be understood: Does
it mean that God is to be thought of as miracu-
lously intervening in the natural world to pre-
serve some from tsunamis while allowing oth-
ers to suffer them? Or are we to think of God,
even the God who works miracles, as respect-
ing and working consistently in and through
the processes of the natural world? Much of
the pastoral practice of the church reinforces
the idea of a God who can and does intervene
in an occasional way to overturn nature. I be-
lieve that an alternative theology is needed,
and will suggest an approach to a theology of
miracles that does not involve an intervention-
ist view of God.

With Johann Baptist Metz I believe that
the miracles that are crucial to the Christian
tradition are those connected with the coming
of revelation in Jesus Christ (Metz 1975, 962).
I will begin with a brief exploration of mira-
cles in the life of Jesus, using the historical
work of John Meier. Then I will turn to the
classical treatment of miracles in the work of
Aquinas. This will lead into a discussion of

the meaning of the laws of nature, taking up
ideas developed by William Stoeger. Finally,
in dialogue with the thought of Karl Rahner, I
will suggest a view of divine action that makes
room for the miraculous but without the idea
of occasional intervention.

The Miracles of Jesus

It is obvious from any kind of reading of the
Gospels that the evangelists see Jesus as a
wonder worker. Alan Richardson has pointed
out that in Mark’s Gospel, for example, 209
verses out of a total of 666 deal directly or
indirectly with miracles (Richardson 1941,
36). This fact has not deterred some of those
involved in the various quests for the histori-
cal Jesus from avoiding or minimalizing the
miracles. A counter to this is offered in the
work of John P. Meier. He devotes 529 closely
argued pages of his second volume of A Mar-
ginal View to Jesus’ miracles (Meier 1994). I
find Meier a helpful guide to the historicity of
the miracles, and will focus on key insights
that are helpful for my purposes on the gen-
eral question of Jesus as a miracle worker, fol-
lowed by brief comments on the healing of
Bartimaeus, the raising of Lazarus and the
walking on the water.

Before considering particular miracle sto-
ries, Meier addresses the global question: Did
Jesus perform extraordinary deeds that were
considered by himself and others as miracles?
His response is governed by the criteria he uses
throughout his work on the historical Jesus.
First, he finds that the criteria of multiple at-
testation of sources comes into play, because
every Gospel source (Mark, Q, M, L and John),
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every evangelist in redactional summaries, and
Josephus, all attest to Jesus as a miracle
worker. In considering multiple attestation of
literary forms, he finds that miracles are at-
tested to in exorcism stories, healing stories,
nature miracles, summary statements, para-
bles, dispute stories and in Jesus’ mandate to
the disciples. The criterion of coherence also
plays an important role. Meier finds coherence
between Jesus’ exorcisms and his sayings, be-
tween his healings and sayings, and between
the signs and discourses in the Gospel of John.
In general, Jesus’ miracles are coherent with
the picture of one who gained a large number
of disciples and aroused much interest.

The criterion of discontinuity (between
Jesus and both Judaism and early Christian-
ity) is of limited value, since there are accounts
of both Jewish and early Christian miracle
workers. What is distinctive of Jesus, however,
is the combination of preacher, parabler,
proclaimer of the kingdom, plus miracle
worker actualizing his own proclamation.
Meier finds the criterion of embarrassment
(where the Christian community preserves
material it finds awkward) has a limited but
significant use in the Beelzebul incident, where
Jesus’ exorcisms lead to the charge of him
being in league with the devil (Mark 3:20-30;
Matt 12:22-32). Finally Meier turns to the cri-
terion of consistency with Jesus’ rejection and
death: he finds that the miracles fit well with
his execution, in that they would have stirred
up excitement and thus been an aggravating
circumstance contributing to his death.

The application of these criteria to the gen-
eral question of Jesus as a miracle worker leads
Meier to an unambiguous conclusion: ‘Viewed
globally, the tradition of Jesus’ miracles is
more firmly supported by the criteria of histo-
ricity than are a number of other well well-
known and readily accepted traditions about
his life and ministry…If the miracle tradition
from Jesus’ public ministry were to be rejected
in toto as unhistorical, so should every other
Gospel tradition about him’ (Meier 1994, 630).
According to Meier, then, Jesus did see him-

self and was seen by others as a wonder worker
in the cause of the Reign of God.

In his detailed discussion of the healing of
Bartimaeus, Meier finds that the application
of criteria suggests that the Bartimaeus story
is one of the strongest candidates for the re-
port of a specific miracle going back to the
historical Jesus’ (Meier 1994, 690). In his
analysis of the Lazarus story, he finds it im-
possible to say exactly what happened, but he
does think it reflects early material, and that it
is likely that this story ‘goes back ultimately
to some event involving Lazarus, a disciple of
Jesus, and that this event was believed by Je-
sus’ disciples even during his lifetime to be a
miracle of raising the dead.’ (Meier 1994,
831). Meier’s treatment of the walking on the
water leads him to the conclusion that ‘the
walking on the water is most likely from start
to finish a creation of the early church, a
christological confession in narrative form’
(Meier 1994, 921). He sees it as a narrative
comment on the feeding of the five thousand,
which would have symbolized and expressed
the eucharistic experience of the early Chris-
tians: ‘What I am suggesting is that, to a small
church struggling in the night of a hostile world
and feeling bereft of Christ’s presence, the
walking on the water likewise symbolized the
experience of Christ in the eucharist’ (Meier
1994, 923).

This sample of some of Meier’s insights
and results leads me to conclude that we do
need to think of Jesus as a miracle worker,
whose healing ministry proclaims and antici-
pates the coming Reign of God. We do need
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to think of him as bringing healing to individu-
als like Bartimaeus. It seems he was thought
of as restoring Lazarus to life, although we
cannot know whether Lazarus was clinically
dead in today’s terms. We need not think of
him as walking on the water during his life-
time, but can see this as expressing the action
of the risen Christ, perhaps in and through the
eucharistic experience of the early church. I
will take this as a reasonable assessment of
the data that a theology of miracles needs to
address and begin this work with insights from
Thomas Aquinas.

Aquinas on the Dignity of Secondary
Causes

For Aquinas, God’s nature is to exist, and God’s
proper effect is to cause existence (esse) in all
other things. God causes this effect in creatures
not just when they begin to exist, but at every
moment in which they are maintained in exist-
ence. Because nothing is more deeply interior
to an entity than its existence, God must exist
in all things and be present to them at their most
interior level (Summa theologiae 1a.8.1). All
things exist only as created by God ex nihilo.
All things depend on God entirely for their ex-
istence at every point. They find in God not
only the cause of their being (efficient cause),
but their end (final cause). God’s providence
governs all creatures towards their end which
is participation in the goodness of God.

According to Aquinas, God commonly
works through creatures that are themselves
truly causal. He calls these secondary causes.
God is the primary cause who is always provi-
dentially at work in all created causes. It is by
God’s power that every other power acts (De
potentia 3.7). While God enables creaturely
causes to exist and to have effect, Aquinas sees
secondary causes as genuinely causal in their
own right. It is through these secondary causes
that God cares for creation: ‘Divine Provi-
dence works through intermediaries. For God
governs the lower though the higher, not from
any impotence on his part, but from the abun-

dance of his goodness imparting to creatures
the dignity of causing.’ (Summa theologiae
1a.22.3). God respects the dignity of second-
ary causes, and bestows on them their own
integrity.

Aquinas thus opposes the view, sometimes
called Occasionalism, which sees God as the
only real cause at work in the universe. He is
also opposes what will come to be called De-
ism, the idea that God is involved in creating
things at the beginning, but takes no further
part in the functioning of the universe. For him
God’s providence and God’s government are
always and everywhere at work, taking effect
through the range of secondary causes. He
challenges those who would say that God acts
alone without intermediaries:

But this is impossible, and first because it would
deprive creation of its pattern of cause and ef-
fect, which in turn would imply lack of power
in the creator, since an agent’s power is the
source of its giving an effect a causative capa-
bility. It is impossible, secondly, because if the
active powers that are observed in creatures
accomplished nothing, there would be no point
to their have received such powers. Indeed if
all creatures are utterly devoid of any activity
of their own, then they themselves would seem
to have a pointless existence, since everything
exists for the sake of its operation (Summa
theologiae 1a.105.6).
To the argument that God works through

secondary causes because God wants creatures
to have the dignity of genuine causes, Aquinas
adds two further arguments. First, God’s crea-
tive power would be diminished if God did
not enable creatures to participate in causing.
Second, if created causative powers do not
genuinely accomplish their operations they
would seem to have a pointless existence. They
would lack meaning and integrity.

These arguments can be brought to bear
on contemporary controversies. The propo-
nents of ‘intelligent design,’ for example, seek
to show that there are instances of ‘irreduc-
ible complexity’ in the natural world that can-
not be accounted for by Darwinian evolution,
and that require the intervention of a designer
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(Behe 1996). It seems to me that one who
thinks like Aquinas would not be inclined to
support this line of thought. Aquinas would
find no need to search for a place where God
intervenes as designer because God is found
in every dimension of creation: God ‘acts
interiorly in all things,’ because ‘God is the
cause of esse, which is innermost in all things’
(Summa theologiae 1a.105.6). In today’s con-
text, it would be consistent with Aquinas to
see God’s creativity finding its most profound
expression in evolutionary history, by enabling
creaturely processes to have their own dignity
and integrity as genuine causes of novelty in
the world. It is worth noting that this is not
necessarily the position of all contemporary
followers of Aquinas. W. Norris Clarke, a well-
regarded Thomist philosopher, is remarkably
sympathetic to ‘irreducible complexity’
(Clarke 2001, 255). My reading of Aquinas
suggests, by contrast, that it reflects all the
more glory to God if God enables life to evolve
through natural processes, which have their
own integrity, and which are to be accounted
for empirically by the natural sciences, includ-
ing Darwinian evolutionary theory.

How does Aquinas think about miracles?
He tells us that miracles have as their purpose
the manifestation of God’s grace (Summa
theologiae 1a.104.3). They are signs of grace
and manifestations of the Spirit (1 Cor 12:7).
Like most people of faith of the thirteenth cen-
tury, Aquinas takes it for granted that miracles
occur. He notes that the word miracle comes
from the word admiratio, suggesting the won-
der that accompanies the experience of some-
thing whose cause is hidden from us (Summa
theologiae 1a.105.7).

A real miracle, he tells us, has its cause
absolutely hidden, because its cause is God.
He sees miracles as involving the action of God
replacing secondary causes. They are ‘excep-
tions to the pattern in nature’ (Summa
theologiae 1a.105.7 ad1). They occur in a
manner that ‘surpasses the capabilities of na-
ture’ (Summa theologiae 1a.105.7 ad 2). A
miracle can exceed the capability of nature in

three ways: in the kind of thing done; in the
person who does it; and in the manner and or-
der in which it is done (Summa Theologiae
1a.105. 8). In every case, a miracle is an event
that occurs only through God’s action, and
without a secondary cause:

Thus if we look to the world’s order as it de-
pends on the first cause, God cannot act against
it, because then he would be doing something
contrary to his foreknowledge, his will or his
goodness. But if we take the order in things as
it depends upon any of the secondary causes,
then God can act apart from it; he is not sub-
ject to that order but rather it is subject to him,
as issuing from him not out of necessity of
nature, but be decision of his will. He could in
fact have established another sort of pattern in
the world; hence when he so wills, he can act
apart from the given order, producing, for ex-
ample, the effects of secondary causes with-
out them or some effects that surpass the pow-
ers of these causes (Summa theologiae
1a.105.6).
As Brian Davies puts it, for Aquinas, a

miracle occurs because of what is not present,
a secondary cause (Davies 1992, 174). He sees
two theses flowing from Aquinas’s view of
miracles. First, no one but God can work a
miracle. In so far as holy people are involved,
it is not that they work miracles, but that God
brings about miracles at their request (Summa
theologiae 1a.110.4 ad 10). Second, in work-
ing miracles God does not do violence to the
natural order. All the events that occur in the
universe are the effect of God’s will. If God
brings about something miraculous in the natu-
ral order this is no more a violation of the natu-
ral order than the fact that the order exists in
the first place (Davies 1992, 173).

I think Davies is right to insist that for
Aquinas, God’s miracles surpass the natural
order but do not do violence to it. What is not
explored by Aquinas, however, is the possi-
bility that God may so respect the unfolding
of the processes of the natural order that even
in miracles God works in and through the laws
of nature. What if God, out of loving fidelity
to creatures, always waits patiently on the un-
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folding of creaturely processes as God waits
upon human freedom? What if God works
consistently through secondary causes? I find
Aquinas’s concept of primary and secondary
causality indispensable and foundational in the
current dialogue between science and theol-
ogy, and the same is true of his view of God’s
respect for the integrity of secondary causes. I
also embrace his view of miracles as wonder-
ful manifestations of the Spirit. But I will de-
part from his view that in miracles God re-
places secondary causes, to explore the idea
that  miracles might be seen as wonderful
manifestations of the Spirit that occur through
secondary causes. God’s respect for the integ-
rity of secondary causes, so clearly defended
by Aquinas, may mean that even in miracles
God acts in and through the law of nature.
Taking this proposal further will mean attempt-
ing to clarify what is meant by these laws of
nature.

The Laws of Nature

In a series of articles, cosmologist and phi-
losopher William Stoeger has explored the
meaning and ontological status of the laws of
nature (Stoeger 1993, 1999, 2001). I will fo-
cus on three questions addressed in his work.
The first asks: To what extent do well-con-
firmed scientific theories, and the laws of na-
ture they embody, describe what occurs in re-
ality? Stoeger accepts that some theories,
which because of their success have the status
of laws, offer a detailed model of fundamen-
tal patterns of order and causal influence ob-
served in the physical and chemical world.
These theories have been molded, modified
and refined through continual observation and
experiment. Such theories and their laws have
a ‘very strong basis’ in observed reality
(Stoeger 1993, 223).

But Stoeger insists that our observations
do not reveal the whole of the reality under
scrutiny. Some aspects, even some of the most
fundamental, remain hidden. Science focuses
on stable and characteristic features that are

accessible to it. It seeks what is universalizable
and what is relevant to the questions of the
scientist. It isolates and simplifies aspects of
reality and models them with concepts such
as mass and velocity. The design of a research
programme and the interpretation of its results
are limited by the heuristic anticipation of the
researcher. Much of the reality of the matter
under observation is missed.

Even with physical levels that seem well
modeled in laws and theories, there is much
that escapes comprehension, including aspects
of the quantum level of realty. In the physics
of complex systems, ‘order and chaos nourish
one another with a strange reciprocity’
(Stoeger 1993, 224). The turbulence of flow-
ing fluids is difficult to model in detail or to
compress algorithmically. These problems
only increase in biology, neurophysiology,
psychology, economics, politics and sociology,
where reality escapes all attempts to describe
it in the law-like and rigidly predictable ways
of physics and mathematics. Stoeger concludes
that there is an enormous difference between
using the language of laws of nature to speak
of scientific theories, which are always par-
tial and limited, and using this same language
to point to the relationships, processes and
causal interconnections of the natural world
itself.

A second, related question concerns the
function of the laws of nature: Do they pre-
scribe the way reality behaves or merely de-
scribe it? They certainly describe the behav-
iour of the natural world in certain circum-
stances and attribute this behaviour to particu-
lar causes and influences. But do the laws force
or constrain the behaviour? While it is com-
mon to assume that they do, Stoeger argues
that the laws cannot be said to be the source
of the behaviour. They simply model or de-
scribe it. Of course, one reason why the laws
of nature have been assumed to be prescrip-
tive is that they were originally thought of as
God’s laws, governing the physical world as
God’s commandments govern human conduct.

Stoeger sees the laws of nature as human
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descriptions of observed regularities: ‘In a
way, saying that something is a ‘law of nature’
is simply a way of indicating that it is so fun-
damental to the description of the detailed
workings of physical, chemical or biological
systems that it never is observed not to hold
when those systems are properly isolated and
simplified and certain conditions are fulfilled’
(Stoeger 1993, 225). There is no reason to as-
sume that the law is the cause of the regularity
that is observed. It is a description of the regu-
larity and of its fundamental character.

There are times when a source of behav-
iour is found to be grounded in the next level
of physical process and structure, as when the
laws of chemical reactions are explained at the
level of atomic structure. These deeper ex-
planatory connections can provide intermedi-
ate, detailed descriptions that causally link
phenomena that had seemed unconnected, but
they never explain completely why reality is
the way it is: ‘Rather, they explain that, since
it is this way, it has to have these relationships
with what appear to be more fundamental re-
alities’ (Stoeger 1993, 225). The models give
the appearance of imparting necessity, but this
apparent necessity does not come from the
models, but is hidden in the observed entities
and their regularities. The ultimate source of
the regularity we observe is not the model we
articulate. The model itself does not tell us why
this model holds and not some other. While
the theories and laws of nature can describe
reality well and point to intermediate causal
connections between different levels of real-
ity, they do not prescribe reality. They do not
cause it to be the way it is.

The third question concerns the independ-
ent existence of our models and laws: Do they
have an existence outside our minds? Are they
more than our approximations of what is mani-
fest in the physical phenomena being ob-
served? Stoeger is opposed to the Platonic
view that would give these laws an independ-
ent and pre-existing reality. He finds no scien-
tific or philosophical reason to see the laws of
nature as constituting an underlying plan or

pattern of physical reality: ‘The most we can
say is that there are regularities and interrela-
tionships in reality as it is in itself—a funda-
mental order—which are imperfectly reflected
in our models and laws’ (Stoeger 1993, 221).
These models are in some cases highly suc-
cessful, but they remain imperfect and limited.
The models represent in an idealized way the
structures and relationships between the phe-
nomena under study, but they always leave a
great deal out:

It is an illusion to believe that these incredibly
rich representations of the phenomena are
unconstructed isomorphisms we merely discover
in the real world. Instead they are constructed—
painstakingly so—and there is no evidence that
they are isomorphic with structures in the real
world as it is in itself (Stoeger 1993, 216).

Our scientific models are the result of im-
aginative and conceptual abstraction guided
by continued observation and experiment.
There is no justification for the idea that they
correspond in a direct way to the entities, struc-
tures and relationships of physical reality as it
is in itself.

This whole line of argument means that
there is a need to distinguish between two pos-
sible meanings of the laws of nature: ‘We may
mean the regularities, relationships, processes
and structures in nature: (1) as we know, un-
derstand and model them; or (2) as they actu-
ally function in reality, which is much, much
more than we know, understand or have ad-
equately modeled’ (Stoeger 1999, 130). The
laws of nature as we know them are provi-
sional, imperfect and limited, and not well
equipped to deal with important areas of life,
including not only the metaphysical, but also
the mental, the interpersonal, the aesthetic and
the religious. The existence of parts of reality
that defy scientific analysis, such as personal
relationships or deeply held values, is an indi-
cation, not that these phenomena are illusory,
but that the laws of nature, meaning the natu-
ral sciences as we know them, do not model
or describe central aspects of reality (Stoeger
1999, 134-5).
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This clarification has important conse-
quences for a theology of miracles. It means
that a marvelous manifestation of the Spirit,
such as an act of healing, may take us beyond
the laws of nature understood in the first
sense—as our limited models of reality. But it
may not be beyond the laws of nature under-
stood in the second sense, as the relationships
and processes that function in reality, which
are more than we have fully understood or ad-
equately modeled. And, of course, all of these
patterns of relationship and causality that es-
cape our present models are, theologically,
secondary causes. This opens us the possibil-
ity that miracles may occur through a whole
range of secondary causes that our current sci-
ence cannot model or cannot model well.

A Theological Approach

Johann Baptist Metz offers a further insight
into miracles by insisting that they function
symbolically. They are not only signs but also
mediations of the coming Reign of God. They
display the Reign of God as ‘actually and ef-
fectively present’ (Metz 1975, 963). Metz ap-
proaches miracles from the perspective of hu-
man intersubjectivity. The miracles of the
Gospels are not the reports of detached ob-
servers, but the testimony of believers. They
are of their very nature signs, signs that bear
on salvation. It is of the essence of miracles
that they are attested to by those who are sub-
jectively affected by them. Within the dynam-
ics of faith, they contain a promise and a call.
A miracle does not compel assent. It is not
experienced in the way of the methodical ob-
servation of the natural sciences. It is a sign
that summons a person to commitment to the
way of the Reign of God.

Rahner’s approach is similar. He sees a
miracle as a sign and manifestation of God’s
salvific activity in revelation and grace. It is a
manifestation in historical tangibility of grace
that is addressed to specific persons. Miracles
are specific, directed towards particular ad-
dressees: ‘They are not facta bruta but an ad-

dress to a knowing subject in a quite defini-
tive historical situation’ (Rahner 1978, 258).
A miracle occurs in a theological sense when
someone experiences God’s self-communica-
tion in a particular configuration of events, in
such a way that God’s self-communication
participates immediately in the event. In such
a miraculous event, God’s self-communication
comes to appearance and witnesses to itself
(Rahner 1978, 261). It is a wonderful call of
God in and through specific events.

What is needed to experience the miracu-
lous, Rahner says, is ‘a person who is willing
to allow himself to be called in the depths of
his existence, who is free and open to the sin-
gularly wonder-ful in his life’ (Rahner 1978,
263). The recipient needs a willingness to be-
lieve, to have eyes to see and ears to hear. Such
a person keeps alive a humble and receptive
wonder in the concrete events of her existence.
She can find in historical events a call from
God and be empowered and obligated by them
to a historical dialogue with God. This is, af-
ter all, the Gospel presupposition for a mira-
cle: ‘Your faith has made you whole.’

Rahner suggests the idea proposed here, that
we can do without the notion of miracles vio-
lating the laws of nature. He points to the multi-
layered nature of our experience of the world.
The more fundamental levels of reality are sub-
sumed into the higher without violating what is
proper to the lower but becoming something
new. So the physical is subsumed into the chemi-
cal and the biological, and in us the material,
chemical and biological is subsumed into hu-
man freedom, without losing the integrity of the
lower levels. Rahner sees something analogous
happening with regard to God’s action in the
world. The natural world, with its processes and
laws, is created by God as part of the process
of God’s self-bestowal to the world. It is not
that God creates a world that is other from God
so that, in order to communicate, God needs to
intervene in the world from time to time. Rather
the natural world, with its processes and laws,
exists within God’s one act of self-bestowal.
The laws of nature are part of God’s own self-

Issue2007-2.p65 6/8/2007, 10:10 AM14



15

giving. They are an element within grace
(Rahner 1978, 261). God does not need to break
these laws or overturn them in order to com-
municate to human persons in specific circum-
stances. The natural world with its laws is the
means of God’s self-revelation. God can give
marvelous signs of grace to God’s people with-
out violating natural laws.

Rahner’s thought here can be further de-
veloped by the distinction Stoeger makes be-
tween the two meanings of the laws of nature.
It is not simply the natural world as our theo-
ries model it that is the vehicle for God’s self-
communication. It is the far more mysterious
world of nature itself, much of which is be-
yond our understanding and modeling, which
is the vehicle of God’s self-manifestations.
And, in terms of Aquinas’s theology, this is all
the world of secondary causes. If a miracle is
a wonderful manifestation and sign of God’s
grace, there is every reason to think it can take
effect in the natural world, some of which is
beyond our modeling, but which has its own
God-given integrity as a world of interacting
secondary causes. God’s grace takes effect in
a way that fully respects the integrity of na-
ture at the physical and biological level as well
as at the level of human freedom.

This line of thought suggests that miracles
are marvels of God’s gracious self-communi-
cation that occur in different ways. Some may
occur at levels beyond the laws we know at
present governing physics, chemistry and bi-
ology. A person suffering from cancer might
pray with her community for healing from a
cancer and find herself miraculously restored
to health. This need not be taken as God act-

Aquinas, Thomas. Saint Thomas Aquinas Summa
Theologiae. (1964-80). Blackfriars in conjuction
with Eyre & Spottiswoode, London.
Behe, Michael. (1996) Darwin’s Black Box: The
Biochemical Challenge to Evolution. Free Press,
New York.
Clarke, W. Norris. (2001) The One and the Many:

ing in an interventionist way without second-
ary causes. It may well be God acting in and
through secondary causes that we do not fully
understand. It may be that science will one day
understand more clearly how common prayer,
or human solidarity and love, can sometimes
contribute to biological healing. Other mira-
cles may occur in ways that are consistent with
contemporary science. A person cured from
illness, in a way that science can explain, who
finds God providentially at work in this cure,
so that it becomes for her a call and address
by God, might well see this as a miracle, a
wonderful manifestation and sign of the Spirit
of God. A person might receive, as a gift, the
capacity to make peace in a damaged relation-
ship and experience this as a miracle of grace.
Such events do not impact on any known law
of nature, but they are marvelous manifesta-
tion of the Spirit.

The proposal I have made is to extend
Aquinas’s view of God’s respect for second-
ary causes to suggest that we might be able to
think of God working consistently through
secondary causes, even when God works mira-
cles in our lives. This puts me in the company
of Pope John XXII. When Aquinas’s canoni-
zation was being discussed, the paucity of
miracles was raised as an objection, and the
pope is said to have replied that every ques-
tion Thomas Aquinas answered was a miracle
(Tugwell 1988, 259). Certainly, Aquinas’s
body of work, the Spirit-led expression of his
faith, hope and love and the integrity of his
commitment to truth, constitutes a miracle in
the sense proposed here, as a marvelous mani-
festation of the Spirit.
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It seems to me that many educated people in the Western world view reli-
gious belief with a certain wistful wariness. They would like some sort of
faith, but feel that it is only to be had on terms which amount to intellectual
suicide. They can neither accept the idea of God nor quite leave it alone. I
want to try to show that although faith goes beyond what is logically demon-
strable—and what worthwhile view of reality does not?—yet it is capable of
rational motivation. Christians do not have to close their minds, nor are they
faced with the dilemma of having to choose between ancient faith and
modern knowledge. They can hold both together. Revelation is not the
presentation of unchallengeable dogmas for reception by the unquestioning
faithful. Rather it is the record of those transparent events or persons in
which the divine will and presence have been most clearly discernible. […]
The laws of chemistry are always operative, but their nature may most
clearly be perceived in those well-chosen and contrived events we call
experiments. God is always present and active in our world, but it may well
be that he is most clearly to be seen in the particularities of what the Judaeo-
Christian tradition calls salvation history. That history is exceptional in the
clarity with which the divine can be recognised through it, not in an implied
absence of God from other times and places. The need to seek God where he
can most clearly be seen has the consequence that the unique is not to be
excluded from our consideration.

—John Polkinghorne (1994), Science and Christian Belief. Theological Reflections
of a Bottom-up Thinker, London SPCK, pp.5-6.
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