Miracles and Modern Civilization
G.K. Chesterton

Mr. Blatchford has summed up all that is important in his whole position
in three sentences. They are perfectly honest and clear. Nor are they any
the less honest and clear because the first two of them are falsehoods and
the third is a fallacy. He says “The Christian denies the miracles of the Ma-
hommedan. The Mahommedan denies the miracles of the Christian. The
Rationalist denies all miracles alike.”

The historical error in the first two remarks [ will deal with shortly. I
confine myself for the moment to the courageous admission of Mr. Blatch-
ford that the Rationalist denies all miracles alike. He does not question
them. He does not pretend to be agnostic about them. He does not suspend
his judgment until they shall be proved. He denies them.

Faced with this astounding dogma I asked Mr. Blatchford why he
thought miracles would not occur. He replied that the Universe was gov-
erned by laws. Obviously this answer is of no use whatever. For we cannot
call a thing impossible because the world is governed by laws, unless we
know what laws. Does Mr. Blatchford know all about all the laws in the
Universe? And if he does not know about the laws how can he possibly
know anything about the exceptions?

For, obviously, the mere fact that a thing happens seldom, under odd
circumstances and with no explanation within our knowledge, is no proof
that it is against natural law. That would apply to the Siamese twins, or to a
new comet, or to radium three years ago.

The philosophical case against miracles is somewhat easily dealt with.
There is no philosophical case against miracles. There are such things as
the laws of Nature rationally speaking. What everybody knows is this only.
That there is repetition in nature. What everybody knows is that pumpkins
produce pumpkins. What nobody knows is why they should not produce
elephants and giraffes.

There is one philosophical question about miracles and only one. Many
able modern Rationalists cannot apparently even get it into their heads.
The poorest lad at Oxford in the Middle Ages would have understood it.
(Note. As the last sentence will seem strange in our “enlightened” age |
may explain that under “the cruel reign of mediaeval superstition,” poor
lads were educated at Oxford to a most reckless extent. Thank God, we live
in better days.)

The question of miracles is merely this. Do you know why a pumpkin
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goes on being a pumpkin? If you do not, you cannot possibly tell whether
a pumpkin could turn into a coach or couldn’t. That is all.

All the other scientific expressions you are in the habit of using at break-
fast are words and winds. You say “It is a law of nature that pumpkins
should remain pumpkins.” That only means that pumpkins generally do
remain pumpkins, which is obvious; it does not say why. You say “Ex-
perience is against it.” That only means, “I have known many pumpkins
intimately and none of them turned into coaches.”

There was a great Irish Rationalist of this school (possibly related to
Mr. Lecky), who when he was told that a witness had seen him commit
murder said that he could bring a hundred witnesses who had not seen him
commit it.

You say “The modern world is against it.” That means that a mob of
men in London and Birmingham, and Chicago, in a thoroughly pumpkiny
state of mind, cannot work miracles by faith.

You say “Science is against it.” That means that so long as pumpkins
are pumpkins their conduct is pumpkiny, and bears no resemblance to the
conduct of a coach. That is fairly obvious.

What Christianity says is merely this. That this repetition in Nature has
its origin not in a thing resembling a law but a thing resembling a will. Of
course its phase of a Heavenly Father is drawn from an earthly father. Quite
equally Mr. Blatchford’s phase of a universal law is a metaphor from an
Act of Parliament. But Christianity holds that the world and its repetition
came by will or Love as children are begotten by a father, and therefore that
other and different things might come by it. Briefly, it believes that a God
who could do anything so extraordinary as making pumpkins go on being
pumpkins, is like the prophet, Habbakuk, Capable de tout. If you do not
think it extraordinary that a pumpkin is always a pumpkin, think again. You
have not yet even begun philosophy. You have not even seen a pumpkin.

The historic case against miracles is also rather simple. It consists of
calling miracles impossible, then saying that no one but a fool believes im-
possibilities: then declaring that there is no wise evidence on behalf of the
miraculous. The whole trick is done by means of leaning alternately on the
philosophical and historical objection. If we say miracles are theoretically
possible, they say, “Yes, but there is no evidence for them.” When we take
all the records of the human race and say, “Here is your evidence,” they say,
“But these people were superstitious, they believed in impossible things.”

The real question is whether our little Oxford Street civilisation is cer-
tain to be right and the rest of the world certain to be wrong. Mr. Blatchford
thinks that the materialism of nineteenth century Westerns is one of their
noble discoveries. I think it is as dull as their coats, as dirty as their streets,
as ugly as their trousers, and as stupid as their industrial system.
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Mr. Blatchford himself, however, has summed up perfectly his pathetic
faith in modern civilisation. He has written a very amusing description of
how difficult it would be to persuade an English judge in a modern law
court of the truth of the Resurrection. Of course he is quite right; it would
be impossible. But it does not seem to occur to him that we Christians may
not have such an extravagant reverence for English judges as is felt by Mr.
Blatchford himself.

The experiences of the Founder of Christianity have perhaps left us in
a vague doubt of the infallibility of courts of law. I know quite well that
nothing would induce a British judge to believe that a man had risen from
the dead. But then I know quite as well that a very little while ago nothing
would have induced a British judge to believe that a Socialist could be a
good man. A judge would refuse to believe in new spiritual wonders. But
this would not be because he was a judge, but because he was, besides
being a judge, an English gentleman, a modern Rationalist, and something
of an old fool.

And Mr. Blatchford is quite wrong in supposing that the Christian and
the Moslem deny each other’s miracles. No religion that thinks itself true
bothers about the miracles of another religion. It denies the doctrines of the
religion; it denies its morals; but it never thinks it worth while to deny its
signs and wonders.

And why not? Because these things some men have always thought pos-
sible. Because any wandering gypsy may have Psychical powers. Because
the general existence of a world of spirits and of strange mental powers is a
part of the common sense of all mankind. The Pharisees did not dispute the
miracles of Christ; they said they were worked by devilry. The Christians
did not dispute the miracles of Mahomed. They said they were worked by
devilry. The Roman world did not deny the possibility that Christ was a
God. It was far too enlightened for that.

In so far as the Church did (chiefly during the corrupt and sceptical
eighteenth century) urge miracles as a reason for belief, her fault is evident:
but it is not what Mr. Blatchford supposes. It is not that she asked men to
believe anything so incredible; it is that she asked men to be converted by
anything so commonplace.

What matters about a religion is not whether it can work marvels like
any ragged Indian conjurer, but whether it has a true philosophy of the Uni-
verse. The Romans were quite willing to admit that Christ was a God. What
they denied was the He was the God — the highest truth of the cosmos. And
this is the only point worth discussing about Christianity.



