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Rodne/ Holder! and John Earman? have madeimportant progressin bringing rigor and clarity to
Hume® argument againg miracles by placing it within a Bayesian framework. |f hermeneutically
accurate, the Holder and Earman account (EH) convinangly illuminaes thefact tha Hume failed to
accountappropriately for theeffect of indgopendent testimony uponthe pogerior probability of a
paticular miracle occurring. Even apart from questionsof Humean interpretation, however, Bayesian
modding of such a case articulated by EHN in which there is multiple testimony to the occurrence of a
single miracleN isilluminaing andimpeccable. If Hume meant something entirely different by his
argument againg miracles than the meaning tha Holder and Earman grace him with, so much theworse
for Hume. EH congitutes an accurate and informative representation of the situaion tha Hume wishes
to evalude.

EH proposs an important extenson of Bayes( theorem.®> Where R represents a specific miracle
eventN namely, the Resurrection of Jesus ChristN and T represents eyewitness testimony tha R,

Bayes(3 theorem states:”

P(R)! P(T|R) _ P(R)! (T |R)
P(T) - P(R)! P(T|R)+P(~R)! P(T |~ R)

PR|T)=

In the case that there are n independent, equdly reliable testimonies to this single miracle event, the

following equdities hold:

! Rodney D. Holder, Hume on Miracles: Bayesian Interpretation, Multiple Testimony, and the Existence of God,O
British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 49 (1998): 49-65.

2 John Earman, Hume® Abject Failure: The Argument Against Miracles (New Y ork: Oxford University Press,
2000).

3| am deeply indebted to Jonah Schupbach for helping me with this section of the paper.

* For ease of presentation and reading, | will leave the ubiquitous background knowledge term out of al probability
symbolisms.
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Bayes@ theorem should then be amended as:

PR|T") = P(R)! P(T*&..& T" |R)
PR)! P(T"&..& T"|R)+P(~R)! P(T*&...& T" |-R)

_ P(R)! P(T|R)"
" P(R)! P(T|R)" +P(~= R)! P(T |- R)"

Given tha thisratio isnowin theform ATAB , we may simplify:

1
1+ PER)! PR
P(R)! P(T|R)"
1
&P(~ R)#, &P(T |~ R)#
HPR) " TP(TIR) ¢

PR|T") =

1+

In this extended form of Bayes® theorem, which | labe (EBT), | will refer toﬁﬁ%ﬁasthe prior
/() n

&P(T |~ R)#

probability ratio term (PT) and to |
VP(T|R)

asthelikelihoodratio term (L T).

My project is modest for at least two reasons Firgt, my project merely buildsonthe
probabilistic founddionsof EH. Holder writes, QVhether or notthere have been examplesin history
where the combined testimony of independent witnesses has enhanced the probability of amiracle®
occurrence to greater than indifference level isamatter for empirical investigation.3 My project simply

uses EH to perform this empirical investigation. More specificaly, this pgoe conditutes an attempt to

® Holder, 53.



spdl outtheimplicationsof EH on testimonia arguments for the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. Secord,
thework that | perform throughoutthis pgoer is nat completely origind, but traces of it runthroughaut
the history of such arguments for the Resurrection. Mog notably, in his Ninth Bridgewvater Treatise,
Chales Babbage offers a paralel Bayesian andysisto EH and draws afew genera condusons
pertaining to the postive effects of multiple testimony uponthe plausbility of miracles®

Y et, even if my project ismodest, it isaso much needed. Theargumentative precison ganed
fromthemethod| useis greatly needed in today@ philosophy of religion. Too often, arguments for the
Resurrection lack therigar and precision for which andytic philosophy strives. For ingance, onthe
subject of testimonial suppot for the Resurrection, Richard Swinbumewrites, Orestimony by more than
onewitness to the occurrence of the same event makes it very probable indesd tha tha to which they
testify is trueDto the extent to which it is probable tha they are indgrendent witnesses.3 Uponreading
this passage, onemay rightly ask, Os it necessarily the case tha probability goes up with multiple
testimonyor Qug how probable is meant by Grery probable indeed@Oor Qs there any axiomatic
method for measuring the effects of testimony on a particular theory?Oetc. Because of the vaguenaure
of such arguments, current debaes over the plausbility of the Resurrectionregularly hit impasses at the
level of differencesin persond opinionsandintuitions My application of EH to testimonial arguments
for the Resurrection addsrigorousdetail to points like Swinbume(; thus making it possible to give
satisfactory answersto such questions Ultimately, my god isto apply EBT to testimonia arguments
for thehigtoricity of the Resurrection as an objective tool to disentangle mere persond opinionfrom

evidential suppot.

® Asincluded in Earman, Hume( Abject Failure, 203-12. Similar accounts to EH are also offered by the
anonymous author of O\ Calculation of the Credibility of Human TestimonyQin the 1699 volume of the Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society (London), as included in Earman, Hume® Abject Failure, 193-94 and by Pierre Simon
Laplace, GConcerning the Probabilities of Testimonies,Oin A Philosophical Essay on Probability, asincluded in Earman,
Hume@ Abject Failure, 194-202.

" Richard Swinburne, The Resurrection of God Incarnate (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2003), 13-14.
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The effects of multiple, indgopendent testimony on the pogerior probability of an event are
striking. No matter how much more probable it istha an event does notoccur than that it does?® given a
aufficient number of modeately reliable independent witnesses testifying tha the event occurred, the
poderior probability of the event will go up exporentially as n increases and will, in thelimit, become
arbitrarily close to certainty. Inothe words usng EBT, no matter howtop-heavy PT is, aslongasLT
isat least dightly bottonm-heavy, then

lim PR | T") = ! -1

1+ PR, &(T |- R);Ihf”
$P(R) * FP(TIR) *

Making this same point, Holder remarks, ONo matter how small P(R) onecan choo n (finite) such that

&P(T |- R)# .
BT [R) ! decreases very rapidly, soon
0

P(R|T" >.5. Thepointistha, asn inaeases, thefactor
becoming comparable with P(R).8

One seriouschdlenge to my project arises fromacondderation of PT, LT, andn. These are
rather abgtract and complex terms; surely we can@serioudy hopeto put specific accurate figures on
them. | attempt to accountfor this problem by usng ranges rather than specific estimates of the
objective values of theterms, and by allowing these ranges to cover estimates that IN no doubt
optimisticallyN hopethe athdst and thethdst alike could be happy with.

For n, we need to estimate the nunber of statistically indgpendent putative eyewitnesses to R.

For n such witnesses, it mus bethecase tha P(TT?&E& T"&R)=P(TYR). In other words given the

8 Provided onw does not assign it a probability of zero. See section llI.
° Holder, 53 (For consistency@ sake, we have replaced Holder@ M with our R and his (g/p) with our LT raised to
the n power). Also, see Earman, 55.



indgpendence requirement, it cannotbethe case tha any such witnessis more or less likely to testify
tha R given thetestimonies of the other witnesses.

The New Testament provides an impressive list of eyewitnessesto theresurrected Jesus Mary
Magddene (Mark 16:9-11; John20:11-18), other women (Matt. 28:9-10), Peter (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor.
1525), ten disciplesin theuppe room(Luke 24:36-43; John 20:19-25), eleven disciplesin the uppe
room(Mark 16:14; John20:26-31; 1 Cor. 155), seven disciplesfishing (John21:1-23), eleven disciples
onamountin (Mark 16:15-18; Matt. 28:16-20), the disciples at theascenson (Luke 24:44-49; Acts 1:3-
8), two men ontheroad to Emmaus (Mark 16:12-13; Luke 24:13-23), ove five hundeed at onetime (1
Cor. 156), James (1 Cor. 15:7), and Paul (Acts 9:1-19; 22:3-16; 26:9-18; 1 Cor. 9:1). Fromthese
passages, onecould countas many as five hundred twenty eyewitnesses. But for the sake of charity, |
shdl assume that some of these eyewitnesses@ testimony (for whatever reasons should notcount In
fact, | will designae tha n=10, supposng tha as many as five hundied ten of therecorded eyewitnesses
arein some way disqudified. While | would actudly assess n to be much greater than ten, | will
proceed with this generousconaession in favor of not-R for the sake of usng figures | bdieve some non
thasts could accept.

LT isaratio tha compares thelikelihoodof thetestimonies given that R did not occur with the
paale likelihoodgiven tha R did occur. Importantly, thisratio does not mention P(R) or P(~R) in any
way; thus one3 intuitionsabouttheimprobability of R should have no besring uponthe value onegives
LT. When appraising LT, | am only interested in comparing the probabilities of the particular historical
testimonies tha we have, given tha R actudly did or did nat occur. When oneconsdersthat the
eyewitnesses for R had nothingto gain, faced intense suffering for ther testimony, possessed upganding

character, and nota single recorded witness gave testimony to the contrary, it seems graciousto assign



LT thevaueof 1/10. If onehas doubs aboutthegraciousnature of this estimate, more could be shown
to arguetha LT is bottom-heavy.*

| expect themog difficult and controversial variable to assessis PT. Since PT represents the
probability of not-R over R apart from the eyewitness testimony. Oneshould consider therelevant
suppoting evidence for R such as the empty tomb, the centrality of the Resurrection in the preaching of
the early church, the significant departure from the Jewish culture and religion tha is foundin the
Resurrection accounts, the general historical accuracy of the New Testament, and other confirming
evidence for R. Even when oneweighsthis evidence againg the arguments againg the existence of God
(e.g., theproblem of evil), | think thetheist can grant an exceptiondly generousassignment of PT to be
1,0000004. | pesondly findthisfigure to undeestimate an accurate ratio for PT, but| bdieve this
modest assessment should be amenable to many non-bdievers. In othe words | have conceded this
inflated undeestimation so that | can demondrate the effects of multiple eyewitnesses for R ongrourds
tha reasonable unbdievers could accept.

So, my generousestimates for the variablesin EBT are PT=1,0000001, LT= 1/10,and n=10.
With thevariables assignal gracioudy so asto indudeadvocates of not-R, EBT yields

1 1
&' 10°# &1 #° &1 # 1.0001

1+
1+VA) 1 .!. %!' %!.

Indeed, theresults are striking. Astheindgpendent testimony increases, the evidence

1.9999

P(R|T%)=

ovaewhdmingly confirms the epistemic probability of R. Moreover, wha | find extraordinary is how
powerful this confirmationisfor R, even granting diminished values tha many nonbdievers could

accept and that mog thasts would say are abysmal, given the evidence for each claim. Not only does

1% George N. Schlesinger offers a convincing case for the even stronger claim that LT is extremely bottom-heavy by
appealing to the fact that there are avery large number of ways for false testimony to be given but not so for true testimony in
Schlesinger, O'he Credibility of Extraordinary Events,OAnalysis 51 (1991): 120-26.



the EH accountprovide clarity in couning the cumulative effects of eyewitnesses, it demongrates tha
even with charitable values for each term the evidence for R is compdling.
[l

John Earman presents five possible Qvays outOof this conduson for nonbdievers™ First, one
may Qpoint to some defect either in Bayesianism itself or in the Bayesian andysis of multiple
witnessing.3% An adequae respon to any critiqueof Bayesianism is beyond the scopeof this paper,
and onewould need a case-by-case defense of the EH modd in order to respondto arguments agang
thisandysis of multiple withessing. Thus this pgoer offers no respong to such critique

Second,onemay et the prior probability of [the Resurrection] to zero.3® In this case, the
denominaor of PT will equd zero; thus EBT will notbeworkable. | am unsure why someonewould
think tha the P(Miracle) = 0. Given the possibility that agodexists, it seems perfectly reasoneble to say
tha it isremotely possible for amiracle to occur. My point here can bemade clearer by expounding
probabilistically on P(R) with thetheorem ontotal probability:

P(R)=P(G) ! PR|G) +P(~G) ! P(R|~G)
where G = thepropostion tha thereisagod. Presumably, P(R | ~G) = 0; so,

P(R)=P(G) ! P(R|G)
Given this equdity, it would seem tha theprior probéability of R istied to the probability of there being
agod. Onecould easily arguefor anonzero valuefor P(R), then, by appealing to arguments for theism.
If the objector replies by indsting tha P(G) = 0, then | would assume the objector can offer good

reasonsfor thinkingit islogically impossible for a God to exist. It would seem unreasonable to reject

1 am grateful for Jonah Schupbach@ observation concerning Earman( five Qvays outOand many of the
counterarguments against them.

12 Earman, 60.

 Ibid.



the possibility of theism (i.e., clamingtha P(G) = 0) and also urreasonéable, then, to regject the
possibility of R (i.e., claiming tha P(R) = 0).

Orhethird outisto set the prior probability abovezero but still so low tha thetestimony of a
million witnesses would not push the pogerior probability to arespectable level.3* In this case, one
affirmstheexponential decreasein LT butalso aversthat PT is so dramatically top-heavy tha no
feasible numbestha are given to PT and to n will be enoughto countr theeffectsof LT.

In order to make this way out succeed, onehas to assign outrageousnumbers to the terms of
EBT. Assigninginsurmountble numbeasto theseterms, though revealsintellectud dishonesty. For |
have already granted an assessment of the evidence tha is weighted heavily in favor of the objector of
R. Unless some new and compdling evidence is discovered tha permits an even stronge evaludion of
theevidence agang R, thoe who make this movereveal tha their condusonis driving the probability
assgnmentsin theequaion. Indeed, thisis an intdlectudly dishonest approach to any argument. At
this point, the non-bdiever@ hypothesis seems to be guilty of achargetha Antony Flew once brought
uponthdsm: the atheist@ bdiefs seem unfasifiable. Pertaining to such hypoheses, Flew writes, O
fine brash hypohesis may thusbekilled by inches, thedesth by athousnd qudifications3°

Orhefourth out,Oaccording to Earman, Qs to deny the independence assumptionstha were
crudal to thepostive results.3° Intheparticular case of R, | may add that one could also argueagang
thenunber tha oneassignsto n by appealing to alack of historical evidence for thewitnesses. In
defense of n, | have pointed outtha there is evidence to acknowedgeover five hunded witnesses that
R. Inthegspirit of generosty, however, | decided only to countten witnesses, allowing the proponent of

not-R to dismiss the mgjority of thetestimony. Those who disagree with my assessment of n have two

14 | b
Ibid.
!> Antony Flew, OTheology and Falsification,Oin New Essays in Philosophical Theology, ed. Antony Flew and
Alasdair Macintyre (New Y ork: The Macmillan Company, 1955), 97.
16 Earman, 60.



clear pathsof dissent. They could argueeither tha the evidence suppotts an even lower, non-zero
nunber than | have proposd or tha no testimony for amiracle could ever serioudy beadmissible. If
proponets of notR bdieve tha my estimate for nistoo high, the burden of prodf restsonthem to
demondrate how a smaller valuefor n can beplausibly suppoted in light of the historical daa.

Thos who take the other strategy might betempted to follow David Hume(® allegation tha no
testimony for a miracle could ever exist. Hume madethis case in An Enquiry Concerning Human
Unde standing:

Thereisnotto befound,in al history, any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men, of

such unquestioned good-sense, education, and learning as to secure usagang al ddusonin

themselves; of such undoubeéd integrity, asto place them beyondall suspicion of any designto
deceive othes; of such credit and reputationin theeyes of mankind, asto have a great dedl to
lose in case of ther beng detected in any falsehoad; and at the same time, attesting facts
performed in such a public manne andin so celebrated a part of theworld, asto rende the
detection unavoidable: All which circumstances are requisite to give usafull assurance in the
testimony of men.’

In respong, let me call attention to two points. First, note that Hume(® standardsfor
eyewitnesses require eyewitnesses to be so compdling tha ther testimonies aloneoughtto confer
judification to believe the event to which they testify. For the purposes of EBT, however, the withesses
only need to befair and independent. To say tha awitnessisfair isnotto concedetha thewitnessis
utterly impeccable. Rather, afair witnessis merely onewhose testimony should be congdered when
weighing theevidence. In many cases EBT could be used granting numerousfair witnesses and still
yield alow epistemic probability for theclaim in question.

Second, thereis a fundamental incongstency for those who suggest that thetestimony in this

ingance oughtto bediscarded because of the miraculousclaims of this testimony. George Mavrodes

Y David Hume, An Enquiry to Human Under standingE
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has pointed out two seriousproblems with this Humean critiqueof miraculoustestimony.*® In thefirst
place, thistype of criticism conflates the probability of the miracle and the probability of thetestimony.
Second, to rule agang miraculoustestimony on the groundstha onepersondly has never withessed a
miracle has disastrousconequences. For this methodobgy would eliminae all testimony to events that
onehas not experienced. Mavrodes explains

[ITf we areto proceed empirically, we have to take the testimonies as we find them. We cannot
jugt make up testimonies to suit ourselves. Nor can we propealy leave out testimonies jud to suit
oursalves. Inthecase of miracles, thefact tha there are these other troubling minority
testimonies, the testimonies of those who claim to have experienced miracles themselves,
become part of the data with which we must deal .

Fifth, onemay assert tha LT is notbottom-heavy. Critics mightargueeither tha LT should be
assessed as 1/1 or tha LT should betop-heavy. For they might accept Hume@® dodrine of the knavery
andfolly of man.3° Hume argues agans the strength of the testimony for amiracle on the groundsthat
people are proneto bdieve outandish stories.

Themany ingances of forged miracles, and prophecies, and supernaura events, which, in all
ages, have either been detected by contrary evidence, or which detect themselves by ther
abaurdity, provesufficiently the strong propensgty of mankind to the extraordinary and the
marvellous and oughtreasonably to bege a sugpicion agang al relationsof thiskind. Thisis
our naural way of thinking, even with regard to the mos common and mog credible events. For
ingance: Thereisno kind of report which rises so easily, and spreads so quickly, especialy in
county places and provindal towns as those conerning marriages; insomuch tha two young
personsof equd condition never see each other twice, but thewhole neéghbouhoodimmediately
join them togeher. The pleasure of telling a piece of news so interesting, of propagaingit, and
of beingthefirst reporters of it, spreadstheintelligence. And thisis so well known, that no man
of sense gives attention to these reparts, till hefind them confirmed by some greater evidence.
Do notthe same passions and others still stronge, indinethe generality of mankindto bdieve
and report, with the greatest vehemence and assurance, all religiousmiracles?*

'8 George | . Mavrodes, avid Hume and the Probability of Miracles,Olnternational Journal for Philosophy of
Religion 43 (1998): 167-82.

19 1hid., 180 (emphasisin original).

% Hume, EnquiryE

2 Hume, EnquiryE.
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But Hume® worries aboutthe knavery and folly of manQare not sufficient to appraise LT as
1/1 or top-heavy. Indeed, theapproach offered by Hume fallacioudy confiates the probability of R with
thelikelihoodtha numerousindgpendent and fair eyewitness testimonies exist. In order tomake LT 1/1
or top-heavy, onewould have to jugify either tha eyewitness testimony for any event is equdly likely
to occur given tha theevent occurred and did notoccur (in case LT is 1/1) or tha eyewitness testimony
for an event is more likely to occur when the event does not occur (in case LT istop heavy). Neither
judtification seems salvageable. Moreover, if anyonecould jugify assessing LT as 1/1 or top-heavy, this
would result in untoward consequences aboutthe evidential weight of eyewitness testimony for any
event, notjud for miracles. Thus | bdieve this prima fade case establishes stronggroundsfor keeping
LT batom-heavy.

v

| have argued tha the axioms of probability provide fruitful groundsfor situaing theevidence
for the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. Specifically, the EH accountaddsrigor and clarity to the explicit
strength that indgpendent, eyewitness testimony confers on the epistemic likelihoodtha the
Resurrectionisrationdly plaugsble. More remarkably, the EH account presents a plausble way to
demondrate the overwhdming evidential case for the ResurrectionN even while usng diminished
values for the evidence tha many nonbdievers would find acceptable. Therefore, itisrationd to

bdieve tha the eyewitnesses testify trulyN Jesusis risen!®

22| would like to thank Jonah Schupbach and Timothy McGrew for val uable help and comments on earlier drafts of
this paper. | would aso like to thank a number of Western Michigan University@ graduate students who gave me critical
feedback on an earlier informal presentation of this paper.



