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The issue of miracle is among the most important topics in the
philosophy of religion and the interpretation of sacred texts, as it
clarifies the boundary between reason, faith, and religious
experience. In Islamic thought, ‘Allameh Tabataba'i, by integrating
Sadrian philosophy with Qur’anic exegesis, regards miracles as
objective realities consistent with the causal and wise order of
existence. From his perspective, the natural world is one level within
the hierarchy of being, and a miracle is not a violation of natural
laws but the manifestation of divine will beyond material causes .In
contrast, Rudolf Bultmann—drawing on modern Protestant theology
and existential hermeneutics—interprets miracles, within his theory
of demythologization, not as actual events but as symbolic
expressions of human faith. He argues that biblical language is
mythological and must be reinterpreted through existential
understanding. Consequently, religious truth is realized in inner faith
rather than external natural change .Using an analytical-comparative
method, this study examines the ontological and epistemological
foundations of both views regarding revelation, reason, and nature.
The findings indicate that Tabataba'i harmonizes reason and
revelation in explaining miracles, whereas Bultmann prioritizes
faith, reducing miracles to meaning and language.

Cite this article: Heydari Fard, M (2026). A comparative study of the concept of miracle in the thought of
Allameh Tabatabaei and Rudolf Bultmann, History of Islamic Philosophy, 5 (3), 129-161.
https://doi.org/10.22034/hpi.2026.572939.1196

© The Author(s).
DOI: https://doi.org/10.22034/hpi.2026.572939.1196

Publisher: Ale-Taha Higher Education Institute.




History of Islamic Philosophy/Vol.5/Issu.19/Autumn.2026 130

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The concept of miracle has long stood at the center of debates in philosophy of
religion and scriptural interpretation because it directly concerns the relationship
between reason, faith, and the structure of reality. Whether miracles should be
understood as objective interventions in the natural world or as symbolic
expressions of religious meaning remains a major dividing line between classical
theological traditions and modern hermeneutical approaches. This study offers a
comparative analysis of the notion of miracle in the thought of Allameh
Tabataba’i, a leading contemporary Islamic philosopher-exegete, and Rudolf
Bultmann, one of the most influential Protestant theologians of the twentieth
century.

Tabataba’i interprets miracles within a metaphysical framework rooted in
Islamic philosophy, particularly the hierarchical ontology of existence and the
continuity of causality. In his view, miracles do not violate natural laws but
manifest higher causal levels beyond ordinary material processes. Bultmann, by
contrast, reinterprets miracles through his project of demythologization, arguing
that biblical miracle narratives should be read not as historical events but as
existential expressions of faith. The present research seeks to clarify the
ontological and epistemological foundations of these two approaches and to
evaluate their implications for understanding the relationship between revelation,
reason, and modernity.

Methods
This research adopts an analytical-comparative method. First, the primary works
of Tabataba’i—especially al-Mizan, Nihayat al-Hikmah, and related
philosophical writings—are examined to reconstruct his theoretical account of
miracle, focusing on his concepts of causality, divine will, and the harmony of
intellect and revelation. Second, Bultmann’s theological writings on
demythologization and New Testament interpretation are analyzed in order to
identify his existential hermeneutics and his reinterpretation of miracle language.
The comparison proceeds at three levels. Ontologically, it investigates how
each thinker understands the structure of reality and the place of divine action
within it. Epistemologically, it analyzes how miracles function as sources of
knowledge or faith. Hermeneutically, it evaluates how each approach interprets
sacred texts and their authority. Finally, a critical evaluation is conducted from
within the framework of Islamic philosophical theology to assess the strengths
and limitations of Bultmann’s reduction of miracle to symbolic meaning.

Results
The findings indicate that Tabataba’i’s theory of miracle is deeply embedded in
a metaphysical worldview that emphasizes the unity and hierarchy of existence.
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He maintains that the world consists of multiple levels of causation, ranging
from material to immaterial realities. A miracle occurs when a higher causal
order manifests itself within the observable world. Thus, miracles are neither
irrational nor law-breaking events; rather, they are extraordinary but intelligible
occurrences within a broader divine system. This view allows Tabataba’i to
integrate miracle with rational philosophy, Qur’anic interpretation, and prophetic
authority. He also argues that miracles serve a specific epistemic function: they
confirm the truthfulness of prophets while remaining compatible with reason,
moral coherence, and human experience.

Bultmann’s approach, on the other hand, shifts the focus from metaphysics to
hermeneutics and existential theology. He argues that modern scientific
consciousness makes it difficult to accept miracles as literal supernatural
interventions. Consequently, he proposes that miracle narratives should be
interpreted symbolically. Their true significance lies not in their historical
factuality but in the existential transformation they invite. For Bultmann, faith
does not depend on proving that extraordinary events actually happened; rather,
it emerges from an individual’s encounter with the message of salvation and the
call to authentic existence. In this framework, miracles become linguistic and
theological expressions of human response to divine revelation rather than
empirical phenomena.

The comparison reveals a fundamental divergence between the two thinkers.
Tabataba’i preserves the ontological reality of miracles while explaining them
philosophically; Bultmann preserves the existential relevance of miracle
narratives while relinquishing their objective status. At the same time, both share
a concern for maintaining the credibility of religion in the face of modern
intellectual challenges. Each seeks to reconcile faith with rational understanding,
though they do so through very different conceptual strategies.

Conclusion

This study concludes that the disagreement between Tabataba’i and Bultmann
ultimately reflects two distinct models of relating religion to modern thought.
Tabataba’i represents a metaphysical-integration model in which reason,
revelation, and the structure of being are harmonized, allowing miracles to
remain real events within a coherent ontological system. Bultmann represents an
existential-interpretive model in which the authority of religious texts is
preserved by translating their supernatural language into symbols of personal
faith and transformation.

While Bultmann’s approach offers a powerful way to make religious
language meaningful for modern individuals, it risks weakening the historical
and ontological foundations of prophetic authority. Tabataba’i’s model,
conversely, safeguards the objective reality of revelation and miracle but
requires acceptance of a robust metaphysical framework that may be less
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accessible within contemporary scientific paradigms. The comparison thus
highlights how differing philosophical assumptions about reality, knowledge,
and language shape theological interpretations of miracle and the continuing
dialogue between tradition and modernity.
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