Problems of Philosophy October 26, 2009

Background on Miracles

Why Archbishop Tillotson?

Hume begins with a reference to “an argument against the real presence” that
he claims to have found in “Dr. Tillotson’s writings.” The real presence is the
idea that the body and blood of Christ are really present in the ceremony of
the Eucharist. Dr. Tillotson is John Tillotson, the Archbishop of Canterbury,
or, in other words, the head of the Church of England, from 1691-3.

The argument that Hume seems to have had in mind is given in a sermon en-
titled “The Hazard of Being Saved in the Church of Rome.” I have reproduced
the relevant part on the other side of this page. It is taken from The works of
the Most Reverend Dr. John Tillotson London, 1696, pp. 122-3.

How Hume used his argument

“It may perhaps amuse you to learn the first hint, which suggested to me
that argument which you have so strenuously attacked. I was walking in the
cloisters of the Jesuits’ College of La Fléche ... and engaged in a conversation
with a Jesuit of some parts and learning, who was relating to me, and urging
some nonsensical miracle performed in their convent, when I was tempted to
dispute against him; and ... this argument immediately occurred to me, and I
thought it very much gravelled my companion; but at last he observed to me,
that it was impossible for that argument to have any solidity, because it oper-
ated equally against the Gospel as the Catholic miracles;— which observation
I thought proper to admit as a sufficient answer.”

David Hume, Letter to the Reverend George Campbell. June 7, 1762. Letter 194. In The Letters of
David Hume. Edited by J.Y.T. Greig. Oxford University Press (1932), pp. 360-1.
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Protestants and miracles

The Royal Touch

James [I, King of England] ... had proclaimed the now familiar doctrine: Since
the establishment of Christ’s “Church by the Apostles, all miracles, visions,
prophecies and appearances of Angels of good Spirits, are ceased: which
served only for the first sowing of faith, and planting of the Church”. [Marc]
Bloch quotes an anonymous letter, sent by an Italian to Rome in October
1603, which clearly shows the painful conflicts produced by the rite of touch-
ing for a monarch who believed firmly both in the divine right of kings ... and
in the cessation of miracles. While his scrofulous subjects were waiting in
an antechamber, James, before touching them, had a sermon preached by a
Calvinist minister.

“Then he himself said that he found himself perplexed about what he had to
do, that, on the one hand, he did not see how he could cure the sick without
a miracle, and miracles had now ceased and were no longer wrought; and
so he was afraid of committing some superstition; on the other hand, since
this was an ancient custom and beneficial to his subjects, he was resolved
to try it, but only by way of prayer, in which he begged everyone to join him.
He then touched the sick. ... It was noticed that while the king was making
his speech he often turned his eyes towards the Scots ministers who were
standing nearby, as if expecting their approval of what he was saying, having
beforehand conferred with them on the subject.”?

Reverend John Welch [1590s]

Quite apart from his many prophecies, which ‘made the people begin to think
Mr Welch was an oracle’, that he ‘walked with God, and kept close with him’,
Welch won renown for raising the dead. He was living in France when a

A. P. Walker, “The Cessation of Miracles”, in: Allen G. Merkel, Ingrid Debus, editor, Hermeticism
and the Renaissance: intellectual history and the occult in early modern Europe (Folger Shakespeare
Library, 1988), p. 121.
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young Scottish gentleman fell ill and died in his house, at least ‘to the appre-
hension and sense of all spectators’. ... [After three days, the man’s friends]
called doctors who ‘pinched him with pincers in the fleshy parts of his body
and twisted a bow-string about his head with great force’. No signs of life
being forthcoming, ‘the physicians pronounced him stark dead’, but Welch
‘fell down before the pallet and cried to the Lord with all his might for the
last time ... till at length the dead youth opened his eyes and cried out to Mr
Welch ....

To one ‘popish young gentleman’ who made fun of his godly discourse at a
dinner party in Edinburgh castle, Welch announced, ‘observe the work of the
Lord upon that profane mocker’ and ‘immediately [he] sank down and died
beneath the table, but never returned to life again, to the great astonishment
of the company’.3

What Hume meant by “proof”
Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding Footnote §6.

Mr. Locke divides all arguments into demonstrative and probable. In
this view, we must say, that it is only probable all men must die, or
that the sun will rise to-morrow. But to conform our language more
to common use, we ought to divide arguments into demonstrations,
proofs, and probabilities. By progfs meaning such arguments from ex-
perience as leave no room for doubt or opposition.

Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature Book 1 Pt. 3 Sec. 11 Par. 2.

Those philosophers who have divided human reason into knowledge
and probability, and have defined the first to be that evidence which
arises from the comparison of ideas, are obliged to comprehend all our
arguments from causes or effects under the general term of probability.

3 Mary Todd, The Culture of Protestantism in Early Modern Scotland (Yale University Press, 2002), p.
397-
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But ... in common discourse we readily affirm, that many arguments
from causation exceed probability, and may be received as a superior
kind of evidence. One would appear ridiculous who would say, that
it is only probable the sun will rise to-morrow, or that all men must
die; though it is plain we have no further assurance of these facts than
what experience affords us. For this reason it would perhaps be more
convenient, in order at once to preserve the common signification of
words, and mark the several degrees of evidence, to distinguish hu-
man reason into three kinds, viz. that from knowledge, from proofs, and
from probabilities. By knowledge, I mean the assurance arising from
the comparison of ideas. By proofs, those arguments which are de-
rived from the relation of cause and effect, and which are entirely free
from doubt and uncertainty. By probability, that evidence which is still
attended with uncertainty. It is this last species of reasoning I proceed
to examine.

John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding Book 4, Ch. 15.

As demonstration is the showing the agreement or disagreement of
two ideas, by the intervention of one or more proofs, which have a con-
stant, immutable, and visible connexion one with another; so proba-
bility is nothing but the appearance of such an agreement or disagree-
ment, by the intervention of proofs, whose connexion is not constant
and immutable, or at least is not perceived to be so, but is, or ap-
pears for the most part to be so, and is enough to induce the mind to
judge the proposition to be true or false, rather than the contrary. For
example: In the demonstration of it a man perceives the certain im-
mutable connexion there is of equality between the three angles of a
triangle, and those intermediate ones which are made use of to show
their equality to two right ones; ... And thus he has certain knowledge
that it is so. But another man, who never took the pains to observe the
demonstration, hearing a mathematician, a man of credit, affirm the
three angles of a triangle to be equal to two right ones, assents to it,
i.e. receives it for true. In which case the foundation of his assent is
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the probability of the thing, the proof being such as for the most part
carries truth with it: The man, on whose testimony he receives it, not
being wont to affirm any thing contrary to, or besides his knowledge,
especially in matters of this kind.



