Problems of Philosophy October 25, 2010

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 entitled
“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 operated 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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