
Problems of Philosophy Fall 2023

Dr. Tillotson’s Argument

In the first paragraph of his chapter “Of Miracles,” Hume refers to “an argument
against the real presence” that, he claims, is found in the writings of Dr. Tillotson.
He says that he will produce a more general argument against miracles that has
the same basic structure.

Who is Tillotson and what is his argument?

Hume is referring to John Tillotson, the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1691–1694.
The “real presence” refers to the doctrine of transubstantiation, whereby a religious
ritual transforms otherwise ordinary bread and wine into the body and blood of
Jesus Christ in order to be consumed as part of the communion ceremony.

This is a topic on which protestants and catholics disagreed. The Roman Catholic
church maintained that priests could make the miracle of transubstantiation hap
pen on a weekly basis. Protestants denied that this was so.

I think the sermon that Hume is referring to is the one entitled “The Hazards of
Being Saved in the Church of Rome.”1 I will put what I think is the relevant part on
the next page.

Tillotson’s argument is that belief in transubstantiation involves contradictory
thoughts. On the one hand, the chief reason to believe that Jesus was divine is
the eyewitness testimony of the apostles who saw him rise from the dead. On the
other hand, the doctrine of transubstantiation requires that you disbelieve your
senses: the thing that looks and tastes like bread is really something completely
different.

1 John Tillotson, “The Hazard of Being Saved in the Church of Rome,” in The Works of the Most Reverend
Dr. John Tillotson (London, 1696).
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John Tillotson, Works (London, 1696)


