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.”" 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.

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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4. The Doétrine.of Tranfubftantiation. A hard word, but I would to God
that were the worft of it ;" the #4ing is much more difficlt. I have taken
fome pains to confider other Religions that have been in the world, and I
muft freely declare, thar I never yet in any of them met wich any Article
or Propofition, impofed upon the belief of men, half fo unreafonable and
hard to be belicved asthisis : And yet this in the Romifb Church is efteemed
one of the moft principal Articles of the Chriftian Faith ; tha there s no
more certain foundation for it in Scripture, than for our Saviour’s being fub-
ftantially changed intoall thofé things which are faid of him, asthat heisa
rocky a wine, adoor, anda hundred other things. .

But this is notall. This Do&rine hath not only o ctrtain Foundation in
Scripture, butI have a far heavier charge againft it, namely, that it under-
mines the very foundation of Chriftianity it felf. And furely nothing ought
tobe admitted to be a part of the Chriffian Dottrine which deftroys the rea-
fon of our belief of the whole. And that this Do@rine does {0, will appear
evidently, if we confider what wasthe main argument which the Apoitles
ufed to convince the world of the s7uth of Chriftianity; and that was this,
That our bleffed Saviour, the Author of this Doctrive, wronght fuch and fuch mi-
racles, and particularly that he rofe again from the dead. And this they proved
becaufe they were eye-witnefles of  his miracles, and had feen him and con.
verfed with him after he was rifen from the dead. But whatif their feafes
did deceive them in this matter? then it cannot be denied bur that the maim
proof of Chriftianity falls to the ground. :

Well! We will now fuppofe (as the Church of Rome does) Tranfubs
JEantiation to have been one principal part of the Chriftian Do&rine which
the Apoftles preached. But if.this DoStrine be true, then all mens {enfes
are deceived in a plain fenfible matter, wherein ’tis as hard for them to be de-
ceived as in any thing inthe world : For two things can hardly be imagin’d
more different, than a lirrle biz of wafer and the whole body of a man.

So that the Apoftles perfuading men to believe this Doctrine perfuaded
them not to truft their fenfes, and yet the argument which they ufed to per-
fuade them to this was built upon the direct contrary principle, that mess
fenfes are to betrufted. For if they be not, then notwithftanding all the evi-
dence the Apoftles offer’d for the refarreion of our Saviour, he might not
be rifen, and {o the faith of Chriftians wasvain. Sothat they reprefent the
Apofiles as.abfurd as is poffible, viz. going about to perfiiade men out of
their fenfes by virtue of an argument, the whole ftrength whereof depends
upon the certainty of fenfe.

And now the matter is brought to a fair iffue; If the teftimony of fenfe
be to be relied upon, then Tranfubfantiation is falfe; If itbe not, then no
man is fure that Chriftianity is true. Forthe utmoft affurance that the Apo-
ftles had of the truth of Chriftianity was the teftimony of their own fenfes
concerning our Saviour’s Miracles, and this teftimony every man hath
againtt Tranfubffantiation. From whence it plainly follows, that no man
(1o not the Apoftles themfelves ) had more reafon to believe Chriftianity
to be true, than every man hath to believe Tranfubffantiation to be falfe,
And we who did not fec our Saviour’s Miracles (asthe Apoftles did ) and
have only a credible relation of .them, but do fee the Sacrament, have lefs
cvidence of the truth of Chriftianity tl}an of the falfbood of Tranfubftantiation.
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