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HERE are a number 
of traditional ‘proofs’ 
of the existence of 

God. It might be supposed 
that one would be enough, 
but perhaps there is safety in 
numbers. Aquinas (1225-74) 
listed five 'proofs': the un-
moved mover, the uncaused 
cause, the cosmological ar-
gument, the argument from 
degree and the teleological 
argument. However, the first 
three are essentially varia-
tions on the same theme. So 
we shall propose a some-
what different list of five in 
this series.  

The first, which the German 
philosopher Schopenhauer 
called a ‘charming joke’, is 
the ontological argument, 
which tries to prove the 
existence of God by abstract 
reasoning alone. Ontology 
studies the nature of being 
and the word derives from 
the Greek ontos, which means ‘being’ or ‘existence’, and 
logos, which means plan. It maintains that God’s essence 
proves his existence, that indeed existence is part of the 
definition of God and that God must therefore exist. It is 
an a priori argument, i.e. it rests independently of experi-
ence on purely logical considerations and if valid would 
achieve the kind of certainty exhibited by mathematical 
rules. St Anselm (1033-1109) formulated the argument in 
his Proslogion as follows.  

1. God is a being than which nothing greater can be 
conceived. 

2. Things which exist in the mind could exist in reality. 
3. Things that exist in reality must be greater than things 

which exist in the mind. 
4. Therefore God exists in reality and in the mind. 

If we assume that ‘nothing greater’ implies ‘perfect’, then 
another way of putting it is to say that the most perfect 
and real conceivable being is the idea of a being which 
must and therefore does exist because a non-existent 
could never be the most perfect and real conceivable be-
ing. In other words, existence is a perfection and since 
God is perfect he must exist.  

Descartes (1596-1650) also accepted this argument. The 
existence of God is part of his essence, he wrote in the 

Meditations, because “exis-
tence can no more be sepa-
rated from the essence of 
God than can ... the idea of 
a mountain from the idea of 
a valley”. 

The argument is fallacious. 
It is not one of the 'proofs' 
offered by Aquinas, who 
rejected it on the grounds 
that it is not self-evident that 
God exists. He suggested 
that we cannot know the 
nature of God and, there-
fore, cannot conceive of God 
in the way Anselm proposed. 
David Hume also rejected it 
on the grounds that we can-
not prove a matter of fact by 
a priori reasoning. We sim-
ply cannot deduce from a 
mere concept an existing 
reality which corresponds to 
that concept. He also sug-
gested that any concept of 
God we may have, we can 
conceive either of existing or 

of not existing. Existence is not a quality or perfection, so 
a completely perfect being need not exist and it is there-
fore not a contradiction to deny God's existence. 

Hume is correct. We can all dream dreams of perfect 
love, perfect happiness, perfect peace, and so on, but it is 
invalid to suggest that they exist outside our imagination. 
Arguably, a perfect being is in the same category: it is a 
dream, not a reality. Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason 
disposed of the argument by saying that existence is not 
a real predicate. “Our consciousness of all existence be-
longs exclusively to the field of experience; any alleged 
existence outside this field is of the nature of an assump-
tion which we can never be in a position to justify”. He 
later adds: “We can no more extend our stock of insight 
by mere ideas than a merchant can better his position by 
adding a few noughts to his cash account”. 

And there it ought to rest. But theists don’t give up that 
easily. Modern attempts to rescuscitate Anselm tend to 
focus on his reply to the Benedictine monk Gaunilo of 
Marmoutiers, a contemporary of Anselm, who wrote a 
response to Proslogion called Reply On Behalf of the 
Fool (in his argument Anselm had addressed the fool, 
who in the words of Psalm 14, “hath said in his heart, 
there is no God”). Gaunilo, in common with many the-
ologians of the time, rejected the notion that we       –-->  
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T The term ‘God’ is open to many definitions. For Don 
Cupitt in The Sea of Faith, it is ‘the sum of all our 
values’. This is a long way from the Judaic-Christ-
ian conception of an infinite personal spirit who 
created out of nothing everything other than him-
self, who is himself eternal and uncreated, omnipo-
tent, omniscient and all-loving, and who made his 
creatures for eventual fellowship with himself. Other 
definitions include: whatever entity (entities) creat-
ed the universe; the prime mover; the uncaused 
cause; the totality of everything that exists; the all-
pervading universal force in and of all things which 
coordinates evolution; or even the partner of our 
most intimate soliloquies. 

The statement that 'God exists' is also problematic 
in its verb. Some theologians would argue that the 
term ‘exists’ can be applied only to entities within 
the created realm, so that it is wrong to assert of 
the ultimate creator that he ‘exists’. Thus, accord-
ing to Paul Tillich and others, the question of the 
existence of a god can be neither asked nor an-
swered. However, we shall not adopt this benumb-
ing approach but instead assume that we are refer-
ring to the Judaic-Christian god and that either He 
exists or He does not. 
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mere mortals could have any possible conception of 
God or understanding of His nature. St Anselm, he be-
lieved, was trying to do just that by going beyond what 
we understand by sensible experience. So he tried to 
show that such logic would force one to conclude that 
many things exist which it is certain do not. The argu-
ment could be used to prove the existence of anything. 
Imagine, he says, there is a ‘lost island’, the greatest or 
most perfect island conceivable because of its abun-
dance of food, supplies etc. The following syllogism in 
abbreviated form could be applied: 

1. We can conceive of a perfect island. 
2. A perfect island must be more perfect in reality than 

in the mind. 
3. Therefore a perfect island exists. 

Anselm wrote a short Reply to Gaunilo. The island, he 
said, cannot be defined as perfect or that than which no 
greater island can be conceived because you can always 
better an island (by adding more sand, more beaches or 
more palm trees, etc), whereas you cannot better God. 
Moreover, Anselm continues, if Gaunilo refers to chap-
ter III of the Proslogion, he will see that the island is a 
contingent thing whereas God is a necessary being.  A 
contingent thing or being logically might not have been 
and depends for its existence on other things or beings. 
If our parents had never met, we would not exist, for 
example. A necessary thing or being, on the other hand, 
could not be other than what it is: 2 plus 2 must always 
equal 4. It should be obvious by now that Anselm, and 
indeed any other defender of this argument, is merely 
playing with words. Existence has become part and 
parcel of the meaning of the term ‘God’. Anselm is now 
saying that: 

1. God is a necessary being. 
2. A necessary being must 

exist. 
3. Therefore God exists. 

No matter how it is dressed 
up, this is a silly argument 
which demonstrates that God 
is nowhere except in some 
people’s heads, but modern 
theists who desperately hold on like grim death to all 
the traditional arguments lest admitting the falsity of 
one becomes the thin end of a total theological freefall, 
cannot let go of it. So they have devised definitional 
ontological arguments, conceptual ontological argu-
ments, modal ontological arguments, experiential onto-
logical arguments, mereological ontological arguments, 
and so on. It should now be obvious that they all as-
sume in one or more of their premises what they seek to 
prove. Parodies of the argument are legion, but suffice 
to say that it could be used to ‘prove’ the existence of 
the Devil. 

1. The Devil is a being than which nothing worse can 
be conceived. 

2. Things which exist in the mind could exist in reality. 
3. It is worse for a thing to exist in reality than in the 

mind. 
4. Therefore the Devil exists in reality and in the mind. 

In the next issue: The Cosmological Argument
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Crick's Hetairae Fund 

FRANCIS Crick, who won the Nobel Prize for elucidat-
ing the structure of DNA, was one of the most brilliant 
minds of the last century. He was also abrasive and a 
thorough-going atheist. He had accepted a founding 
fellowship of Churchill College, Cambridge. It was a 
new College specialising in science and had been 
designed without a chapel — perhaps accidentally. A 
fund was created to build a chapel in the College and 
Crick resigned his fellowship. His correspondence 
with Sir Winston Churchill demonstrates Crick’s power 
and wit in argument. (It is summarised in Francis Crick 
— Hunter of Life’s Secrets by Robert Olby, 2009.) 
  
Churchill replied to Crick’s letter of resignation that he 
was “puzzled at your reason… A chapel is an amenity 
which many of those who will live in the College may 
enjoy, and none need enter it unless they wish”. 
  
Crick replied as follows. 
“It was kind of you to write. I am sorry you do not un-
derstand why I resigned. 
      “To make my position a little clearer I enclose a 
cheque for ten guineas to open the Churchill College 
Hetairae fund [Hetairae were high-class prostitutes in 
Ancient Greece]. My hope is that eventually it will be 
possible to build permanent accommodation within 
the College, to house a carefully chosen selection of 
young ladies in the charge of a suitable Madam who, 
once the institution has become traditional, will 
doubtless be provided, without offence, with dining 
rights at the High Table. 
      “Such a building will, I feel confident, be an ameni-
ty which many in the college will enjoy very much, and 
yet the institution need not be compulsory and none 
need enter it unless they wish. Moreover it would be 
open (conscience permitting) not merely to members 
of the Church of England, but also Catholics, Non-
Conformists, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Zen Buddhists 
and even to atheists and agnostics such as myself. 
      “And yet I cannot help feeling that when you pass 
on my offer to the other Trustees — as I hope you will 
— they may not share my enthusiasm for such a truly 
educational project…. they may even feel my offer of 
ten guineas to be a joke in bad taste. 
      “But that is exactly my view of the proposal of the 
trustees to build a chapel, after the middle of the 20th 
century, in a new College and in particular one with a 
special emphasis on science. Naturally some mem-
bers of the College will be Christian, at least for the 
next decade or so, but I do no see why the College 
should tacitly endorse their beliefs by providing them 
with special facilities. The churches in the town, it has 
been said, are half empty. Let them go there. It will be 
no further than they have to go to their lectures”. 
  
Churchill returned Crick’s cheque ‘with comps’. A 
chapel was eventually built, but outside the walls of 
the College after a rearguard action by the fellows. 

Alan Tuffery 


