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John Allen Paulos’ latest book Irreligion: A  
Mathematician Explains Why the Arguments for 
God Just Don�t Add Up [11], contains rather little 
mathematics. Yet the title is not terribly mislead-
ing: the book’s style would, in case we didn’t know 
that the author is a mathematician, hint strongly 
in that direction. Paulos’ basic strategy for analysis 
of arguments bears clear signs of a mathematical 
mindset: he strips the arguments to their bare 
bones and divides them into small steps, so that 
the strength and weakness of each of the steps can 
be readily evaluated. The application of this strat-
egy to a wide variety of arguments for God’s exis-
tence constitutes the main content of his book.

Here is Paulos’ bare-bones recounting of the 
ontological argument of Anselm, the well-known 
eleventh century Archbishop of Canterbury (pages 
38–39):

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

	2.	We understand the notion of God as well as the 
notion of God’s really existing.

	3.	Let’s also tentatively assume God doesn’t 
exist.

	4.	If we understand the notion of a positive being 
and that being really exists, then this being is 

greater than it would have been if we only un-
derstood the notion of it.

	5.	From these assumptions, we conclude that if 
God did not exist, we could conceive of a being 
greater than God (a being just like God, but re-
ally existing). This is a contradiction since God 
is a being than which nothing greater can be 
conceived.

	6.	Thus Assumption 3 is refuted and God exists.

This argument is of considerable historical interest 
and therefore deserves analysis. It seems unlikely, 
however, that many people today attach great 
significance to it in their choice to believe or not 
to believe in God. Sampling a believer at random, 
we are presumably much more likely to find the 
following “argument from emptiness”, as Paulos 
calls it, to be influential (page 76):

	1.	People wonder if this is all there is and ask, 
“What will any of my concerns matter in one 
thousand years?”

	2.	They find this prospect so depressing that they 
decide there must be something more.

	3.	This something more they call God.
	4.	Therefore God exists.

(Note how these examples illustrate a recurrent 
theme in the book—and in much of theological 
discussion more generally—namely, the potential 
for confusion arising from flexibility and vague-
ness in how to define “God”.) Typically, once the 
argument is spelled out in this manner, finding one 
or more fatal flaws is a relatively simple matter, 
which the author executes with clarity and wit; I 
leave the cases of the two arguments above as an 
exercise for the reader.
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