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ABSTRACT This paper examines religious language as a concept with special focus on its problems of meaningfulness,
meaninglessness, verifiability and functions. The aim is to appraise some of the contributions of scholars to some
issues raised by the problems that are theologically and philosophically invoked by religious language from the
perspective of a religious philosopher with the aim of attempting some solutions to the problems in order to arrive
at a workable synthesis. This paper discovers that in most recent findings on the subject, it is a truism that
researchers’ facts point to a more creative, spiritual, dogmatic, linguistic and imaginative uses of religious assertions
which manifest beyond an empirical base. The paper concludes that religious statements are meaningful, though, not
verifiable, so far they can be understood in their own context.

INTRODUCTION how our view of the world alterdhis view
however is not acceptable to those theists who

In contemporary discussions, it is not theare realists. For them, God is real. The existence
guestion of God existence that generates theof God is seen as a factual claim and is, therefore,
problem of religious language. If God does nohot subject to reinterpretation. The concern for
exist, any attempt to describe God will be arthe realist is that the more that religious claims
inaccurate description of realitpiscussions become a matter of the environment and psy-
about religious language attempt to articulatehology the less significant religious assertions
how one could speak of GadéexistenceThe are invalidated. This paper therefore, probes into
problem of religious language is generated bthe meaning, nature, and problems of religious
the traditional doctrine of God in tiédrahamic language from the perspective of a religious phi-
traditions. Since God is thought to be incorpotosopher with the aim of attempting some solu-
real, infinite, and timeless, the predicates we apgions to the problems.
ply to corporeal, finite, temporal creatures would
not apply to God. MEANING AND PROBLEM OF RELIGIOUS

Scholars in the fields of philosophy and LANGUAGE
religion have shown that there are different ways
in which language is given meaning. Thisinclu- The term “religious language” refers to
des the method of verification and falsification statements or claims made about God or gods
or by determining meaning through symbol andStump 2003). Here is a typical philosophical
comparison. Ultimatelythe debate rests on theproblem of religious language. If God is infinite,
validity of statements that seem outside of expahen words used to describe finite creatures might
rience, although more recent works have arguatbt adequately describe God. For example, is God
that religious language is, in fact, part of our hugood in the same sense that Peter Ottuh is good?
man experience. Some writers have argued th@his difficulty challenges us to articulate the
religious language is not about the “metaphyeegree that attributes used for finite beings can
sical” at all, but is actually more directly relatedbe used for God and what these attributes mean
to our human experience (Horden 1964). when they describe God. The ambiguity in

Those within a religious community have theirmeaning with respect to the terms predicated of
own way of using languages; their own ‘religiousGod is the “problem of religious language” or the
language’ that can only really be understood b§problem of naming God.” These predications
being a part of the ‘language game’. In this waycould include divine attributes, properties, or
religious language can be seen as adapting &stions. Since the doctrines of the divine in
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Eastern religious traditions differ radically fromto provide a framework for understanding claims
the doctrines of thé&brahamic traditions, the about God.

problem of religious language has not been The problem of religious language is also
accorded much attention in Eastern philosophygenerated by the medieval doctrine of “divine

We often refer to ‘everyday language’. Forsimplicity” (Stump 2003), which claims that God
example, having a conversation in a cafe aboutoes not have any intrinsic accidental properties.
the weather is nothing unusual; it is a topic difntrinsic properties are distinguished from human
rectly related to everyday experience. If, howproperties, such that the acquisition or loss of a
ever the conversation was to turn and | startetiuman property by a subject does not entail a
to talk about God, then the language drifts fronthange in that subject, while the acquisition or
the everyday to the ‘mysterious’, the ‘metaphy{oss of an intrinsic property by a subject entails a
sical’. If we were then to go on to make an asehange in that subject. Moreoyexccidental
sertion about God - for example, ‘God exists’ properties are distinguished from essential
then the listener might well begin to question thg@roperties such that if a subject were to acquire
validity of the assertiorf.o assert is to insist that or lose an accidental propertiie subject would
something is true. When we talk of the ‘mys-still be a member of its species. Howe\éa
terious’, many people doubt the validity of suchsubject were to acquire a new essential property
statements. For a variety of reasons, many of us lose an essential propertiyat subject would
guestion the validity of such statements as ‘Godo longer be a member of its species. Thus,
exists’, ‘God is timeless’, ‘God is love’ and so on.statements such as “God i ®Rhere Pis an
We know such statements are made all the timatrinsic accidental property would be ruled out
and yet we wonder whether they have any redly divine simplicity For example, the statement,
meaning That is, what does it mean to say ‘God‘Peter Ottuh is good,” means that some property
is timeless’ and how is this different from saying- “goodnessfts a property of Peter Ottuh. When
‘The Earth is spherical’? one says, “God is good,” it would appear that

The problem of religious language is wor-this statement means that some property of
risome to the practitioners of thbrahamic “goodness” is a property of God. But if the
religious traditions because it has the potentialoctrine of divine simplicity is true, itis impossible
to undermine those traditior! three religions that God have the intrinsic accidental property of
(Christianity Islam and Judaism) proclaim truths“goodness”. RathefGod is “goodnessThat is,
about God in written texts, commentary traditionsod’s essence includes goodnessl God is
and oral teachings. In fact, speech about God identical with his essence. Consequentliyen-
essential to both personal praxis and organizezl’er someone applies a positive attribute to God
celebration in these traditiondithout adequate they are speaking falselipr God does not have
solution to the problem of religious languageproperties in the way that creatures have pro-
human speech about God is called into questioperties.

Without the ability to speak about God and to

understand the meaning of what is spoken, theIEANINGFULNESS/MEANINGLESSNESS
Abrahamic faiths (religions) are vulnerable tothe AND VERIFIABILITY OF RELIGIOUS
criticism that their sacred texts and teachings are LANGUAGE

unintelligible.

The problem of religious language also pro- The logical positivists are the 2@entury
vides a challenge for philosophers of religion. Ifradical empiricist heirs of David Hume @ad
there is no adequate solution to the problem &f006). The logical positivists argue that state-
religious language, large discussions in thenents about the world (that is, posteriori
domain of philosophy of religion will also be statements) had to pass the verificationist test in
rendered unintelligible. For example, philoso-order to be meaningfuhccording to the veri-
phers of religion debate the nature of “divineficationist test, an empirical statement is mean-
foreknowledge and human freedom”. Theséngful if and only if you knowor you can imagine,
claims about God would be rendered unintelliwhat would verify it and what would falsify it.
gible if human speech about God is impossibleéStatements that do not pass the verificationist
Thus, the problem of religious language is a phitest are nonsensical in strictest seAstatement
losophical problem that must be solved in ordeis nonsensical if nothing makes it true or false. In
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other words, a statement is nonsensical if it isonclusion: P5: “The key will now be attracted
compatible with all states of affairs. by the bar’
The verificationist principle applies only to ~ This statement is a prediction which can be
a posterioristatements. True statements aboutxamined by observation. If we look, we either
a priori matters (relations of ideas) are compaebserve the attraction or we do not. In the first
tible with all states of affairs, but not in a dange€ase, we have found a positive instance, an
rous wayFor example, nothing falsifies “2 + 2 = instance of verification of the statement P1 under
4" but according to the positivists, thatiot a consideration; in the second case we have a
statement about the world;dta statement ab- negative instance, an instance of disproof of P1
out how we think. Many statements of pseudofCarnap 1966). Having established the princi-
science (that is, bogus science) are compatibfge of verification, Carnap then argues that meta-
with all states of affairs. Consider statements gbhysical assertions such as, “The principle of
astrology Suppose your horoscope sayotlY the world is watef cannot be verified. Since
may be disappointed todayrhat's going to be metaphysical assertions cannot be verified, they
true whether or not you are disappointed todayre meaningless. One cannot assess the truth-
In other words, the claim is not falsifiabkc-  value of a metaphysical assertion because such
cording to logical positivists, if & not falsifiable, assertions cannot be empirically verified.
it's meaningless and nonsensidéle statement A.J. Ayer (1910-1989) agreed with Carnap
“President Obama is on my roof” is meaningful (1966), and thus inferred that since all statements
because | know how my roof would be differentabout God cannot be verified, they too are
if it were true. The statement is not compatibleneaningless, “But the notion of a person whose
with all states of dhirs. Howeverthe statement essential attributes are non-empirical is not an
“God is in this room” would be classified as meanintelligible notion at allWe may have a word
ingless, since | do not know how the room wouldvhich is used as if it names this ‘person,’ (God)
be any different if God were in it or not. Somebut, unless the sentences in which it occurs
philosophers have argued that statements abaepress propositions which are empirically
God do not have truth-values and are thus meawerifiable, it cannot be said to symbolize any-
ingless or unintelligible. These claims are derivething” (Ayer 1946).Thus, on the basis dfrifi-
from the views of th&ienna Circle (a group of cationism, statements about God do not have
early twentieth century logical empiricists whotruth-values that can be verified and, thus, are
developed a test for the truth-value of statementmintelligible expressions. This suggests that
known as “\érificationism” (Konyndyk 1977).  one solution to the problem of religious langu-
Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970) argued that thege is to claim that statements about God are
only way one could be certain of a staten®nt’unintelligible.
truth or falsity was by verifying those statements Verificationism was challenged by philo-
through perceptions, observations, or experienceophers such aslonzo Church and Richard
He offers the following example of the processSwinburne and largely abandoned in the twen-
by which a statement could be verified (Carnagieth centuryA.J.Ayer identified and defended a
1966): “weak principle of verification” in his seminar
Let us take the statement P1: “This key igaper“The Principle oW erifiability.” He admitted
made of iron.” There are many ways of verifyingthat empirical propositions are not conclusively
this statement: for example: | place the key neaneerifiable, but argued that in order for a claim to
magnet; then | perceive that the key is attractethe factual, and thus to have its truth-value de-
Here the deduction is made in this waytermined, it must be verifiable by some possible
Premises: P1: “This key is made of iron”; Theobservations (yer 1936).While Ayer did not
statement to be examined. P2: “If an iron thing ispecify exactly what those possible observations
placed near a magnet, it is attracted;” this is must be, he argued that they need to be the kinds
physical lawalready verified. of observations that could verify an assertion.
P3: “This object — a bar — is a magnet;” In response, Richard Swinburne argues that
statement already verified. the premises defending wedrificationism are
P4: “The key is placed near the bar;” this idalse. He offers the following example of an
now directly verified by our observation. argument in defense of we&lkrificationism: “It
From these four premises we can deduce the claimed that a man could not understand a
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factual claim unless he knew what it would be likeentail O2 , so that —S is directly verifiable (Church
to observe it to hold or knew which observationd949).
would count for or against it; from which it follows ~ Churchs objection was so devastating, that
that a statement could not be factually meaningfulyer's definition of verifiability from the second
unless there could be observational evidencedition of his book was largely abandoned.
which would count for or against it” (Swinburne Despite repeated attempts by various thinkers
2000). Swinburne then argues that the premise stich as Kai Neilson to reformulate a principle of
the above argument is false, since one coulrification successfullyerificationism has been
understand a statement if one understands tlkentinually rejected as an inadequate metho-
words forming that statement and if those worddology. As RuthWeintraub points out in a recent
are organized in a grammatically significantpaper almost no one defend&rificationism in
format. Thus, there could be factual statementie twenty-first century (\&ntraub 2003).
that do not have evidence either for or against In order to be able to say whether or not
them and one could understand themlanguage is meaningful it might be helpful to
Consequentlymetaphysical assertions invokinghave rules by which words can be judged. The
God and his properties cannot be ruled out asiles of language were debated by Yhenna
meaningless by wealerificationism. Circle: a group of philosophers - influenced by
Ayer modified his principle of verification for Wittgensteins early philosophy - and scientists
the second edition of his bodkanguage, luth  who met periodically for discussions Wfienna
and Logig as follows: during the 1920s and 30s. The Circle rejected the
A statement is directly verifiable if it is either need for metaphysics (the ‘transcendental
itsdf an observation-statement, or is such that iscience’ that examines the transition in philoso-
conjunction with one or more observation-phy from the physical world to a worlteyond
statements it entails at least one observatiosense perception). For them, a sentence could
statement which is not deducible from these othemly be meaningful if it could be related to ex-
premises alone; and | propose to say that gerience: it had to be positive, and it had to be
statement is indirectly verifiable if it satisfies thelogical; hence the term ‘logical positivism’. The
following conditions: first, that in conjunction with same howevercould not be said of religious
certain other premises it entails one or more directhanguage. Here, it is not a case of whether a
verifiable statements which are not deducible fronstatement is true or not, it is rather that they can-
these other premises alone; and secoriigt  not be proven one way or the other (that is, they
these other premises do not include any statemeare not verifiable) and are, therefore, meaning-
that is not either analytic, or directly verifiable, orless. The statement ‘God exists and He is good’
capable of being independently established as, for the logical positivist, beyond sense expe-
indirectly verifiable (Arer 1946). rience, unverifiable and, therefore, meaningless.
In a review of the second editioAlonzo A.J. Ayer was later to state that his earlier work
Church agued that even according &yer's was ‘mostly false’, and we can see why he came
revised principle of verification, any statementto that conclusion. By weakening verification
whatsoever or its negation is verifiable. Churcltyou are opening the back door to religious lan-
gives the following instance: guage again. For example, in what respect does
For let O1, O2, O3 be three “observationthe statement ‘there are atoms’ differ from ‘God
statements” (or “experiential propositions”) suchwatches over me’? Both are difficult to verify in
that no one of the three taken alone entails any tife strong sense, but could be verified in the weak-
the others. Then using these we may show @& sense. In fact, if nothing else, the existence of
any statement S whatever that either it or it§&od could be verified when you die (what John
negation is verifiable, as follows. Let -O1 and —SHick called ‘eschatological verification’).
be the negations of O1 and S respectivihgn In the 1950s a debate - ledAwythony Flew -
(underAyer’s definition) -O102 v O3-S is directly on falsification ensued. It is one thing to say that
verifiable, because with O1 it entails O3. Moreovea religious statement cannot be true because it
S and -0102 v O3-S together entail O2. Thereforgannot be verified, but what if we say that a
(underAyer's definition) S is indirectly verifiable statement is presumed to be true uiatiified.
— unless it happens that -O102 v O3-S alon€his way science accepts that statements can be
entails O2 , in which case —S and O3 togethgaroven b be falsethat is,the sun - in given cir
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cumstance - may not rise tomorrow) but the The Jewish philosopher Maimonides (1135-
statement is still meaningful because it admits it1204) argued that God is unknowable and that
In other words, scientific statements make athe only way one can talk about God is by saying
assertion about the world and then challenge wghat He isnot. However by saying He is not

to prove it to be untrue. In this sense we can @hysical, not finite, not knowable and so on, does
least say that scientific statements are sayin@at tell us any more about what ld@ther than
something positive and, therefore, meaningfukhe opposite? In which case, why not simply say
whereas - the theory goes - religious statemengsat He is infinite, spiritual and unknowable?
assert nothing! For example, if | were to say thabometimes it seems more comprehensible to say
‘God watches over me’ then | am making anGod is good’ or ‘Godis the creator’. In another
assertion that cannot be falsified; especially if kense, the Dominican monk, BhomasAquinas
also state that God is invisible! Of course, if | the1225-1274) thought that it was indeed possible
get run over by a bus that might suggest that Gag talk about God in a meaningful way: by using
was distracted momentariliput ,equally | could  analogyFor example, the word ‘goockin be used
retort that it was part of Gasfplan that | get i two different ways. It can be used univocally
flattened by a double-deckdthe point is that | (meaning exactly the same thing; for example,
will not allow for anything to count against my ‘04" morally) or equivocally (the same word,
belief that He is watching over me. Quite Simply ¢ haying different meanings; for example, ‘good’
the statement | am making is ‘unscientific-be 4 rq)ly and technically). Howevaquinas said
cause | am not allowing for the possibility otfal 1here s a thirdvay of applying the same word to
sification. The statement, therefore, is really not,oan different things: analogy (Mclnerny 1996).
asserting anything at all and must be meaning' £ axample, when the believer says ‘God is

Ies?fhere are, howeveto maior problems with good’ he or she does not mean it in the univocal
! Jorp sense nor in the equivocal sense (having a

falsification. Firstly it could be sgued that reli- : ; g

gious language cguld il havea?neaning withou ompletely different meaning and, therefore, still

being factual. Here, it depends on what is meal pt telling us anything about God). Rathisy
alogy we can say there is some basis of

by ‘meaning’! Does a statement that affects d b h id f wh
persons life have meaning or not? For the-per0MpParison, because we have an idea of what
good is and our ideas derive ultimately from God

son afected it certainly doesAlthough not : ' ; X .
falsifiable, they still have significance. SecondlyIn the first place. God'world is a reflection of

religious adherents often admit - in a scientifidVhat God 'Z; |}_l((:opta|nds: his ‘S|,gna(tjtl‘1r|<|e’l.<80,_vvh’en
way - that statements can be falsified by coni/€ US€ WOIGS iK€ good’, wise and all-knowing,,

flicting evidence, for example, the evidence of evi}V€ already have a reference point: our language
conflicts with the idea of a good God, but thatlltimately stems from an attempt to interpret the
faith in ‘God’s plan’is of greater validitAs it is world and the world, in turn, reercts_Gediat_u_re_.
generally considered that neither falsification nok-@nguage both frees us and restricts us; it s all
verification provides an adequate criterion foMV€ have.Yet it takes us some of the way in
establishing meaning, other ways of talking aboughderstanding, in the same way as using the
God have been approached. One can use simif1@logy of the human heart as a mechanical pump;
For example, ‘God is like a watchmaker’: One cat Obviously is not a mechanical pump, but it helps
picture a watchmakemaking his device and Us to understand its operation.

getting it to tick away nicely and can extract from

that an image of God creating the world and get- LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF RELIGIOUS

ting it rolling. An extension of this is the use of LANGUAGE

metaphor A metaphor is frequently used in . ) )
literature as it is regarded as an imaginative way A new tool was introduced into philosophy
of trying to express something. Metaphor is frein the late 192@.A group of scientifically trained
guently used in religious language, such aphilosophers meeting iWienna began asking
‘heaven is a land of milk and honey’. Note hereabout the proper use of language, beginning with
that, unlike a simile, we are not saying that heaa minimum of proposition#t this early stage,
ven is like milk and honey; rathehe image con- the movement had no place for religious or
jured up is an association of sweetness, warmtmetaphysical propositions, and there was no
security plenty and so on. direct contribution to religious education. But
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we need to understand why this was so, botpropositions at all(Ayer 1936)Ayer was perfectly
because the warnings were important andilling to agree that a person who thoudet
because of the development of this movement efas experiencing God had experienced a cer-
analysis to the point at which it is extremelytain kind of sense content, but this does not lead
valuable to the building of a theory of religiousto the verification of a statement about a trans-
education. Is it meaningful to talk about God atendent God.
all? In the early days of linguistic analysis the The other side of the coin, which seems to
answer was an unqualified “No.” The key issuesome people to be equally devastating, is the
turned on the verification principlé logical principle of falsifiability which we also have
analysis of the use and meaning of words, it wadiscused earlierIf someone believes in God,
said, led to two types of language: (1) tautologiesay on the evidence of experience or tradition,
where what is said is logically true, as in mathewhat kind of evidence would falsify this belief?
matics or in such statements as “a rose is a roskdw much evil in the world would cause a belie
or “l am I,” and (2) synthetic or non-analytic ver to cease to believe? The believer makes vast
sentences, in which the meaning is its method afssertions about the power and goodness of God
verification. For example, if one says,” Itis rainingwhich seem to be factual, and then he begins to
outside,” the listener can look outside and see gualify them, until finally asAnthony Flew put
or go outside and get wet. The way in which eveit, the belief dies a “death by a thousand quali
a scientific formula makes sense to a layman ifications.” “Now an assertion, to be an assertion
to reduce it to the tests which verified it. Thusat all, must claim that things stand thus and thus;
only sentences which can be verified in sense eand not otherwis&imilarly an explanation, to be
perience have validity an explanation, must explain why this particular
Now it is obvious that many sentences ddhing occurs; and not something e{f¢éew and
not fit these two categories, but for the early\Maclntyre, Eds. 1955 cf. Flew 1966). Many religious
linguistic analysts no other kinds make sense. thinkers, says Flewry to hold to two conclusions
a sentence cannot be tested in sense experienagonce, either as a paradox or as an unrecognized
it is said to have “emotive” meaning but it iscontradiction, and this is a form of “doublethink”
literally “nonsensical”All poetry, religious and as described by George Orwell: “Doublethink”
metaphysical thinking, and ethical principles fallmears the power of holding two contradictory
into this categoryand therefore cannot be calledbeliefs simultaneouslyand accepting both of
true assertions. This was the extreme positiothem. The party intellectual knows that he is
and it became popular among a small number @laying tricks with realitybut by the exercise of
philosophers. Howeveit reflected one kind of “doublethink”he also satisfies himself that reality
scientific mentality and can be found among manis not violated” (Orwell 1984 cited in Flew and
people who would not be able to expound it. ThisMacintyre 1955).
point of view was popularized by. J. Ayer as Thomas McPherson, in a cryptic statement,
earlier stated. He modified the position slightlysummarizes this point of view: “What to the Jews
by making room for ‘probabl&nowledge based was a stumbling-block and to the Greeks fooli-
on history provided it was tested in someoneshness is to the logical positivists’ nonsense.”
elses experience, calling this “weak” verification He takes seriously the reports of mystical ex-
(Ayer 2000). He still dismissed all ethical, metaperience as the experience of the inexpressible
physical, and religious statements as having nand agrees that what is essential in religious
meaning except to make people feel good.€“Whbeliefs cannot be put into words. Therefore,
often say that the nature of God is a mystergccording to him, “the way out of this worry is to
which transcends the human understanding. Bugtreat into silence” (Orwell 1984). McPherson
to say that something transcends the humaniaims to be a friend of religion but an enemy of
understanding is to say that it is unintelligible theology because “religion belongs to the sphere
And what is unintelligible cannot be significantly of the unutterable.” By “nonsense” he means
described.” He was equally condemnatory of thevhat is not verifiable by sense experience. The
mystic with his visions of God, who, “so far from results so far are primarily negative. They seem
producing propositions that are empiricallyto leave Christian education with nothing to do
verifiable, is unable to produce any intelligibleexcept perhaps to provide the opportunity for
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an experience of the holwhat these findings TOWARDS A METAPHYSICS
serve to do, howeveis to be a warning to all
teachers that pupils who have been trained in One way of starting to develop metaphysics
strictly critical scientific thinking may want to (the ‘transcendental science’ that examines the
apply the categories of literal sense experience toansition in philosophy from the physical world
religious beliefs, with similar negative results. Ifto a world “beyond’sense perception) is to take
they do this, one cannot get out of such a situatiseriously what Ramsey and Poteat say about “|”
by the application of “doublethink’appeals to language. In other words, the model is derived
knowing ‘by faith,” or even by relying on tradi- from generalizing on ongown inner experience.
tion as authority (Wtgenstein 1958). Our own existence is the kelhe experiencing
The concept of language-game is noperson is not a substance or a thing; he is
frivolous, and it may prove of profound importanceexperiencing himself as relational or social, as a
in the communication of religious assertions. Iprocess that moves from past to present to future.
indicates that there are different uses of languadte is related to his own bodie is afected by
according to sets of rules. Just as cricket anthe complex state of his own organism. Through
basketball have little in common besides havingll the complexities of experiences, he affects his
their own rules, so language-games have shasprrroundings and is affected by them, and he
differences. But there are families of languagehas to make decisions. He is a process of creative
games just as softball, Little League baseball, arttecoming.
professional baseball have similar rules with a One can think of God as supreme, unique,
few significant differences. But this does not meaand qualitatively different from man, and yet
that you can play checkers while | play contracinterpret him in strict analogy with ourselves.
bridge, and that we will have no dealings withGone is the unrelated and nonfstihgAbsolute,
each otheiThe term ‘languaggameéis meantto who is timeless and indé@rent As Ogden (1999)
bring into prominence the fact that the speakingays:
of language is part of an activityr of a form of God is now conceived as precisely the unique
life according taVittgenstein (Vittgenstein 1958). or in all ways perfect instance of creative
The human form of life stands behind allbecoming, and so as the one reality which is
language. There is no higher order of languageminently social and temporal... God is related to
than that provided by human beings who are botiverything. He is understood to be continually
responsible and responsiveperson backs his in process of self-creation, synthesizing in each
language by his life “as a whdJeand yet he new moment of his experience the whole of
participates in many language-games (High 1967achieved actuality with the plenitude of
It may be, then, that as a religious person speakmssibility as yet unrealized.
he or she uses language that reflects the meaning Such a deity is working for our good and is
to be found in his or her own life style. affected by what we do. His perfection does not
A variation of this principle of meaning eliminate his sharing of our suffering, his sorrow
according to use is modified by R. B. Braithwaiteover our sin, or his joy over our turning to him.
He takes seriously the claim that we cannot verifide is in our midst; he is “everywhere,” says John
statements about God, thus eliminating this issug. Cobb, Jr, “but he is not everythinghe world
from the discussion, and moves directly to theloes not exist outside God or apart from God, but
use of religious assertions for moral purposeshe world is not God or simply part of God. The
“A statement,” he says, “need not itself becharacter of the world is influenced by God, but it
empirically verifiable, but that it is used in ais not determined by him, and the world in its turn
particular way is always a straightforwardlycontributes novelty and richness to the divine
empirical proposition” (Braithwaite 1955). By experience” (Cobb 1969).
using ‘empirical” in this wayhe lets ethics into Such a concept of God, developed to technical
the discussion, but he has already applied a mof@liness by Whitehead and adapted by others
stringent empirical test for the word God. Whatuch as Ogden, Cobb, Norman Pittenéater
he has done is to reduce all meaningful religiouslamilton, Daniel DayVilliams, and preeminently
assertions to moral statements, so that one m&harles Hartshorne, is part of a metaphysical
“follow an anapestic way of life,” (Braithwaite structure of thinking. The idea of God has not
1955) which is the way of love. been tacked onto another system, whether it be
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Plato’s, Aristotle’s, or Kants. Whitehead$ Theological and metaphysical assertions are
metaphysics requires a dipolar concept of Godttempts to speak in generalized terms about the
much more complex but similar to what we havanature of God and the world, to back up the way
described. Howevemone of the writers cited one looks on the world in terms of some degree
above agrees wholly with Whitehead, but he i®f coherence, consisten@nd consideration of
their inspiration at many points. They more otthe nature of experience. For Whitehead, there is
less agree in the way they look on the universan overlapping between theology and meta-
around us, and their vision of God is built intophysics, although they are separate disciplines.
their metaphysical thinking. Whitehead speak$Rational religion,” he writes, “must have recou-
of God in two ways: in the first (primordial) he isrse to metaphysics for a scrutiny of its terms
the conceptual realization of what might be; he ifWhitehead 1926). Both theology and meta-
the structure of possibilities; he is the eterngbhysics are speculative and seek to go “behind
orderer of the world. “He is,” says Whiteheadthe scenes,” to explain what is hidden or what is
“the lure for feeling, the eternal urge of desireperceived by the use of concepts. Such language
His particular relevance to each creative act asig neither descriptive in any scientific sense nor
arises from its own conditioned standpoint in theelf-involving in the religious sense. The person
world, constitutes him the initial ‘object of desire’ who uses self-involving language to speak of his
establishing the initial phase of each subjectiv&ith in God, howeveris led to the speculative
aim” (Weintraub 2003)n the second waysod is  language of theology and metaphysics in order
sharing with creatures the power of his being, stw talk about his way of looking on God and the
that all increase of value in the world increaseworld (Evans 1968).
the richness of his being. He is conscious,
personal, and fully actual. He has infinite patience. ~ ATTEMPTED SOLUTIONS TO THE
Whitehead is protesting against some of our PROBLEMS
inherited ideas of God on both religious and
metaphysical grounds. He is violently opposed There are at least some probable solutions to
to concepts of God derived from autocratic formshe problem of religious language other than the
of government, at whose word everything begarview that statements about God are meaningless.
whose rule is by divine fiat, and who is ultimatelyThese attempted solutions will be discussed one
responsible for all evil and suffering. The way ofafter the other
looking on God and the world derived from
process metaphysics is only one possibilihere  Solution 1: Religious Language as Equivocal
is a long tradition based on various kinds ot.anguage
idealism that affected theological thinking in
previous years and found its modern exponents The first solution argues that when terms are
in such men aw/illiam Temple and Padiillich,  used to describe God and his attributes, those
although these two men emphasized differerterms is equivocal with respect to what they mean
aspects of this tradition. There is a peculiarlyn reference to God and what they mean in
American tradition based on pragmatism andeference to creatures. Consequeritlis solu-
pluralism exemplified at its bestViilliam James. tion would argue that God is not good in the same
There is a strong trend today toward existensense in which Ottuh is good; Gedjoodness is
tialism, as found in the thought of Heideggetentirely different from the goodness of a crea-
and Bultmann. There is the denial of metaphysiasire. Despite this tremendous difference in kind,
as part of theological thinking, as in the theoGod can be spoken of by human beings through
logy of Karl Barth. There is the attempt to comenegations. Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Maimo-
to terms with secular views of metaphysics, aaides) (1135-1204) is one of the most famous
in the thought of Paul van Buren and Harveyroponents of this doctrine. He argued for this
Cox. In some thinkers, these various strands apsition in hisGuide for the Perplexed 963).
mixed. Like Aquinas, is committed to the doctrine of
The point to be made is that theological andivine simplicity (cf. Seeskin and Norman, 1968),
metaphysical language-games are closely relateak it is described above it is for this reason that
It can even be claimed that metaphysical modelse rejects affirmative attributes with respect to
are basic to theological meaning and beliefGod, with some exception#&lthough it is
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accurate to characterize Maimonides’ solution tbut one cannot say corregtizod is merciful.”

the problem of religious language as equivocal, iVhile there are biblical passages that contain
certainly includes more than just equivocationssome of these imperfections, they are written in
One can speak of God through negations. Fehe language of human beings. Maimonides
example, one can sdy5od is not dead,” in order attempits to interpret these passages to eliminate
to signify that God lives. One can speak of Go@r to deny the imperfections. His foundational
also through naming the divine actions, such agssumption is that these passages do not ascribe
God creates.” Howeverthe Maimonidean {5 God anything that could be viewed as a
attribute of action is not to be understood a§eficiency For example, passages that refer to
identical with théAristotelian accident of action. God's “body parts” are to be interpreted as in-

Attributes of action are understood to be eventgi aii ; ; ;
. ) s icating Gods actions. Maimonidesues that
by Maimonides, whilévristotle (384-322 BCE) when t%e Bible indicates that Godgfl]nas an eye,

understands actions to be accidents or propert|?$ye,, indicates the intellectual act of appre-

that inhere in a substance. Since Maimonide Ension performed by God. This act of appre-
attributes of action are not properties, they d on p Dy ' act of app
ension does not imply composition in God

not abrogate divine simplicity (Aristotle 1938).

One might oppose Maimonides on this poinfSOfar as itis an attribute of action, so it can be
by arguing that actions imply composition in thei@ttributed to God without compromising divine
subject, and thus that they would abrogate divin%mp“_c'ty- Qualities that are attributed to God in
simplicity. For example, in the statement, “Petefh€ Bible, such as “merciful,” mean that God
stood,” the fact that Peter stands shows that Pefe@rforms acts that resemble certain acts done by
has a special feature, namehe ability or power human beings out of a given quality such as
to stand. So the action of standing implies thanercy But “merciful” does not indicate what
Peter has the power to stand. This abilitysod is like or what his nature is; “merciful” only
introduces composition in Peter in that it showsefers to a certain kind of actiofaken as a qua-
that Peter is composed of “the power to standity, terms such as “merciful” are applied to God
among all his other properties. Consequenthequivocally So we cannot say that God has cer
Maimonides would be mistaken in arguing thatain qualities such as “mercy” in the same sense
actions do not introduce composition in theirin which we would say “Ottuh is merciful,” be-
subject. In fact, it looks as if each action willcause God simplicity precludes his having the
introduce a separate power in the agent, thuguality of mercy Nor can we speak of any rela-
multiplying the composition in the agent. So fortion of similarity between God and creatures.
every divine action, God will have a separatqelations are accidental properties and God does
power in himself. not have accidental properties. So any relation

Maimonides addresses this objection byetween God and another thing must be denied
arguing that multiple actions could be broughpf goq.

about by a single power or ability (Maimonides ™ \ysth res ;
pect to God, the so-called essential
%966%: He Uﬁ_eshthe e@amplilof tl?e heat %eneratﬁgributes, for example, living, existing, incor-
f g/og gﬁavéolﬁ‘orgr?nSourgﬁe 2?10?1? d"‘;}%‘i és‘:s‘zj(:%(")real, eternal, powerful, knowing, willing, and
that a multiplicity of actions entails a multiplicity e are interpreted equivocallyccording to

of powers in the agent. In the fire example, thg/laimonides, these attributes indicate compo-

heat of the fire produces multiple actions. Th ition in God and they purport to indicate a fea-
same could be .'Eaid about an a%ent who acts a/e of Gods essence (Seeskin 2002). In order to

virtue of his will. Consequentljaimonides ar  Preserve divine simplicigMaimonides interprets
gues that God brings about multiple actions anfl€se attributes as signifying “the negation of
effects through his will, which is contained in histhe privation of the attribute in question” with
essence but not as a properand that the respectto GodhA privation is the absence of the
multiplicity of effects or actions does not entail a€Xistence of a habit. For example, blindness would
multiplicity of powers in God (Seeskin andbe a privation of sight. So one could sayhe
Norman 2005). wall does not see.” Maimonides would not say
According to Maimonides, predicates suchhat the wall is blind, because the only things
as qualities or relations are to be denied of Godhat could be blind are those things that could or
For example, one should s&@od is notabody should have the capacity for sightwall never
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has the capacity for sight, although a wall isomething or the way that God knows something
unseeing. So the negation of the privation of theill be different from the way that a human being
attribute of seeing in the case of the wall indicatesnows something insofar as God is incorporeal,
that the property of sight is not fittingly said of omniscient, and so fortiAccording toAlston,
the wall, even in a negative sense. In the case thfe difference in the way knowledge is acquired
God, essential attributes are to be interpreted deesn’t prevent us from saying that the psy-
indicating that those attributes are not fittinglychological concept, “knowp,” can be applied
said of God, even in a negative sense. For exane both human beings and to God. Moreogver
ple, “God is living,” would be interpreted to one can also apply functionalist concepts, which
signify, “God is not dead,” which is taken to mearare concepts of a certain functional role in the
that “dead” is not fittingly said of God. similar  psyche, to both human beings and to Gdston
procedure is to be followed for the other essentiaffers the following description of functionalist
attributes, none of which are appropriately saidoncepts,
of God, even in negations. Since functionalist concepts are indifferent
as to the nature of the structure of the psyche in
Solution 2: Religious language as Univocal which they inhere, it is possible to apply a
Language functionalist concept to both a human being and
to God in the same seng&cording toAlston

The second solution argues that when term@989a):
are used to describe God and his attributes, those We can say of a human being that she will
terms is univocal with respect to what they meatend to do what she can to bring about what she
in reference to God and what they mean imecognizes to be best in a given situation, and we
reference to creatures. This approach wouldan take this tendency to be partly constitutive
argue hat God is good in the same sense in whichf the concept of recognizing something to be
Ottuh is good. In the contemporary literaturebestWe can then formulate the divine regularities
William Alston agues that there are some concepts tendency terms also. Thus it will be true of God
that can be applied univocally to God and to humaalso that if He recognizes that it is good that p He
beings, but he rejects a completely univocabill tend to bring about p insofar as He can unless
solution.A modern proponent of univocity is He recognizes something incompatible with p to
William Alston.Alston, howeverdoes not defend be a greater good.
complete univocityin which ordinary terms are ~ Alston (1989a) claims that this example
used in the same sense of God and creaturdfystrates his method of applying functionalist
because he recognizes that divine othernessoncepts to God and to human beings univocally
especially divine incorporealityvould preclude According toAlston, the “tendencgtatements”
complete univocity(Alston 1989a). Howevehe  are true of God, but the core of common meaning
argues that two different things could passthe between human beings and God is to be found in
same abstract feature in different ways: the concept of “recognizing something to be

A meeting and a train of thought can both bdest.” Alston further claims that although both
“orderly” even though what it is for the one to beGod and human beings can be said to perform
orderly is enormously different from what it is for the function “recognizing something to be best,”
the other to be ordetlA new computer and a human beings do not always assess the situation
new acquaintance can both be “intriguing” in acorrectly but God does. Since God and human
single sense of the term, even though what makégings perform the same function, albeit in a
the one intriguing is very different from what different way the functionalist concept “recog-
makes the other intriguing (Alston 1989a). nizing something to be best” can be applied truly

Having pointed out those two different kindsto both entities with a common core of mean-
of things can possess the same abstract featung. So it would be true to say of God that he
in different ways;Alston agues that God and recognizes something to be best and that this
human beings can possess the same abstraohcept can be applied to him and to human
feature in different ways. For example, a humabeings in the same sengéus,Alston agues
being can know a particular fact and God cathat functionalist concepts can be constructed
know that same fact. But how God knowsin such a way that they apply in the same sense
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to God and creatures, and he identifies thiSolution 3: Religious Language a8nalogical
position as “partial univocity Language

At least one of the limitations aiston’s view
is that the predicates that are frequently used of The third solution argues that when terms are
God in the historical religious traditions, forused to describe God and his attributes, those
example, “good,” and that are applied also téerms is used analogoushhis solution agues
human beings cannot be applied univocally téhat God is good in an analogous sense to Gttuh’
God; only constructed terms, for examplegoodness. “Good” applied to both God and to
“recognizing something to be best,” could beOttuh would signify the same thing, but in
applied univocally to God. Therefore, with respectlifferent modes. That is, when “good” is applied
to the historical religious traditionslston’s view to Ottuh it picks out a property of Ottuh, but
is not of much helpA religious believerfor when “good” is applied to God, it refers to the
example, might ask herself the question whethernity that is Gods essence and not to an
or not God could be said truly to be goAtston individual property This approach provides a
can’t provide an answer to this question, becauseiddle position between an equivocal solution
he intentionally limits partial univocity to and a univocal solution, since terms used
functionalist concepts. If goodness could banalogously aren't entirely equivocal nor are they
expressed in a functionalist concept such amntirely univocal; terms used analogously signify
“recognizing something to be best,” then Godhe same thing but in different modes. This is the
could be said truly to possess this predicate iapproach of SThomasAquinas (1225-1274). He
the same sense as a human being who sharesdeéends this position in hSumma Theologiae
same predicate. But functionalist concepts aras well as hiSumma Contra Gentiles
descriptive of mental states and so one might Aquinas argues that the when terms are used
wonder if the equation of goodness with a&o describe God and his attributes, those terms
particular mental state is a sufficiently robusiare used analogouslyhus, when the predicate
description of goodness. “good” is applied to God, it doesn't pick out a

Secondly one might wonder whylston  property that God has. Owing to divine simplicity
believes that God performs the same functionGod does not have properties. When predicated
as human beings, given divine othernessf God, “good” refers to the unity that is Ged’
Presumablyhe would ague that mental states essence. So when “good” is attributed to God
would be the same in two minds; regardless aind to Ottuh, it signifies the same thing in both
how the minds are constructed or out of whaattributions, but it signifies this thing in different
materials they are constructed. Granting thisnodesAquinas grounds his analogical approach
point, on what basis doddston (1993) reject in the causal relation that obtains between God
complete univocity between the functionalistand creatures. In his discussion of analogy
concepts of the two minds? If the nature andquinas outlines the following points (Aquinas
constituents of their minds does not prevent th&948):
two minds from having the same mental statg. Human beinggsame things as they know
why wouldAlston deny that there is a complete  them.
univocity between them? Complete univocity ih. Human beingknow God from creatures.
probably denied because of divine otherness. Bat God causes the existence of creatures.
divine otherness has to do with, for exampleg. Creatures resemble God just as an effect
divine incorporealityDivine incorporeality would resembles its agent cause.
impinge upon how God'mind is constructed, Aquinas affirms the principle that effects
but this would be irrelevant for the functionalistresemble their efficient or agent causes. His
concepts. One wonders Aflston should be account of the similarity between an agent cause
committed to a completely univocal viegiven and its efect includes a shared for#ccording
his account of functionalist concepts. Given théo Aquinas, there are at least twofdient kinds
limitations of Alston’s view and some of the of forms: substantial forms and accidental forms.
unanswered questions that arise concerning it, Bubstantial forms configure the matter or physical
is appropriate to turn our attention to the thirdstuff in which they inhere. They contribute a set
possible solution to religious language, which i®f essential properties to a substance, such as
the view of $ ThomasAquinas. “rationality”. A substantial form is the essence of
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a substance, which is a matter-form compositereatures Aquinas acknowledges that this
such as a human beidg:cidental forms are non- resemblance is limited and that therefore not all
essential properties, such as perfections or queerms that are correctly applied to creatures may
lities.Aquinas explains that creaturely perfectionde correctly applied to God. For example, any
are associated with both substantial forms anrms indicating corporeality cannot be app-
accidental forms: lied to God since God is incorporeal. One might
God alone is good essentialyor everything think that if we reject divine simplicityall rea-
is called good according to its perfection. Nowsons for naming God analogically would dis-
perfection of a thing is threefold: first, accordingappearBut this isnt quite right As Alston (2005)
to the constitution of its own being; secondity points out, the problem of religious language
respect of any accidents being added asan be generated by divine otherness. So even
necessary for its perfect operation. Thus, foabsent divine simplicityAquinas would be likely
instance, the first perfection of fire consists in itgo argue for an analogy between creatures and
existence, which it has through its ownGod. HoweveAquinas doesmlimit his approach
substantial form; its secondary perfectiorto religious language solely to analogies. He also
consists in heat, lightness and dryness. Thispproves of naming God by virtue of negations,
perfection belongs to no creature by its owrbut he doesn't limit speech about God to nega-
essence; it belongs to God gritywhom alone tions (Alston 1993).
essence is existence; in Whom there are no Alston (1993) provides a recent objection to
accidents; since whatever belongs to otherAquinas’ analogical solution. He argues that
accidentally belongs to Him essentiallg, to be serious problems arise in connection with the
powerful, wise, and the like (Aquinas 1948).  thing signified by the name, a&quinas
According toAquinas, there is a perfection understands itThis is so becaus&quinas is
associated with a thing’substantial form and unable to specify completely Gaderfections.
there are the added perfections that attach to thoreover he cannot make explicit what likeness
essence of a thing as accidents. In both casdmlds between God and creatures because all
these perfections are derived from God. Howevenames fall short of hindccording toAlston, there
insofar as the shared forms are found in morare too many ambiguities Aquinas’view. But
eminent mode in God than in a creature, thAquinas has an answer to this objection in his
creature will be less perfect than Godrecourse to the principle that every effect is like
Consequentlythe shared form cannot share ats agent caus@quinas knows this principle in
univocal nhame. Howevethe shared forms are general based upon observations of other agent
not wholly different and so they cannot share anauses, such as artisans who craft artifacts, and
equivocal nameThus,Aquinas agues that the he applies this principle to God by virtue of the
shared forms also share an analogical name, whiahguments that God is the first efficient (agent)
would be neither univocal nor equivocal. Sccause (Aquinas 1948). Thus, God cannot be
human beings can name Gegerfections by way wholly different from creatures in the way that
of analogyon the basis of the causal relationshifAlston suspects.
that holds between God and creatures. It is on Alston (1993) argues that since the thing
this basis that one could sé&§od is good,” and, signified by the name is indeterminate with
“Ottuh is good,” where “good” is understood torespect to God, we cannot kndar example, what
be said truly of both God and Ottuh, even thoughGod is good” means. Butquinas would take
God is good essentially and Ottuh possesséssue with the inference from the first claim to the
goodness only as an accidental property second, on the grounds of the relationship
Despite the similarities that exist between Godbetween created effects and God. Perfections
and creatures, there are many ways in whickuch as goodness are found both in the created
creatures do not resemble God. So when oredfect and in God, but in God they are found in a
names God, one must be cognizant of thdifferent mode and to a greater degree. So “God
differences between God and creatures as well @sgood” is not meaningless nor is it the case that
the similarities so that one does not make a falsee do not know what “God is good” meakige
attribution to God. So althougkguinas thinks know that goodness is found in God somehow
that God can be named on the basis of thia a different mode and to a different degree. So
resemblance that holds between him antGod is good” is a true statement. In fact, “good”



THE PHENOMENON OF RELIGIOUS LANGUAGEA PHILOSOPHICALAPPRAISAL 237

is said primarily of God, rather than creaturesiesponse and a possible modification of his
because “good” is given to creatures via th@roposal. Finallythe solution oAquinas requires
causal relationship. The thing signified by “good’a medieval metaphysic in which one affirms the
is indeterminate in the sense that we do not knovelation of creation between creatures and God, a
exactly to what degree it is found in God, excepfoundation many contemporary individuals would
that the mode is different and the degree is greatagject. Consequentlyhere is much research that
than that found in creatures. But this degree a$ needed to be done on the problem of religious
indeterminateness does not entail the kind dénguage. Most historical solutions offered here
agnosticism about the divine attributes thaprovide a tenuous beginning in that direction and
Alston suggests. Consequentyston’s object- show promise for the emergence of a satisfactory
ion is unsuccessful. solution probably in the future. Howeyere posit
Despite the virtues dkquinas’approach to that religious statements are meaningful, though,
naming God, there are some obvious drawbacksot verifiable, so far they can be understood in
for his view In particulay his view requires a their own context of usage.
medieval metaphysics that most contemporary
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