Religious Language

• Religious language – uses and purpose;

• the via negativa (Apophatic way);

• the verification and falsification principles;

• different views on the meaningfulness of religious language;

• the uses of symbol, analogy and myth to express human understanding of God;

• the views of the Vienna Circle, A. J. Ayer, Anthony Flew, Ludwig Wittgenstein and Paul Tillich on religious language.

Candidates should be able to discuss these areas critically and their strengths and weaknesses.

1) Discussion not so much: “Does God exist?” more “Does it even make sense to talk about God?” or “What is the nature of religious language?”

2) Traditionally, philosophers concerned with systems of thought, now approach is to try to analyse the world and look for “meaning” and philosophers increasingly preoccupied with analysis of human language.

The Problems of Religious Language:

1) It has empirical hospitality – looks like it can be tested by sense experience, experiment or observation.  If religious assertions such as “God is love” are factual then the question arises: “what would have to happen to count against or disprove such a statement?” 
Anthony Flew - Theology and Falsification: the believer has the notorious habit of allowing nothing to count against his belief and of clinging to his original assertion, for example:
(a) We must not conduct an experiment to try to prove that God exists because God does not like being put to the test.  He wants people to develop faith.

(b) Although my wife has just given birth to a severely disabled child I still believe that God is love and that he knows best.

If no event could demonstrate that God does not exist or that God is not love, can such assertions be considered meaningful?  Flew in “Theology and Falsification” said theological statements “die the death of a thousand qualifications” - the believer keeps on justifying his assertions about God until they no longer make sense as assertions.  Example – GARDENER
2) Its peculiarity
A.J. Ayer - we attach meaning to religious statements only because we have become accustomed to doing so.  Religious language is odd.  It takes words and whose primary meaning is secular and ordinary and then applies them in a new, unusual way to God or to an ultimate reality:  “Great is the lord”, “the First Cause.”

The Verificationist Challenge to Religious Language
1) The Logical Positivists – 

· philosophical movement, developed from within empiricism, began in Vienna after World War I (the Vienna Circle.)

· Before this it was generally believed for a proposition to become accepted as true it need only to be proved true or false.  

· The positivists argued that for a proposition to be true (or false) it must first be established whether it is meaningful as a logical concept.  
· The LPs attempted to examine the term “meaning” by devising tests in which propositions could be examined in a logical and positive way.  For a proposition to have factual (or cognitive) meaning, it must be at least in principle verifiable (or falsifiable) in human experience.  Its truth or falsity must make some observable difference in the world of experience.
· The LPs dismissed many statements as failing the test of literal meaningfulness as a proposition.

1) Kate Middleton is a very beautiful woman = in my opinion, Kate Middleton is a beautiful woman.

2)  It is immoral to steal = I never intend to steal or stealing leads to harmful consequences
3) God is love = I believe that God is loving
2) The Verification Principle
A.J. Ayer “Language, Truth and Logic” (1936) formulated the Verification Principle.  
“A sentence has literal meaning if, and only if, the proposition it expresses is either analytically or empirically verifiable (or falsifiable.)”
· An empirically verifiable proposition is one which can be subjected to the test of observation, experiment, sense experience, either in practice or in principle (i.e. we know what tests we would need to carry out in order to verify or falsify.)  
· An analytically verifiable proposition is one which can be demonstrated to be true by internal logic.  e.g. “a bachelor is an unmarried man”, it tells us nothing about the actual world and cannot be refuted by any observation in it.  

3) The Falsification Principle (see earlier)
Anthony Flew = for statements to be meaningful they need to be ‘falsifiable.’ 
Applies Karl Popper’s idea that science works by hypotheses, which scientists test by attempting to falsify them. Problem with religious statements - they cannot be falsified in this way.  If no amount of evidence can count against a religious assertion and the statement cannot be proven false, it has no meaning.  

4) The Verificationist Challenge to Religious Language
If believers are not prepared to let any set of circumstances in the world count against their claims, then surely they lose the right to treat their claims as verifiable assertions.  If nothing in the real world could ever test the statement ‘there is a God’ in the same way as ‘there is a unicorn’, we might just as well say ‘there is a rupplety bloop.’
5) Criticism of the Verification and Falsification Principles
a. Logic is the only realm of rationality and meaningfulness.  If we try to think of reasons why we should value logic so highly we use logic to defend logic.  This is circular. 

b. Also dismisses statements in the realm of the arts and morality.

c. Are the Verification/Falsification Principles themselves analytically or empirically verifiable?
d. Suggests a definition of meaningfulness which is too narrow (e.g. Wittgenstein)
Some Attempted Solutions to the Verification of Religious Language

R.M. Hare’s Idea of Bliks
- religious statements are not really assertions at all but are expressions of intuitions
- invented the word ‘BLIK’ to stand for these intuitions 

- can be defined as an unverifiable and unfalsifiable interpretation of experience
- can be rational or irrational
- believer has a blik about God; unbeliever has a blik that God does not exist.  The issue is the rationality of the respective bliks.  
PARABLE OF THE UNIVERSITY DONS AND STEERING SYSTEM OF A CAR
Criticisms:

(a) Abandons the traditional claim that religious statements, such as “Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary” are assertions capable of being true of false. 

(b) A disadvantage of this form of intuitionism is that one day you may intuit one thing another day another.

(c) Hare’s idea suggests the dictum: “If it is true for you then it is true.”  Most believers want to say more than this.

The Idea of Eschatological Verification
Basil Mitchell
- although there are things which do count against belief in God and form an almost intractable problem for the believer yet the believer’s assertions remain meaningful (and remain assertions) because they are related to a commitment to a viewpoint which is verifiable in principle.  
- PARABLE OF THE STRANGER “he is on our side” things DO genuinely count against it, but the person who believes in the stranger does so because he thinks it will be shown in the end that he IS on our side.  
- theist recognises problem of evil is at present intractable, but continues to believe good will triumph in the end.  
John Hick

- Specifically refers to eschatological verification

- PARABLE OF THE ROAD where two people have different expectations about the end of the journey
- Jewish/Christian tradition suggests a future ultimate unambiguous state of having arrived as well as our present ambiguous state of journeying.  The idea depends on the following:
(a) The verification of a factual assertion is not the same as a logical demonstration of it.  Whenever grounds for rational doubt are removed we can rightly speak of verification having taken place.
(b) Sometimes it is necessary to put oneself in a certain position or to perform a certain operation as a prerequisite for verification.  
(c) It does not follow that a given verifiable proposition has been, or ever will be, verified by everyone.  

(d) It is possible for a proposition to be in principle verifiable but not in principle falsifiable. 

(e) The hypothesis of continued personal experience after bodily death provides another example of a proposition which is verifiable if true but not falsifiable if it is false.  

Criticisms:
a) Survival after death would not necessarily confirm belief in God or the content of a particular religious belief.  The consciousness of God, even in an afterlife, might continue to be a matter of faith.  Against this criticism is can be pointed out that different religions have quite specific and definite eschatological expectations, which would be either confirmed or proved wrong in an experience of life after death.
b) Continued personal existence after death can be challenged as a philosophical concept.  Does it make sense?
Language Game Theory
1) Wittgenstein is the main name

2) D.Z. Phillips = radical liberal theologian, who developed W’s theory with reference to themes of immortality and prayer.

3) Wittgenstein started as part of the Vienna circle, as a Logical Positivist. 

4) Decided that this was too narrow a way of looking at meaning and language.

5) Wittgenstein’s main point is that the meaning of a statement is to be understood not by the steps you would take to verify or falsify it, but by the context in which it is used.

6) Wittgenstein believes that there are different contexts in which language is used.  These he calls language games.  Religion is one and science, for example, is another.

7) One needs to be initiated into the terms and modes of thinking in each language game.  Each language game is its own universe of discourse.

8) When using religious language we are using it in a different way to when we are speaking scientifically.

9) Religious language can be criticised from within its own method of discourse, but is immune from criticism from without.  The meaning of the context in which things are said must be clearly understood.

10) Wittgenstein concluded that, “what we cannot understand we must pass over in silence.”

11) D.Z. Phillips went on to argue that religious language deals with subjects in quite a sophisticated and spiritual way: that statements about life and death, for example, are not to be understood as claims about what will happen after we die, but rather points to a quality of life that we can aspire to now.

Strengths and Criticisms:

1) LGT is helpful to and supportive of religious language in its claim that the meaning is found in the context.

2) Problem is most religious believers want their statements to cross the boundaries between different language games, e.g into history and by science.  

3) Trouble with D.Z. Phillips etc. is this is a completely new look for religion, stripped of its factual implications.  Everything is to be understood in terms of a quality of thought or experience of life, which religion helps us to achieve.  Phillips says it is inappropriate to make factual claims in connection with religion.  Many believers reject this.
Different Interpretations of the Role of Religious Language:

1) Religious Language can only be expressed in terms of what God is not (via negativa)
Idea that it is only possible to talk about God in terms of what God is not - via negativa or the apophatic way.

e.g. Immortal, invisible, inaccessible, timeless, immaterial

Emphasises the distinction between God and man and allows for statements of fact
Statements which give God positive attributes are misleading and should be avoided, e.g.

God is life a father

God is like a shepherd

God is love

God is good

It is better to accept the mysteries of God, than to try and pin God down.

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, C6th Christian mystic favoured this approach, since God is beyond all human understanding and imagination.  

· wrote about religious experience as well as religious language

· emphasised need for the soul to become unified with God by going beyond the realms of sense perception and rationality

· wrote about the obscurity and the ‘cloud of unknowing’ from which God can be approached

· followed Plato and believed in the soul and body distinction
· believed the soul was held back by bodily desires and by the mind’s desire for understanding

· influenced other thinkers, including St Thomas Aquinas

· believed it was counter-productive to speak of God as though God could be encountered by the senses or through reason

· thought that people who are genuinely seeking God should stop trying to find the answers to everything, through logic or argument, and allow God to speak to them in the stillness, accepting that God is a mystery.

Moses Maimonides (1135-1204), the great Jewish thinker, also favoured this approach.  

Gives the example of the ship
Brian Davies is critical of the approach taken by Maimonides and others.

“Only saying what something is not gives no indication of what it actually is, and, if one can only say what God is not, one cannot understand him at all…  it is simply unreasonable to say that someone who has all the negations mentioned in it ‘has almost arrived at the correct notion of a “ship”.  He could equally well be thinking of a wardrobe.”  (Brian Davies, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, OUP, 1986)

· Maimonides’ approach is unlikely to lead people in the right direction

· When trying to arrive at something by a process of elimination, we need to know what the different possibilities are, so that we know what we have left when the alternatives have been crossed off.  The via negativa might not work for someone who starts from the position of knowing nothing about God.

Positives:

· Recognises we have to go beyond our normal everyday experiences to experience God.
· God is not limited to being within the physical world.
· The otherness and mystery of God is conveyed – God is not like us.
· Unlike symbolism, or analogy or myth, it applies well to different cultures and periods of history.
Negatives:

· Difficult for person with no experience of God to know what we mean.  To say ‘it’s the opposite of black’ is not helpful to someone who has no concept of white.
· Anthony Flew - if we try to explain God by saying that he is invisible, soundless, immaterial, etc. there is little difference between our definition of God and a definition of nothingness.
· Many holy books do make positive statements about God.  The Bible asserts that God is a king, a judge and so on.  If Holy Scripture comes from God, this would suggest that it can be right and appropriate to make positive claims about God.
2) Religious Language is Analogical
· Key difficulty for peculiarity of religious language: words are applied to God that are normally applied to the world around us: ‘father’, ‘good’ and ‘loving’ anthropomorphise God, yet God is infinitely perfect, immaterial and ultimately unknowable. 

· C13th Thomas Aquinas was aware of the problems (aware of via negativa but wanted an alternative) and developed the idea of analogy: when such words are used about God they are not used literally but analogically:

· They elucidate the relationship between a term used of one thing and that term when used of another

· Language is not an instrument for mapping out divine attributes but is a means by which man may be compared to God, in some way to describe God’s nature, when his existence is already presupposed.   

In “Summa Theologica” Aquinas develops the doctrine of “Analogical Predication”, he makes a distinction between univocal, equivocal and analogical language and asks: “how are we using language when we use expressions such as ‘The Lord is my Rock’?”

(a) UNIVOCAL language – exactly the same meaning in two instances.

(b) EQUIVOCAL language – two completely different and unrelated meanings, e.g. ‘bat’
(c) ANALOGICAL language – points from one level of meaning and experience either upward to a higher level or downward to a lower level.  

Analogies can be subdivided into:

(i) Analogy of proportion - attributes of God are in the same way proportional to his nature as the attributes of human nature are proportional in their nature.

(ii) Analogy of attribution - concept of derivation, e.g. human wisdom is a reflection of God’s wisdom.  

John Hick discriminates between ‘downwards’ and ‘upwards’ analogy, using example of a dog’s faithfulness and a person’s faithfulness:  

· We use the same word because of a similarity between the behaviour of the dog and the steadfast, voluntary adherence to a person or a cause we call faithfulness in humans  

· Because of the similarity we a not using the word equivocally

· Because of the difference – the responsible, self-conscious deliberation and the relating of attributes to moral purposes and ends, human faithfulness is superior to canine faithfulness - it’s not univocal
· So, it is used analogically to indicate the dog’s faithfulness corresponds to what at the human level we call faithfulness.  Our faithfulness is the norm; we know the faithfulness of the dog only by analogy.  

· In an analogy upward from man to God, our own goodness, love, wisdom, etc, are shadows and approximations to give us an analogy of the perfect qualities of the Godhead.  “God is good” means that there is a quality of the infinitely perfect being that corresponds to what at our level we call goodness.  

“The Lord is my Rock” is used in a metaphorical rather than an analogical way.  The word ‘rock’ applies primarily to physical rocks and only in a secondary way to God, to draw out certain points of comparison.  Other words are used properly and strictly of God: as when we say: “God is good”.  

The doctrine of analogy does not claim to spell out the concrete nature of God’s perfections: it is simply a tool for describing a presupposed deity and provides a framework for statements about him.

Does it offer a good defence for the meaningfulness of Religious Language?

· Offers a possible explanation of words about God, but doesn’t answer question of how we can know what they really represent.  Aquinas was conscious of the difficulty, but defended language about God by saying that if used analogically, it did not profess to spell out God’s proper characteristics but only to elucidate the relationship between the different meanings of the word when it is applied to both God and man.  Language is simply a tool for describing a presupposed deity.

“God surpasses human understanding and speech.  He knows God best who acknowledges that whatever he thinks and says falls short of what God really is.”  Thomas Aquinas
Criticisms from H.P. Owen 

(a) We know nothing of God’s nature and so are not entitled to speak analogously of any of God’s attributes

(b) Human goodness isn’t identical with human nature.  Sometimes we are good and sometimes we aren’t.  God, however, is always good
(c) There is no identity between God and humankind so there is no basis for analysis at all.  Anything we say about God is equivocal
(d) If God’s goodness is unknowable, how can we claim that any analogy which compares human goodness to divine goodness is appropriate?  

The language of religious devotion requires that we be able to say something positive about God.  The outcome of this is that we must admit all language used to speak about God speaks only of God imperfectly and indirectly.  Some - analogical language captures this sense of difference between humankind and God, but allows us to speak positively about God, albeit indirectly.

3) Religious Language uses Myth
· Another example of how positive truth-claims about God can be made, usually in the form of stories.  

· Theologically word ‘myth’ describes a story or a metaphor which is not necessarily historically accurate (although it may have some basis in history), but which conveys important truths that might be difficult to express in other ways.  

POSITIVE ASPECTS OF MYTH:

a) It might be intended to encourage a particular kind of attitude in the people who hear or read it, perhaps a greater appreciation of the greatness of God or the need for moral behaviour.

b) It gives people a visual way of understanding of what are often abstract ideas, so that they can be more easily understood.

c) Stories are remembered and passed on.

d) They can communicate ideas which are difficult to communicate in other ways.

e) Different meanings and layers of meaning can be conveyed within one story.

f) They can provide aetiological explanations for puzzling features of the world (think back to our exploration of the Genesis stories at AS.)

PROBLEMS OF VIEWING RELIGIOUS STORIES AS MYTH:

a) Mythological imagery has a tendency to be culturally determined and some of the elements contained might be ‘lost in translation.’  They might also take on a meaning the original author never intended.

b) Writers do not make explicit whether a story is meant to be a myth or an accurate account of history.  Stories within sacred writings are presented without introduction, leaving it to the reader to understand how to interpret them.  Some readers, therefore, hold the belief that stories are directly inspired by God and are to be accepted as entirely true (e.g. the Creation stories and Noah’s Ark) and argue that viewing these stories as ‘myths’ comes to close to suggesting that the words of the Bible are false.

c) If some stories are ‘myths’, why should other stories retain factual significance?  In response to popular scientific theories e.g. Evolutionary, whilst some Christians chose to reaffirm the infallible literal truth of the scripture, others began to suggest that parts of the Bible were never meant to be taken literally.  Many could accept that the Old Testament was full of myths and were a different kind of truth based on the fact that there were still gaps in our understanding as the writers had not yet received the revelation of God in Christ.  BUT this raises questions as to the extent of ‘myth’ in the New Testament, which many Christians found much more difficult to accept.  

‘New Testament and Mythology’ (1941), Rudolf Bultmann argued writers of the New Testament weren’t recording historical facts, but expressing their beliefs through the language of myth.  The New Testament was about individuals reaching a personal decision about the direction of their life in relation to God.  Modern, intelligent and literate people could not seriously accept the supernatural elements of the Gospel stories, such as angels, the virgin birth and miraculous events, but this doesn’t mean you have to reject Christianity.  By de-mythologising both the Old and New Testament, Christianity became a more credible and indeed a vital option in the modern-world.

d) Where does a ‘de-mythologising’ of the New Testament leave Christianity?  
In 1977, John Hick edited ‘The Myth of God Incarnate’, taking Bultmann’s ideas
· Jesus was not literally God in a human form, but that it was a pictorial way of expressing the importance of Jesus to God and Jesus’s godliness.

· Idea of God becoming human was in other myths prior to the New Testament and Christianity uses this as an aid to expressing its own ideas

· Writings express how C1st Xians understood the world; this mythical language is now a hindrance:

“The Christians of the early church lived in a world in which supernatural causation was accepted without question, and divine or spiritual visitants were not unexpected.  Such assumptions, however, have become foreign to our situation…”

Many conservative Christians feel there are central beliefs, which should be taken literally, for example the virgin birth, the physical resurrection of Jesus and the incarnation.  If these are treated as myths, Christianity becomes nothing more than general advice to people.  It should not be taken for granted that a rationalist, scientific way of looking at the world is necessarily the best one. 
4) Religious Language is Symbolic
Paul Tillich, an important C20th theologian

· introduced the doctrine of the symbolic nature of religious language in “Systematic Theology and Dynamics of Faith” and also in a number of articles on religious symbolism  

· accepts God (“Being-Itself”) is beyond finite expression and so any Religious Language is inherently limited

· BUT the nature of religious expression enables us to grasp something of Being-Itself in a meaningful way

· distinguishes between a sign and symbol; both point to something else beyond themselves, but sign is chosen arbitrarily to stand for something else, whereas a symbol participates in that to which it points, e.g. a flag participates in the power and dignity of the nation it represents at the same time as symbolising the country.  There’s a connection between the symbol and that symbolised.  This connection springs from the unconscious mind. 

· Symbols don’t have to be visual ones (although symbolic ideas are often expressed visually as well as verbally).  Religious Language is often used to express religious experience/practice and so the two are often inter-linked.

Tillich’s Six Features of Symbols illustrated by Baptism
1. They point to something beyond themselves - Baptism points to being washed clean from sin.

2. They participate in that to which they point - the process of baptism is an essential part of the symbol. It couldn’t be replaced by another ritual and still perform the same function.

3. They open up levels of reality that are otherwise closed to us - Baptism opens up the new reality of a spiritual death and rebirth that would otherwise not be accessible.

4. They open up levels of the “soul” which correspond to this new reality - Baptism enables people to experience the washing clean of their soul and so a sense of having “new life” in a very real sense.

Note: A good example of this might be a work of art that may suggest things that cannot be articulated in any other way. Someone could describe a work of art but it would not be very meaningful without having actually experienced the art itself. 
5. Symbols are not produced intentionally, they grow out of the unconscious in a cultural context with an element of “inspiration” behind them - Baptism grew out of Jesus’ own experience and was adopted by early Christians to help them participate in the new life they experienced.
6. They are born and die within a cultural context, for example, the Greek Gods were once powerful symbols within Greek culture but they no longer have the same resonance - Some argue that now we live in a largely post-Christian culture the symbol of baptism is less meaningful. Many non-Christian families still have their children baptised but without the deeper resonance and so the process feels hollow.
· For Tillich, religion, “can only express itself in symbolic language.”  Whatever we say about what concerns us ultimately, whether or not we call it God, has a symbolic meaning.  It points beyond itself while participating in that to which it points.  The language of faith is the language of symbols.  The only literal, non-symbolic statement which can be made about God is that God is Being-Itself.  Beyond this all theological statements – that God is eternal, living, good, personal, Creator, loving – are symbolic.  
· Tillich argues that his doctrine safeguards the danger of anthropomorphism.  

Ultimately, symbols enable us to encounter “Being-Itself” in a deeper and more profound way.
Criticisms:

(a) It is possible to develop Tillich’s symbolic character of religious language in two opposite directions – theistically (i.e. there is a reality to which the symbols point: this we call God) or non-theistically (i.e. there is no God but the symbolism serves as an important psychological or sociological function).  Tillich himself is ambiguous as to which of these is the most rational.

(b) Tillich doesn’t define his central theory of participation so that it is clear precisely what the symbol is, e.g. “God is good”, is the symbol “God is good” or the concept “the goodness of God”?  Does the symbol participate in Being-Itself in the same sense as that in which a flag participates in the power and dignity of a nation?  What precisely is the sense in which the symbol participates in the reality?

(c) All religious language being symbolic from the unconscious mind, seems to dismiss the fact that many complex theological statements arise from the conscious and careful formulations of philosophers and theologians.

(d) It could be argued that symbols can only be properly understood by those within a restricted community (See Language Game Theory) and that to understand them you have to have certain pre-suppositions and beliefs.

(e) Macquarrie disagreed with Tillich’s use of the term ‘symbol’ arguing the distinction between a sign and a symbol was not consistently true - it is possible to have symbols, such as symbols relating to mathematical concepts, which have no obvious participation in what they stand for.  Instead he argued that symbols provoke an existential response (they remind us of feelings, such as awe, that we recognise we should have in response to God, e.g. water reminds us of ideas about cleansing) or an understanding in term of similarity of relation (symbols work in the same way as analogies, e.g. light is to the world as Christ is to us.)  Different symbols can both complement and contradict each other, but should not be treated as separate theories, but more like poetry demonstrating different aspects of truth. 

Observations:

· If religious statements are criticised as neither verifiable nor falsifiable, Tillich’s response is that symbols are immune from empirical criticism, as empirical criticism can only deal with the literal meaning of terms.  The question arises as to whether we can talk about the truth of symbols in the same way that we can talk about the truth of assertions.  The answer seems to be ‘no’.  
· Tillich’s contribution is useful, especially when religious language is defined as an attempt to express what is inexpressible.

· Both Aquinas’ doctrine of analogy and Tillich’s of symbolism safeguard against too literal or anthropomorphic an approach to statements about God.

· Tillich’s thesis safeguards the danger of an over-literal approach.  
· To say religious language is symbolic is to say that it is more meaningful, rather than less meaningful than literal language.

· Poetry, art, music could not exist if there were not a symbolic level of expression.  
· If we reject symbolism, this would lead to a drastic narrowing of the range of meaningful expression.  One of the criticisms of the Verification Principle and Logical Positivism is that it does precisely that.

However, it is true to say that for many people to say that something is symbolical is to say that it is ‘merely symbolic’ and that literal language does say more.  To say Religious Language is entirely symbolic is to raise questions as to whether religious truth is entirely symbolic, rather than objective.

5) Religious Language is Non-Cognitive (You have notes on this, if you want to look at them!)
