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Introduction


Volume 2 of the AQA Textbook for Religious Studies is intended to be read in conjunction with Volume 1. Volume 1 covers all of the material for the AS award. Volume 2 covers everything else.


As a reminder, this is the overview of the complete A-Level:






	Component 1 – PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION and ETHICS






	Section A – Philosophy of Religion







	


•  Arguments for the existence of God



•  Evil and suffering



•  Religious experience




	 






	 

	


•  Religious language



•  Miracles



•  Self and life after death









	Section B – Ethics and Religion







	


•  Ethical theories (Natural Moral Law, Situation Ethics, Virtue Ethics)



•  Issues of human life and death



•  Issues of animal life and death




	 






	 

	


•  Introduction to meta-ethics



•  Free will and moral responsibility



•  Conscience



•  Bentham and Kant









	COMPONENT 2 – Study of Religion and ‘Dialogue’






	Section A – Study of Religion







	


•  Sources of wisdom and authority



•  God



•  Self, death and afterlife



•  Good conduct and key moral principles



•  Expressions of religious identity




	 






	 

	


•  Religion, gender and sexuality



•  Religion and science



•  Religion and secularisation



•  Religion and religious pluralism









	Section B – The Dialogue between Philosophy of Religion and Religion







	 

	(How religion is influenced by, and has an influence on philosophy of religion in relation to the issues studied)






	Section C – The Dialogue between Ethical Studies and Religion







	 

	(How religion is influenced by, and has an influence on ethical studies in relation to the issues studied)






	



•  Your Centre/teachers might do the A-Level in a completely different order.



•  If you are doing full A-Level at the end of 2 years, you study everything in both columns and you are examined on it using the A-Level exam format, at the end of the 2 years.












The section in Volume 2 on ‘The Exam: Specimen Assessment Materials’ assumes that you have access to what is said on this subject in Volume 1. Volume 2 adds to this by giving exemplar material on some of the new material studied in Philosophy/Ethics and Christianity and in particular by looking at the ‘Dialogues’ sections.


As with Volume 1, it is recommended that students begin with the chapter summaries before working through the material.
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Section A: Philosophy of religion


1 Religious language
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You will need to consider the following items for this section





1  The issue of whether religious language should be viewed cognitively or non-cognitively.



2  The challenges of the verification and falsification principles to the meaningfulness of religious language.



3  Responses to these challenges:







    •  Eschatological verification with reference to Hick


    •  Language as an expression of a blik with reference to Hare


    •  Religious language as a language game with reference to Wittgenstein.








4  Other views of the nature of religious language:







    •  Religious language as symbolic with reference to Tillich


    •  Religious language as analogical with reference to Aquinas


    •  The Via Negativa.









5  The strengths and weaknesses of the differing understandings of religious language.





Note that a considerable proportion of this material is dealt with explicitly in: The Philosophy of Religion: (Oxford Readings in Philosophy) edited by Basil Mitchell, Oxford University Press, 1971.
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Background to the issue of religious language


For many, religious language is language about ‘God’, or ‘the gods’. Here is the ‘problem’ of religious language as described in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy:
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The problem of religious language is worrisome to practitioners of the Abrahamic religious traditions [for example Judaism, Christianity and Islam] because it has the potential to undermine those traditions. All three faiths proclaim truths about God in written texts, commentary traditions and oral teachings. In fact, speech about God is essential to both personal religious faith and organised celebration in these traditions. Without an adequate solution to the problem of religious language, human speech about God is called into question. Without the ability to speak about God and to understand the meaning of what is spoken, the Abrahamic faiths are vulnerable to the criticism that their sacred texts and teachings are unintelligible. [Note 1]
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Equally, where Hindus talk about Brahman as the Ultimate Reality in the universe, for some this might be seen as nothing more than a form of words. In simple terms, some claim that religious language is literally meaningless, because it relates to nothing in this world. How did this claim come about? Early in the twentieth century there was a widespread view that the ideal language was that of science – it was straightforward, literal and its claims were able to be checked against observable facts. This created problems for religious and moral language, because people recognised that these involve more than just statements of observable facts; but what exactly could that ‘more’ mean? To appreciate the different views about the nature of religious language, it is therefore helpful to look at the general ways in which the understanding of language and what it achieves changed during the twentieth century – a discussion which influenced the whole of Western philosophy.


The world is all that is the case…


Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), whose work we study later in the chapter (pages 21–24) suggested that philosophical problems would be solved if the language people used was more precise and was limited to statements for which there could be evidence. In his book Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (meaning ‘Logico-philosophical Treatise’), published in 1921, he set out a narrow view of what could count as a meaningful proposition. He saw the function of language as being to picture the world. Therefore every statement needed to correspond to some information about the world itself. In the opening statement of Tractatus, he identified the world with the sum of true propositions: ‘The world is all that is the case’ [Note 2] – by which he meant that whatever cannot be shown to correspond to some observable reality, cannot be meaningfully spoken about.


Wittgenstein’s early approach to language presented it as a precise but narrowly defined tool for describing the phenomenal world (meaning the world as we experience it). But in the Tractatus he also acknowledged that there are therefore certain things of which one cannot speak. One of these is the ‘subject self’ (the self as a subject of experiences); another is the mystical sense of the world as a whole. So there are limits to the use of language that he describes and he famously ended with ‘Whereof we cannot speak, thereof we must remain silent’. The problem – and it is one that colours the whole discussion of religious language – is that people still want to speak and they hold that their religious claims are of supreme importance, even though they cannot be supported (as would be the case with scientific language) by empirical evidence.


So the key question becomes: How can you show that religious statements are right or wrong, or even meaningful at all, if they are not simply descriptions of observed facts?
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Facts about religion


Facts about religion present no problems. ‘The Pope is the Bishop of Rome’, or ‘Muslims and Jews are not permitted by their religion to eat pork’, are simple facts. The first defines what we mean by ‘Pope’ and the second remains true even if some followers of those religions are spotted tucking into a bacon sandwich, because moral rules, whether or not they are obeyed, are still facts.
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The religious claims that we are concerned with are those that are metaphysical (beyond what we can observe in the physical universe), such as:


There is a God.


Miracles happen.


There is life after death.


In other words, metaphysical claims are to do with a general interpretation of life and are not specific bits of information. Many religious claims are also about the supernatural: beliefs about beings and actions that cannot be accounted for in terms of the ordinary physical world. By definition, the supernatural cannot be explained in terms of the natural language of science or empirical facts. If you believe there are supernatural entities, you step outside the world of science and into the world of metaphysics.
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Key terms


Supernatural Literally ‘above’ what is natural; that which cannot be described by science/the laws of nature.


Metaphysics The philosophy of concepts beyond the physical. Deals, for example, with abstract questions such as: what is the nature of time/space/reality?


[image: ]





Wittgenstein’s ideas were taken up by the ‘Vienna Circle’, a group of philosophers who met in that city during the 1920s and 1930s. The approach they took is generally known as Logical Positivism. The ‘founding father’ of Logical Positivism and leader of the Vienna Circle was the German philosopher and physicist Moritz Schlick.
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Key term


Logical Positivism The philosophical approach taken by the Vienna Circle: a group of philosophers who met in that city during the 1920s and 1930s. The Logical Positivists claimed that metaphysical and theological language are literally meaningless, because they are neither matters of logic nor provable by empirical evidence.
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Moritz Schlick (1882–1936)
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Schlick was seen by many as the ideal combination of philosopher and physicist, particularly after publishing a 1915 paper commenting on Einstein’s theory of Special Relativity. Schlick was assassinated by a former student, Johann Nelböck, who claimed in court that his grip on morality had been loosened by Schlick’s attack on metaphysics.
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The Logical Positivists took their starting point from Hume’s ‘Fork’ (a two-pronged fork). Hume argued that we can have knowledge of just two sorts of thing: i) matters of fact; ii) the relations between ideas (for example in mathematics).


The Logical Positivists therefore claimed that there are only two types of meaningful language and you will be familiar with both of these through your study of the Ontological Argument in Volume 1:





1  Synthetic propositions. These are propositions that are dependent upon evidence. For example, the proposition that ‘the sun will rise tomorrow’ is based on the evidence of seeing the sun rise every day. We therefore know exactly what that proposition means; so it is meaningful.



2  Analytic propositions. These are propositions that are true by definition/by the words used and these are meaningful because they are self-evident. For example:







    •  All bachelors are unmarried men.


    •  Frozen water is ice.


    •  2 + 2 = 4 (you will remember that this is a tautology, because in effect it says that 4 = 4, so it is true by the terms used).





Applying this test of meaning to religious language, the Logical Positivists concluded that metaphysics and theology are meaningless, because: 1) there is no evidence to support them, therefore they are not synthetic; 2) they are not true by definition/true by the words used.


Schlick argued that the meaning of a statement is its method of verification. This became known as the ‘Verification Principle’. To put this simply, the meaning of the statement ‘My car is parked on the road outside the house’ is that, if you go outside the house and look towards the road you will see my car, since that is the way you can verify the statement as being true. If it is impossible to verify the truth of a statement in that way – in other words, if there is no way that you could give an account of it in terms of sense experience – then it is meaningless.
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Key term


Verification Principle The meaning of a statement is its method of verification. For example, the meaning of the statement, ‘My car is parked on the road outside the house’ is that, if you go outside the house and look towards the road, you will see my car, since that is the way you can verify my statement as being true. Verification is by sense experience – for example, sight.
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Logical Positivism was promoted by the British philosopher A.J. Ayer (1910–89) in Language, Truth and Logic (1936). This was a radical and controversial book, written when Ayer was young and had just returned from spending time in Vienna engaging with the Logical Positivists. In terms of religious language, he makes the point that theism and atheism are equally nonsense, since neither can be shown to be true on the basis of evidence. The statements ‘God exists’ and ‘God does not exist’ are both meaningless because there is no sensory evidence to support them. ‘God’ is a metaphysical being, so is not discoverable by sensory experience or describable using scientific language.


Much of the debate about the nature of religious language since then has been an attempt to avoid his conclusion by showing that religious language does have meaning, even if not the sort of factual, literal, empirical meaning that Ayer was seeking.


The issue of whether religious language should be viewed cognitively or non-cognitively


Language is ‘cognitive’ if it conveys information. Most cognitive language consists of statements that may also be described as ‘synthetic’ – in other words, they can be shown to be true or false depending upon evidence.
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Key term


Cognitive Language is cognitive if it conveys factual information, and most cognitive statements are synthetic (they are shown to be true or false depending upon evidence).
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Take a straightforward example:


‘The Houses of Parliament are located in Westminster.’


That is a cognitive statement because it claims to give factual information. It is synthetic in that its truth depends on evidence – if you go to Westminster you are either going to find the Houses of Parliament there or you are not. ‘There is a green dragon eating toast in the room next to you’ is a cognitive statement for the same reason: if you look next door, you are either going to find a green dragon eating toast or you are not: the statement is cognitive irrespective of whether it is true or false – it is testable by sense experience.


By contrast, a ‘non-cognitive’ statement may convey emotion, give an order, make a moral claim, express a wish, or offer an insight, for example. It may be relevant to facts, but its truth does not depend upon its correspondence to empirical facts. ‘I am happy because I love this place and find it beautiful’ contains three non-cognitive assertions. ‘With this ring I thee wed’ might be the most important statement a person ever makes, but it is not proved true or false with reference to facts. Rather, it is what is called a ‘performative utterance’, meaning that it makes something happen.
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Key term


Non-cognitive To say that a statement is non-cognitive is to say that it is inappropriate to ask whether or not it is factual. Non-cognitive statements may convey emotions, give orders, or make moral claims, for example.
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First we need to examine two challenges to the view that religious language is cognitive.


The challenges of the verification and falsification principles to the meaningfulness of religious language
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Note that there are no scholars named in the specification with regard to the Verification Principle or the Falsification Principle. Nevertheless you will find it difficult to study these without coming across the work of A.J. Ayer and Antony Flew. Remember, however, that no questions can be set on Ayer or Flew.
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The challenges of verification


Ayer’s version of the Verification Principle appears in his 1936 book, Language, Truth and Logic and you can see that it follows the ideas of the Logical Positivists: A statement is meaningful if and only if it is:





i  analytic (true by definition/a tautology) or



ii empirically verifiable.





(If you find any of this language difficult, refresh your memory from the work we did on the Ontological Argument – Volume 1, page 20).


Remember that the Verification Principle is NOT about whether a statement is true or false: it is about whether a statement is meaningful.


For Ayer, a statement can be meaningful either in practice or in principle.


Verification in practice happens when there is direct sense experience to support a statement; for example, ‘There is a purple fire-breathing dragon next door wearing green tights and a red scarf, smoking a cigar and drinking beer’ is meaningful (even though it sounds silly) because that statement can be checked by going next door and having a look.


Verification in principle happens when we know how a statement can in principle be tested empirically; for example, ‘There is intelligent life elsewhere in the galaxy’ is verifiable in principle, because we know what sense experience would prove it, and one day such experiences may be possible.


Ayer was mainly concerned with statements that have ‘factual meaning’ – in other words, if experience is not relevant to the truth or falsity of a statement, then that statement does not have factual meaning. Meaningful propositions have to say something about our experience of the world and how it is. Any statement that is not factually significant and is not a tautology he called a mere ‘pseudo-proposition’.


Applying this to religious language, Ayer argued that statements like: ‘God loves you’/‘God is love’/‘God exists’, etc., cannot be verified either in practice or in principle: there is no evidence by which we could show these claims to be true or false, so they are literally meaningless: they cannot be reduced to (or given ‘cash value’ in terms of) a set of statements about evidence.
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[N]o sentence which purports to describe the nature of a transcendent god can possess any literal significance. [Note 3]
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It is not just religious statements that Ayer dismisses in this way. The same is true about moral statements, since he thinks that these are nothing more than expressions of approval or disapproval.
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If you disapprove of stealing (for example because somebody stole your wallet) whereas I approve of it (possibly because I stole it), our disagreement cannot be solved by pointing to anything in the world … We are both expressing moral sentiments rather than factual statements. [Note 4]
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The same is true of assertions made by those who believe in God:
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Thus we offer the theist the same comfort as we gave to the moralist. His assertions cannot possibly be valid, but they cannot be invalid either. As he says nothing at all about the world, he cannot justly be accused of saying anything false, or anything for which he has insufficient grounds. [Note 5]
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To appreciate the force of this, think how many religious statements are concerned with a transcendent God or some other form of spiritual being. Think of Christian statements about the Trinity, that God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit – or statements about life after death, for example that the righteous will have eternal life while sinners will suffer eternal torment (Matthew 25:46). What possible ways are there of checking whether such statements are true or false? What observations might show them to be true or false? In Ayer’s view, the central claim of theism, that God exists, is neither true nor false – it is simply meaningless, and the same is true of the atheist’s claim that God does not exist: all talk about God is meaningless, so the atheist also fails to say anything meaningful.
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Discussion points





1  Ayer also dismisses aesthetic statements as meaningless. Is he right in this – is what you see as a beautiful tree, sunset, painting or person really beautiful, or is beauty only in the eye of the beholder?



2  Do our moral judgements boil down to expressions of approval or disapproval, or are at least some moral judgements matters of fact? For example, discounting scenarios such as sacrificing one life to save thousands or millions, is it factually the case that the rape and murder of a baby is always morally wrong?



3  Are historical statements meaningless?



4  Can we talk meaningfully about a transcendent being?
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Strengths and weaknesses of the verificationist challenge


Here is a table of three strengths/advantages of the Verification Principle (VP) together with contrasting replies:






	Strengths/advantages of the VP

	Weaknesses/disadvantages of the VP






	
1) The VP is straightforward in what it demands:

Meaningful statements are either true by definition (tautologies) or else are verifiable (in principle) by sense experience.


It brackets out all questions of emotion or commitment, concentrating only on the facts.



	
1) The demands of the VP are too narrow:

The VP might be straightforward, concentrating only on facts, but that does not mean that it is right. The VP in effect rules out all sorts of language as being meaningless, including moral/ethical statements, aesthetic statements (judgements about beauty), statements about ancient history and statements about religion. Yet how many people really do see these as meaningless?


The VP only works as an argument when discussing matters of fact, not those of interpretation, hopes, fears or anything else that involves the complexities of human engagement with the world. Human engagement with the world is at least as important to us as matters of verifiable fact.








	
2) The VP is in line with science and the scientific method, since it demands that we observe the world empirically.

	
2) To say that the VP is in line with science has a number of problems. Here are two:

Much of science deals with entities that cannot be directly observed, such as quarks and strings, so how can their existence be verified by the VP?


Science does not work exclusively through verification. According to Karl Popper, it works primarily through falsification. We look at the Falsification Principle next.








	
3) The VP demands a sense of reality in what we say about the world. Whether or not we agree with the VP, it does point out one major issue with religious language, namely that people sometimes make religious statements without attempting to justify them in any way. There surely needs to be some justification for religious claims.

Ayer gives an example by quoting at random from the scholar F.H. Bradley, who at one point says this:


‘the Absolute enters into, but is itself incapable of, evolution and progress,’ – a comment that seems so unrelated to any reality that we can know that Ayer suggests that Bradley ‘has made an utterance which has no literal significance even for himself’.


[Note 6]



	
3) These are valid criticisms of some religious language, but religion makes a very clear proposition about God and the origin of the universe.

In the section on arguments for the existence of God, we made the point that either the universe explains its own existence or else its existence is explained by an external creative mind.


This is a reasonable hypothesis based on our observation that minds are creative, so there could be one supremely creative Mind. Believing that such a Mind exists is no more irrational than scientific assumptions about quarks or strings, and as a hypothesis it is simple to understand.









Here are two further challenges that philosophers of religion can make to the Verification Principle:





1  Ayer’s Verification Principle allows ‘verification in principle’ – it is enough to know how in theory a statement can be verified to render it meaningful. In that case, some argue that the Bible can supply verification in principle for religious statements, since (for example) the Gospels claim to be eyewitness accounts of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus (Luke 1:2). Many historians accept that eyewitness accounts from a particular period in a nation’s history are in principle acceptable evidence to verify that history and the same can be said of eyewitness accounts from the historical period of Jesus of Nazareth. This does not show that the events recorded about Jesus are true; only that they are verifiable in principle, which is precisely what Ayer’s form of the Verification Principle requires. Statements about Jesus can therefore be verified in principle as historical statements, which means that the claim that Jesus performed miracles is verifiable in principle.



2  Perhaps the most serious threat to Ayer’s Verification Principle is that it is itself not verifiable in principle. The Verification Principle was presented as a way of dealing with statements that claim to be factually significant; but the Verification Principle itself fails both of its own criteria for deciding what is a factual statement – it is not a tautology and it is not verifiable in principle. By its own criteria, then, it is meaningless and cannot be used to comment on the meaningfulness of religious language.





Whether this objection disposes of the Verification Principle is a matter for debate. Ayer was forced to argue that it is a convention, or a recommendation, or a policy statement; hence it does not make a factual claim and therefore cannot be used against itself.


This does not seem to be a strong argument. Look at the possibilities:





•  If the Verification Principle is a factual statement, then it is meaningless, because there are no observations that would verify it.



•  It is not a logical statement, since there are no logical truths in the Principle that require it to be true.



•  If it is a policy statement/a convention/a recommendation for action, then it amounts to little more than an arbitrary assumption of what Ayer thinks should be the case, which is worth nothing.





The only other possibility seems to be that it is a metaphysical assumption about the way things really are. But Ayer’s main task at the start of Language, Truth and Logic is the elimination of metaphysics, hence religious language is dismissed as a collection of metaphysical utterances. If the Principle itself is a metaphysical assumption about the way things really are, then it fails, because it is an example of the very thing that it was intended to guard against.


As a final comment, perhaps the strongest aspect of the Verification Principle is that it forced philosophers of religion to consider carefully the nature of religious language. It produced decades of careful analysis and argument of the kind summarised in this chapter.


The challenges of falsification




[image: ]


Karl Popper (1902–94)
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An Austrian-British philosopher of science, Popper disliked the ‘pseudo-science’ of Marxism. He advocated tolerance in society, but insisted that intolerance should not be tolerated, otherwise tolerance would be lost.
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The challenge to religious language from falsification is generally considered to be stronger than that from verification. Discussions of falsification as a method of evaluating what is meaningful effectively start with the work of Popper, who argued that science works primarily through falsification rather than verification. In science, following the method known as ‘induction’, evidence is gathered and evaluated and from that the scientist develops a hypothesis and eventually a theory. The more evidence in favour of something, the more likely it is to be the case. This is a matter of common sense and is found in the work of David Hume, who used it as the basis for his famous criticism of miracles, which we look at in the next chapter.


But scientists do not just gather evidence to support an existing theory. They also look for evidence against that theory, something that cannot be explained by their existing ideas and therefore causes them to think again. Science makes progress by discovering evidence to prove existing theories false. In this sense, falsification is a positive and constructive approach to truth.


Popper took this a step further by saying that something can only be accepted as scientific if it is at least possible that there could be evidence to show that it is false. If you consider that nothing could ever prove your claim to be false, then it is not scientific. He used this to argue against Freudian and Marxist ideas, for example, because people holding those particular theories generally refused to allow anything to count against them, but simply re-interpreted every new fact to fit their existing theories.
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Popper: In so far as a scientific statement speaks about reality, it must be falsifiable: and in so far as it is not falsifiable, it does not speak about reality. [Note 7]
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Following the principle of falsification, if you want to make a factual, cognitive claim, you should be able to specify what it is that could falsify that claim. Some scholars have used this approach in order to challenge the meaningfulness of religious language.


The classic argument about the use of evidence to attempt to prove the existence of God comes from the ‘Parable of the Gardener’ – a story, told originally by John Wisdom and developed by Flew, in which Flew applies Popper’s ideas about falsification to religious language and decides that it is meaningless.
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Antony Flew (1923–2010)
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An English philosopher, Flew was, for most of his life, a ‘negative atheist’, following the Logical Positivist position that theological claims could not be verified or falsified. He was always concerned to submit all claims to evidence. Towards the end of his life, he acknowledged that developments in science had, in his opinion, opened up discussion about the possible existence of a god, a late change of mind much seized on by believers. His balanced view on this is included in a new introduction he wrote to the 2005 edition, by Prometheus Books, of his book God and Philosophy, 1966. In effect, his commitment to following where the evidence leads persuaded him of the truth of Einstein’s view, that the complexity of the universe implies the existence of an intelligent creator – not a Christian/theistic God, but a deistic being.
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The Parable of the Gardener


Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. In the clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds. One explorer says, ‘Some gardener must tend this plot.’ The other disagrees, ‘There is no gardener.’ So they pitch their tents and set a watch. No gardener is ever seen. ‘But perhaps he is an invisible gardener.’ So they set up a barbed-wire fence. They electrify it. They patrol with bloodhounds. (For they remember how H.G. Wells’s ‘Invisible Man’ could be both smelt and touched though he could not be seen.) But no shrieks ever suggest that some intruder has received a shock. No movements of the wire ever betray an invisible climber. The bloodhounds never give cry. Yet still the Believer is not convinced. ‘But there is a gardener, invisible, intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a gardener who has no scent and makes no sound, a gardener who comes secretly to look after the garden which he loves.’ At last the Sceptic despairs, ‘But what remains of your original assertion? Just how does what you call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or even from no gardener at all?’ [Note 8]
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You can see that in the parable:





•  The gardener stands for God.



•  The first explorer (the believer) represents theists.



•  The second explorer represents those who are sceptical about the existence of God, such as atheists and agnostics.



•  The garden is the world and the flowers and weeds represent what the believer sees as order and design in the world.



•  By the tests of keeping watch, electrifying the fence and using bloodhounds, the explorers are using sense experience to detect the gardener: but no empirical tests show that he is present.



•  For Flew the gardener’s existence ‘dies the death of a thousand qualifications’ because every time he fails to be detected, the ‘believer’ qualifies what he means by his gardener.



•  The gardener/God cannot be seen, so the theist says that he is invisible.



•  The gardener/God cannot be touched, so the theist says that he is intangible.



•  The gardener/God cannot be heard, or discovered by any form of sense experience, so the theist says that he is ‘eternally elusive’.



•  In the end, there seems to be nothing left of the original assertion that ‘there is a gardener’/‘there is a God’, so that assertion has been ‘killed by inches’.





Flew’s point is simple: the believer in the parable will allow nothing to falsify his belief that there is a gardener who loves and looks after his garden. In the same way, the religious believer will allow nothing to falsify his belief that there is a God who loves and looks after the world. Statements about belief in God are therefore ‘vacuous’ (empty, so in effect meaningless), according to Flew. If you do not admit that there is some kind of evidence that could falsify your belief, then you might just as well believe any nonsense you like, because you will never admit that it is nonsense.


This, in a nutshell, is the Falsification Principle. It can be summed up as follows: a sentence is factually significant if and only if there is some form of evidence which could falsify it.
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Key term


Falsification Principle A sentence is factually significant if and only if there is some form of evidence which could falsify it.
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To see the power of such a principle, Flew asks his readers to look at utterances such as:


‘God has a plan’


‘God created the world’


‘God loves us as a father loves his children’.


At first sight, says Flew, statements like these seem to be ‘vast cosmological assertions’ [Note 9], but when we look at them closely, they are not proper assertions at all, because there appear to be no instances where the believer would be prepared to admit that ‘there isn’t a God after all’, or ‘God doesn’t really love us’.


Take the statement that ‘God loves his children’. Flew refers to a case where a child is dying of inoperable throat cancer. [Note 10] The child’s earthly father is driven frantic in his efforts to help, but its Heavenly Father appears indifferent and reveals no obvious signs of concern. The believer then qualifies his original statement by suggesting that ‘God’s love is not a merely human love’, or it is ‘an inscrutable love’. Flew asks: Just what would have to happen for the believer to say, ‘God does not love us’, or even, ‘God does not exist’? ‘What would have to occur or to have occurred to constitute … a disproof of the love of, or of the existence of, God?’ [Note 11]


Strengths and weaknesses of the falsificationist challenge


Strengths


The main strength of the falsificationist challenge is that where religion makes important factual claims (such as, ‘There is a God’/‘God created the universe’/‘God has a plan’/‘God loves us’), Flew seems to show that these claims are empty, because all the evidence against such claims is ignored by the believer. They cease to be real assertions, because they die ‘the death of a thousand qualifications’.


In summary, if the main criterion of a meaningful assertion is to know what will falsify that assertion, then believers do not appear to know what will falsify their assertions.


Weaknesses


The main weakness of the falsificationist challenge is related to the idea that something else is going on in religion other than the mere acceptance or denial of facts.


As a general argument here, we can say of the Falsification Principle what we said of the Verification Principle: it attempts to confine ‘meaningfulness’ to factual propositions, but there is a whole realm of human experience that cannot be confined in this way. The world of empirical facts is an utterly different world from that of fiction, poetry, drama, art, music or dance. All these are vehicles for expressing people’s insights into life and its meaning – they explore emotions, moral dilemmas, hopes, fears and all the other features of human life. They are personal and engage people personally. They cannot easily be described using only facts – indeed, they create their own facts, their own worlds. For example, nothing in the world of empirical facts demands that in chess the knight’s move must be two squares sideways and then one square up or down, or two squares up or down and then one square sideways: these are arbitrary rules of engagement without which the game cannot be played; nevertheless the game of chess is deeply meaningful on any number of levels: emotional, tactical and cognitive.


Ask yourself: Is religion more like a scientific and logical investigation of facts, or like a drama or piece of poetry? Is it something generated within human culture, as a way of exploring life’s meaning, or is it something discovered out there in the world that is generally described using the laws of physics? The answer you come to will determine your view of the relevance of verification and falsification to religious language and beliefs.


When religious believers make claims about God, they are not making wild and unrealistic speculations. They assume that there is a truth to be known about the nature and origin of the universe, and that ‘God’ is a reasonable explanation of that truth. As a matter of fact, it is well known that in later life Flew himself came to acknowledge this, and suggested that the complexity of evolutionary biology points to the existence of a creative intelligence: a deistic kind of God. In other words, falsificationism is too rigid in its understanding of truth.


As a similar point to the last, Popper’s Falsification Principle was concerned mainly with scientific statements. Statements about God are metaphysical, not scientific, so it seems inappropriate to demand that they should be empirically falsifiable.


Flew’s argument that religious believers will allow nothing to falsify their assertions is not really true. For example, the extent of the problem of evil in the world has led many believers to question or reject their belief in God.


We turn, now, to the views of three scholars who have responded to the challenges from the verification and falsification principles:





•  John Hick argues that the ‘facts’ of religion will be verified eschatologically (at the Last Judgement/when we die).



•  R.M. Hare argues that religious truths are not factual assertions: rather they are non-falsifiable but deeply meaningful ‘bliks’ – they are our unverifiable and unfalsifiable interpretations of the world. Since they are non-cognitive, they are not subject to attack from the falsificationist approach.



•  Ludwig Wittgenstein argues that the meaning of a statement is not defined by the steps you take to verify or falsify it, but by its use: use and context govern meaning.





When you have studied these three approaches, you will be in a position:





1  To give your view as to whether religious language is cognitive or non-cognitive



2  To decide the extent of the verificationist and falsificationist critique of religion.





Responses to these challenges from verification and falsification


Eschatological verification with reference to Hick
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John Hick (1922–2012)
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We have come across John Hick in connection with his Irenaean-type theodicy, in the problem of evil. To remind you, Hick was a philosopher and theologian. From being an evangelical Christian with fundamentalist views, his studies led him to a more liberal approach to Christianity and he was for many years a practising member of the Presbyterian Church (later to become the United Reformed Church) before becoming a member of the Society of Friends in his final years. He was known particularly for his pluralist views, accepting that all religions offered a way towards the same goal.
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Flew’s article in Mitchell’s The Philosophy of Religion is part of what is known as the ‘university debate’, where it is followed by contributions from Hare (which we look at shortly) and from Mitchell himself. John Hick’s response follows in Chapter III of the book and its title is: ‘Theology and Verification’ and is a response to the challenges of the Verification Principle.


Hick’s view is that the Christian concept of God is ‘in principle verifiable’, because it is verified eschatologically. ‘Eschatology’ is the doctrine of the ‘last days’/the Last Judgement/the end of time, so Hick is claiming that the ‘facts’ of the Christian religion will be verified (or falsified) to you after death.


Hick is thus making two important claims concerning religious language:





1  Its claims are indeed cognitive/factual;



2  Those claims are subject to (eschatological) verification.
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Key terms


Eschatology The doctrine of what will happen at the end of time/in the last days/at the final judgement.


Eschatological verification Refers to Hick’s view that the ‘facts’ of the Christian religion will be verified (or falsified) at death.
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Eschatological verification – The Parable of the Celestial City


Hick’s parable runs in parallel to that of Flew’s Parable of the Gardener, but reaches a very different conclusion. The Celestial City of course represents heaven. The interpretation of the parable should become clear as you read it.
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The Parable of the Celestial City


Two men are travelling together along a road. One of them believes that it leads to a Celestial City, the other that it leads nowhere; but since this is the only road there is, both must travel it. Neither has been this way before, and therefore neither is able to say what they will find around each next corner. During their journey they meet both with moments of refreshment and delight, and with moments of hardship and danger. All the time one of them thinks of his journey as a pilgrimage to the Celestial City, and interprets the pleasant parts as encouragements and the obstacles as trials of his purpose and lessons in endurance, prepared by the king of that city and designed to make of him a worthy citizen of the place when at last he arrives there. The other, however, believes none of this and sees their journey as an unavoidable and aimless ramble. Since he has no choice in the matter, he enjoys the good and endures the bad. … And yet when they do turn the last corner, it will be apparent that one of them has been right all the time and the other wrong. [Note 12]
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The key point here is that there is no evidence, while the men are making the journey, with which to determine whether or not there is a Celestial City. However, the fact that one of them believes in the City influences the way he encounters and deals with the various events along the way. That view and commitment influences everything and is meaningful – and remains so whether it is in fact true or false. Eventually, at the end of time, it will be shown to be one or the other.


You will remember from our survey of Hick’s theodicy (See Volume 1, pages 71–76) that the parable reflects Hick’s own view that, beyond this life, God will continue to offer people opportunities to know him and enter into a relationship with him, so that eventually salvation will be universal. Hick is concerned to show that, however much we choose how we will see things and therefore whether we believe in God or not, and even if we dismiss all evidence to the contrary because of our commitment, there will be, in the end, a truth one way or another. And if we cannot get to that truth in this life, we may expect to get it after death.


So: does Hick’s argument convince us that religious language is cognitive and that it meets the criteria required by verificationists? First, an exercise:
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Activity


If you have access to Mitchell’s The Philosophy of Religion, read pages 62–65, which show Hick’s ‘replica’ theory, by which he aims to show that resurrection of the body is a logical possibility and that the believer at least has grounds for hope.


You can also see and hear Hick discussing the theory at: www.cleo.net.uk/resources/displayframe.php?src=937/consultants_resources/re/jhrt/jhrt.html


Explain why it is important for Hick to show that bodily resurrection is logically possible.
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Strengths of Hick’s argument





1  Hick’s claim that the Celestial City/heaven is a real possibility seems undeniable. The statement, ‘There is life after death’ must either be true or false.



2  In fact Hick’s argument seems to show that taken as a whole, Christian truth-claims are cognitive/factual, because if we do wake up in a resurrected body, then not only will we know that Christian claims about life after death are true, but also that many other claims made by the Christian religion are true, for example that God exists, that the resurrection of Jesus really happened, and that Christian claims about how God wants us to behave are also true.



3  Hick can support this conclusion by his further argument about ‘Experiencing-as’, in which he tries to show that interpretation is an essential element of all factual experience. [Note 13] Hick argues that we experience things ‘as’ something and as soon as we try to talk about things we are interpreting them. Sometimes interpretation is straightforward – as when I see something curled on the ground that could be a snake or a rope: to find out, I need to investigate further. Sometimes it is a matter of evaluation – we experience the result of a match as either a win or a loss depending on which side we are on. Many visual tricks present images that could be either one thing or another; for example:
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Optical illusions





As you look at these images, there is no difference in the data received by your eyes as you switch from seeing it one way to the other: it is simply interpretation. You see them ‘as’ one or the other and with some of the more extreme examples it takes quite an effort to switch. This was exactly the dilemma faced by the two explorers in Flew’s story; one chose to see the clearing as a garden and the other did not. Their quest to track down the supposed gardener arose simply because there was no decisive evidence in the clearing itself – each chose to interpret it in his own way. So with Hick’s Parable of the Celestial City, the believer and the non-believer are interpreting the same evidence in completely different ways. Both are valid interpretations of the evidence – evidence which includes our total experience of the facts about the world – and only at some point in the future (when we die) will it be seen which is correct.


Weaknesses of Hick’s argument





1  Hick writes from the perspective of the believer for whom, in the end, the Celestial City will be reached. From the perspective of the atheist, particularly the atheist who focuses on the extent of the evil in the world, the possibility of the Celestial City being verified is so remote as to be not worth considering. In other words, if the believer and the non-believer are interpreting the evidence in completely different ways, Hick’s argument is no stronger than that of the atheist.





As a counter-argument to this, Hick points out that there is a body of evidence in favour of life after death. To mention two examples: near-death experiences give some support for the possibility of continued consciousness after death, as do studies of alleged reincarnational memories by children (for example in the research of Professor Ian Stevenson). Evidence such as this is considered in Chapter 3 on ‘Self, death and afterlife’.





2  Hick’s argument that religious claims are verifiable eschatologically is not a normal factual claim. To explain this, Hick admits that if Christian religious claims about bodily resurrection are true, then of course they will be verified when the individual ‘wakes up’ to bodily experience after death; but if they are false, they can never be falsified, because the individual will never wake up to know that they are false.





This is not how ‘normal’ falsification works, however. To use our earlier example: if I claim that, ‘There is a green dragon eating toast in the room next to you’, if I find the dragon, the statement is verified; if not it is falsified and I know that it is falsified.


Hick tries to solve this problem by claiming that there are other examples of statements that will be verified if they are true but can never be falsified if they are false; but the example he gives is from mathematics and is a logical rather than a factual claim. [Note 14 – if you are interested, read the footnote for further information]


It would seem, therefore, that Hick cannot show that the Christian statement ‘there is life after death’ is a normal factual claim, subject to falsification, since if there is no continuing experience after death you will find out nothing at all.


As a counter-argument to this, the atheist’s argument that there is no life after death is not a normal factual claim either, because if there is life after death, he will know that his claim has been falsified, whereas if there is no life after death, he will not be able to verify his claim, because he will be dead.


In summary, Hick’s claim that ‘There is life after death’ is verifiable in principle, but not falsifiable, whereas the atheist’s claim that ‘There is no life after death’ is falsifiable in principle, but not verifiable.
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Activity


Think about and discuss the following questions, and write brief notes on them:





1  Hick believes that there is evidence for the possibility of life after death. Does the atheist have evidence to the contrary? Can the argument be settled by appeal to evidence?



2  Whose position do you find most coherent: Hick’s argument about eschatological verification, or the atheist’s denial of any kind of existence after death?



3  Do Hick’s arguments show that religious language about life after death is at least coherent?
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Religious language as an expression of a blik with reference to Hare


Whereas Hick argues that religious language is essentially cognitive and that it can meet the criteria laid down by the Verification and Falsification Principles, Hare argues that religious language is essentially non-cognitive and non-falsifiable.
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R.M. Hare (1919–2002)


An English moral philosopher. Following the traumatic experience of being captured by the Japanese after the fall of Singapore in 1942 and having to do a forced march and hard labour, Hare returned to Oxford to complete his degree, then stayed on to teach, becoming a fellow and tutor in philosophy at Balliol College in 1947. He is best known for his work on ethics and particularly the view that moral statements ‘prescribe’ a course of action.
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Faced with the challenge to religious belief presented by Flew, Hare’s response (in the Oxford University symposium in 1948) is to defend religion by suggesting that it actually consists of a set of assumptions about the world (he uses the term ‘blik’ for these assumptions). He argues that everyone has a blik and that bliks tend to determine all that person’s other beliefs. The blik is not negotiable in a rational debate about evidence – in some ways it is beyond both reason and evidence. It is simply the way you see things: a framework for interpreting the world, and it is essentially non-cognitive.
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Key term


Blik Hare’s use of the term refers to a framework of interpretation: a view of the world that is not an assertion, but is non-cognitive and non-falsifiable.
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Like Flew and Hick, Hare provides his own parable:
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Hare’s Parable of the Lunatic


A certain lunatic is convinced that all dons [Oxford university lecturers] want to murder him. His friends introduce him to all the mildest and most respectable dons that they can find and after each of them has retired, they say, ‘You see, he doesn’t really want to murder you; he spoke to you in a most cordial manner; surely you are convinced now?’ But the lunatic replies, ‘Yes, but that was only his diabolical cunning; he’s really plotting against me the whole time, like the rest of them; I know it I tell you.’ However many kindly dons are produced, the reaction is still the same. [Note 15]


[image: ]





We can see, says Hare, that the lunatic is deluded. There is no behaviour by which the dons can show him that he is wrong about them: he will allow nothing to count against his theory of homicidal dons – nothing can falsify his belief about them. Dons might look friendly, but that is just a mask. They might appear harmless, but that is merely a ruse to lull you into a false sense of security.


What the lunatic has, then (according to Hare) is a blik, which is a view about the world. The idea of bliks comes from Hume, who said that we cannot decide what the world is like by observing it, because ALL observation/evidence is open to interpretation (think of what Hick says about ‘Experiencing-as’); rather, we have a blik, a view about the world that we may get from our family or friends.





•  There may be many different kinds of blik.



•  The lunatic’s blik is an insane blik. Alternatively, most people have sane bliks. For example, I might have a blik that the quality of steel in my car may affect its steering. I might have no evidence at all that either the steel or the steering is defective, nevertheless it is important to me, since the consequences of defective steering can be terrible. No amount of safe arrivals or tests will remove my blik about the steering in my car.



•  A religious blik is a common and powerful view and if I have one and am sincere in believing it and in following where it leads, then no amount of persuasion from well-meaning philosophers (such as Flew) will make me think differently.





Now compare Flew and Hare on religious statements:






	Flew

	Hare






	Religious statements are assertions about the world, so they are intended to be cognitive/factual.

	Religious statements are bliks. A blik is not a cognitive/factual assertion – it is an interpretation of the world. Religious bliks are therefore non-cognitive/non-factual.






	Religious believers allow nothing to count against their cognitive/factual assertions, so religious statements are non-falsifiable and therefore meaningless. They die the death of a thousand qualifications.

	Religious bliks are indeed non-falsifiable, but this is because they are non-cognitive; nevertheless they are deeply meaningful. The lunatic may have an insane blik, but his refusal to think differently about Oxford dons shows the depth of that meaning.








Flew’s reply to Hare


Flew simply rejected Hare’s view that religious statements are non-cognitive bliks, because believers do see their statements about God as cognitive and not as non-cognitive.


To see what Flew means, consider the Christian assertions that ‘God cares for his creation’ and that ‘God will resurrect believers after death.’ What would be the point of a Christian making these claims if he or she did not really believe as a matter of fact that there really is a caring God and that life after death will be a reality? Unless these are cognitive/factual assertions, then they amount to what Flew calls ‘dialectical dud-cheques’, meaning that they have no cash value, so are worthless. Most Christians really do believe that their assertions are meaningful assertions about the cosmos, and:


‘If Hare’s religion really is a blik, involving no cosmological assertions about the nature and activities of a supposed personal creator, then surely he is not a Christian at all?’ [Note 16]


On the same page, Flew goes on to insist that Christians do intend their assertions to be factually significant; but their assertions are non-falsifiable and therefore meaningless; so they are just doomed attempts ‘to retain … faith in a loving God in face of the reality of a heartless and indifferent world’.


Strengths of Hare’s theory of bliks






1  Hare’s concept of bliks does explain why it is that different religions make different factual claims. The ‘truths’ of one religion may contradict the ‘truths’ of another (for example, Christianity asserts the divinity of Jesus, whereas Islam denies it), which leads some to suppose that one religion is right and the others are wrong. It seems simpler to accept Hare’s view that however sincerely a believer makes his assertions about God and the world, all such assertions are expressions of non-cognitive bliks. They are deeply meaningful to those who have them, but their value is in that personal meaning and not in any factual content they might be supposed to have.



2  Hare’s position explains why people are not convinced by evidence that appears to contradict their deeply held beliefs. Believers see the evidence through the framework of their bliks.



3  Hare’s argument that religious people see the world in a particular way seems to be true. Within that perspective, religious people see God at work in the world in a variety of distinctive ways; for example, through the beauties of nature, through meditation – in fact through the whole range of experiences generally described as ‘religious’ (for more on this, see Chapter 3 on Religious experience, Volume 1). In other words, Hare’s view correctly reflects the idea that religion gives a view or attitude that is used to interpret the whole of life.





Weaknesses of Hare’s theory of bliks






1  As Flew says, most believers do not see their belief statements as non-cognitive: they take their assertions to express factual truths about the cosmos, otherwise they would not bother to make them. Take the claim, ‘There is a God’. Believers would argue that this is not just a way of seeing the world but a factual truth.



2  Hare seems to make a very odd claim – that Christian beliefs are expressions of non-cognitive bliks whether Christians know it or not. Christians might be supposed to know their own minds.



3  If there are no factual truths about Christianity, its value reduces to its psychological and sociological benefits.



4  Following on from point 3, ‘There is a God’ is a factual claim, not a non-cognitive one. Why would believers want to believe it non-cognitively? To use the language of verification, it is verifiable in principle by the existence and qualities of the universe (as in the Design and Cosmological Arguments for the existence of God – Volume 1, pages 13 and 45); and it is falsifiable in principle by the problem of evil.





Religious language as a language game with reference to Wittgenstein
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Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951)
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An Austrian-British philosopher, Wittgenstein taught at Cambridge 1929–47. He inherited a considerable fortune from his parents, but eventually gave it away to his brothers and sisters. For a time he was at the same school as Adolf Hitler. Wittgenstein served in the Austro-Hungarian army during the First World War and was decorated more than once for bravery.


Wittgenstein, arguably the most influential philosopher of the twentieth century, developed three different approaches to language. In his early work (The Tractatus) he limited the meaningful use of language to its picturing function, so that its meaning comes from its correspondence to observed reality. But by the time his ideas were being taken up by the Logical Positivists, he had already changed his view and saw the meaning of language as given by the broader context of the way it was used. His work on language games, which concerns us here, was not published in his life time, and it shows even more development in his thinking.
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Wittgenstein’s treatment of religious language reflects a different theory of meaning from that of the views we have looked at so far. In his approach, it is inappropriate to treat religious claims as claims about the world: religious claims are not like scientific claims. The meaning of a statement is not defined by the steps you take to verify or falsify it, but by its use: use and context govern meaning.


This approach is the central feature of Wittgenstein’s later work (published in Philosophical Investigations): the meaning of language is found in the way it is used and language is a tool for getting something done. He expressed this in a most remarkable piece of advice coming from a philosopher:


‘Don’t think; look!’


In other words, if you want to understand something, it is not enough to understand the meaning of words and the way they work logically or how they are backed up by evidence. Rather, it is important to look at how the words are used. Meaning is given by use.


He gives the example of a builder who calls out ‘beam’ or ‘more bricks’ to his assistant. The assistant, hearing it, understands what is wanted and fetches the required items. That language is a kind of activity. You shout ‘bricks’ because you want some, not to give a description. And if the assistant yells back ‘Yes it is!’ he would not last long in the job. Exactly the same thing happens when small children first learn to use words; they test them out to see if they work. ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ are key words for exactly that reason – their context is everything!


This leads to an internalist account of meaning – in other words, meaning resides in use, not with reference to some external existing entity. This has obvious implications for the discussion of religious language. If the meaning of a religious claim can only be understood in terms of the way in which it is used, we have to pay attention and describe how religious language functions – not try to claim that it is bogus or outdated science and then dismiss it. But to appreciate this, we need to know something of a central feature of Wittgenstein’s later work: the ‘language game’.
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Key term


Language game Wittgenstein’s term for the idea that language has meaning within a particular social context, each context being governed by rules in the same way that different games are governed by different rules. The meaning of a statement is not defined by the steps you take to verify or falsify it, but by the context in which it occurs, so use and context govern meaning.
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Language games


Games are fascinating because they create an enclosed, carefully defined world in which the players have to obey rules. Football would make little sense and would certainly lose its ability to generate an intense emotional response of despair or triumph, if the players simply kicked the ball around the field at random. Chess would make absolutely no sense without the rules by which each piece may be moved.


In the same way, language works by creating different games in different situations. Each game defines the way words are used and the meanings they have. Consider the following:





•  Giving an order



•  Making a promise



•  Telling a story



•  Making a joke



•  Making a shopping list.





These are all valid uses of language, but they are very different activities and ‘forms of life’; the words only make sense when you understand the nature and purpose of that activity.


This is the essence of Wittgenstein’s ‘language game’ theory and it is important to recognise that the rules for the use of language are therefore neither right nor wrong: they are merely useful for the job we want them to do. You wouldn’t say that a joke is factually ‘wrong’ – it’s simply a joke, and it either works or not depending on whether it makes you laugh. You cannot criticise other people’s use of language without understanding the full intention, context and meaning of that use.


So: language is an indefinite set of social activities (language games), each serving a different kind of purpose: for example, literally playing a game such as football, chess or darts; giving orders, praying, cursing, forming and testing a hypothesis, and so on. Each of these is its own language game. All of the meaning is in the language game of those who use it. If I play chess, the world of rooks, bishops and pawns makes sense within that language game. There are points of connection with other language games (for example, chess imports some of the language of war), but chess as a language game follows its own pattern and has its own meaning.


The implications for religious language


Religious language ‘is’ its own language game, with its own set of rules by which the game functions, such as praying, praising, extolling, worshipping, blessing and cursing.


In fact religious language is not a language game – rather it contains a multiplicity of language games within its own context, which is the language of the believing community (think of the breadth and depth of different forms of religious expression in the world). Within that context it makes perfect sense.


Religious language regulates the believer’s life. It is like a picture: you can either use it and get something out of it, or else you can leave it alone. There is no contradiction between using it and not using it, any more than there is a contradiction if you do or do not want to play a game of chess. The statements, ‘I believe in God’ and ‘I do not believe in God’ are therefore not contradictory – they are just different perspectives.


In particular, religious language is not like scientific language. In the scientific language game, using evidence is part of the game, whereas in religious language it is not. Following Wittgenstein’s approach, then, verification and falsification debates are irrelevant to religious language. Scholars like Ayer and Flew are typical examples – they are locked into the view of the Logical Positivists that the only form of meaningful language is cognitive/factual/scientific/evidential, and so they conclude that religious language must be meaningless. The mistake they make is to take the language of one language game (that of science) and apply it to another (that of religion). One might as well try to apply the language of Rap to that of quantum mechanics.


In summary, then, the religious language game is meaningful to those who want to use that game by immersing themselves in the religious ‘Form of Life’: we should not try to separate the meaning of religious beliefs from the community of people who use them and live by them.


‘God’ is therefore not to be understood as a scientific hypothesis about the possible existence of a being, but a word used within the religious community to denote the creative power within everything. God is what ‘God’ means for religious people.


Strengths and weaknesses of Wittgenstein’s account of religious language as a language game


Strengths





1  It avoids the confusion that results from mistaking what language is trying to do, particularly the mistakes of the verificationist and falsificationist approaches to religious language.



2  It allows a variety of meaning: artistic, poetic, musical, emotional, historical, ethical and religious (for example) rather than expecting all language to conform to an empirical or scientific norm.



3  Wittgenstein recognises the meaning behind the statement of a Christian who says, ‘There is a God.’ To the believer, that statement affirms that they are, as H.H. Price puts it, believing in God rather than believing that God exists (in Chapter VIII of Mitchell’s volume. See also Volume 1, page 14). They are confirming belief in God as a reality in their lives, and this does seem to capture the heart of what religious belief is about.





Weaknesses





1  Wittgenstein’s approach discourages debate with secular thinkers.





If we cannot understand religious language unless we engage with it and use it according to the rules of the religious language game, this isolates religion from external criticism, whereas having to engage in critical debate with secular thinkers is arguably more likely to lead to understanding rather than confrontation.





2  Many Christians are committed to dialogue with those who do not share their language game. As a ‘form of life’, religion does attempt to communicate with those outside its own community – indeed Evangelical Christianity has this as one of its primary aims. It seems unrealistic to expect the meaning of all religious assertions to be protected from external examination and criticism, whilst at the same time claiming that the Christian message is of universal significance.



3  For some, the most serious criticism of Wittgenstein’s language game theory is that religious statements no longer have to be true or false, so theoretically, a group of people could construct a consistent set of belief statements based on some of the most bloodthirsty religious practices of past civilisations, and these would form a valid language game. But most believers do not assume that this is what they are doing when they make religious assertions. Believers who assert that ‘there is a God’, or ‘God is love’, or ‘there is an afterlife’, do not generally think of these statements in anything like the same way as Wittgenstein. Instead, they believe that they are making assertions about reality and that their assertions are true.





In other words, there is a divide between what Wittgenstein thinks believers are up to and what most believers themselves think of the matter. If Wittgenstein acknowledges that religious ‘truth’ is defined by those who use the language game, then he seems to ignore the fact that they disagree with him.





4  Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning assumes that there can be no evidence for metaphysical beliefs. This is arguably false. ‘There is a God’ is the main metaphysical belief of Christian theism and is a cognitive/factual claim in so far as a creative mind is a likely hypothesis to explain the existence of the universe. Bertrand Russell’s claim that the existence of the universe is an inexplicable ‘brute fact’ is not borne out by the scientific method. Science works on the assumption that there are discoverable natural laws by which the universe functions, such as the laws of physics. It seems arbitrary to claim on the one hand that everything in the universe is explained by the operation of natural laws and on the other that the universe itself is an exception to those laws.






Conclusions as to the issue of whether religious language should be viewed cognitively or non-cognitively


You should at this stage have an overview of the different positions on this question:


Hick argues that religious language is cognitive because it is verifiable eschatologically. Experience after death will factually verify Christian claims. Hick’s argument makes sense, but we have to question it because if there is no life after death, Christians will not wake up to know that the claims of their religion have been falsified.


Hare argues that religious statements are non-cognitive: they are non-falsifiable bliks – views of the world by which we interpret what we experience; but Flew seems right to reject this on the grounds that most believers do indeed think of their beliefs as cognitive, otherwise they are ‘dialectical dud-cheques’ – worth nothing.


Wittgenstein’s language-game approach is also non-cognitive, but his argument seems to insulate religious believers from dialogue with those who do not share their beliefs. A lack of dialogue in and about religion is arguably unhealthy.


The strengths of cognitivism and non-cognitivism


Strengths of cognitivism


Cognitive religious language makes factual claims that are clear and open to examination by anyone.


Most religious believers are cognitivists – they hold that their beliefs are factual, a view supported by Hick. Believers are committed to those beliefs precisely because they believe them to be factual, not because they think that they are non-cognitive bliks.


Strengths of non-cognitivism


It does not pretend that religious language is scientific, so it avoids the kind of challenges mounted by verificationists and falsificationists.


It reflects the distinctive views and commitments of religious people: their religious bliks, as Hare would put it.


It acknowledges that there can be many different ways in which language can be meaningful.


The problem is that this does not seem to get us very far, since what cognitivists see as the strengths of their position are seen as weaknesses by non-cognitivists, and vice versa.


An alternative is to combine cognitivism with non-cognitivism


We do not have to conclude that religious language is definitely cognitive or definitely non-cognitive. For a start, not all cognitivists agree on what is factual and what is not. To see the force of this, look at the section on ‘Self, death and afterlife’ (Chapter 8 in Volume 1), particularly the variety of interpretations of Christian beliefs about resurrection, heaven, hell and purgatory. A Christian might have a cognitive understanding of resurrection of the body but a non-cognitive understanding of hell, seeing it as a psychological condition brought about by the believer’s own thoughts and actions.


In other words, Christians find little difficulty in holding both cognitive and non-cognitive beliefs at the same time.


Something of this kind can be seen in the writings of Hick:


Hick accepts that mythological language in the Bible is non-literal and non-cognitive, but myth:




‘… nevertheless tends to evoke an appropriate dispositional attitude to [the Real/God]’ [Note 17]





For example, the myth of:




‘… the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden can be seen … as a mythic story which expresses, and thereby engraves in the imagination, the fact that ordinary human life is lived in alienation from God and hence from one’s neighbours and from the natural environment.’ [Note 18]





The myth has become engrained in Christian tradition and so has the power to dispose Christians to seek God.


Nevertheless the Christian belief system as a whole is fact-asserting: [Note 19] its truth-claims are cognitive and will be verified in the afterlife, so these claims provide:




‘an experientially verifiable claim, in virtue of which the belief-system as a whole is established as being factually true-or-false.’ [Note 20]





The central affirmations of the Christian faith therefore have a ‘… genuinely factual character’ in which there is still:




‘… ample scope for the non-factual language of myth, symbol and poetry to express the believer’s awareness of the illimitable mysteries which surround that core of religious fact.’ [Note 21]





On this kind of interpretation, then, we do not have to choose between understanding religious language as cognitive or non-cognitive: it contains both elements.
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Discussion points





1  How important is it for religious believers that at least some religious claims should be cognitive/factual?



2  Are some religious assertions more cognitive than others? If so, which?



3  Should an atheist see religious language as cognitive or non-cognitive?



4  Do you think that ‘There is a God’ is a cognitive claim?



5  Do you think that ‘There is life after death’ is a cognitive claim?



6  Are statements about God’s nature meaningful?
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Other views of the nature of religious language


So far we have been examining the nature of religious language and whether it is cognitive or non-cognitive, and in the course of this we have seen that there have been many attempts to show that religious language is not like statements of empirical fact – it has to do with:





•  a particular way of seeing things (Hare)



•  the possibility that one will finally know the truth about beliefs that cannot now be verified (Hick’s eschatological verification)



•  the meaning within the circle of people who use it (Wittgenstein).





All these have been attempts to move away from the narrow ‘picturing’ view of language presented by the early work of Wittgenstein and taken up by the Logical Positivists.


However, there are other thinkers who start from quite a different position. They, in different ways, start from within the experience of religion and ask what it does to the meaning of words if they are to be applied to God. The result of doing this is to recognise that the previous debate has been loaded against the religious believer, because it has assumed too narrow a view of how language refers to, and expresses insights into, the nature of reality.


This is an important recognition, because religious language does not just arrive ready made for philosophers to examine logically. It comes out of the situation in which religious people want to say things about their religion and the experience they have of it.


To do this, we shall step back in time to the thirteenth century to look at what Thomas Aquinas had to say about analogy, and then further back to the mystical writing of ‘Pseudo-Dionysius’ in the early sixth century about the religious claim that nothing can literally be said about God, and finally to one of the twentieth century’s great theologians, Paul Tillich, who attempted to put those two earlier traditions together in his argument that all religious language is symbolic, in that it attempts to express a meaning that always transcends the literal, just as God is ‘within’ but transcends the world.




[image: ]


A ‘straw man’ God?


A ‘straw man’ argument is an argument that somebody puts forward usually because they know it is easy to knock down. An easy way of discrediting an argument is to put forward a version of it that you know your opponent does not really support. All three thinkers that we now look at recognise that ‘God language’ is quite different from literal descriptions of physical objects in the universe. The implication of this is that the God, whose meaningfulness was rejected by the Logical Positivists and defended by Hick, Hare and others, was little more than a straw man – a superficial caricature, presented simply in order to be knocked down in an argument.
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[NB – In order to preserve the sequence of argument here, we shall study these three thinkers in a slightly different order from that given in the specification – Aquinas on analogy, then the Via Negativa, then Tillich on symbol.]



Religious language as analogical with reference to Aquinas
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Thomas Aquinas (1225–74)
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The philosophy of Aquinas is now familiar to you from his Cosmological Argument for the existence of God and from his construction of the ethics of Natural Moral Law. He also wrote extensively on the nature of religious language.
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An analogy is an attempt to explain the meaning of something which is difficult to understand by comparing it with something that is more securely within our reference-frame. You have already come across its use in theology through Paley’s analogical Design Argument for the existence of God.
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Key term


Analogy An analogy is an attempt to explain the meaning of something which is difficult to understand by comparing it with something that is more securely within our reference-frame.
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Aquinas’ doctrine of analogy follows from his rejection of both univocal and equivocal language to describe God.


To explain these terms: if you use the same word to describe different things, its use may be:





•  univocal – if it means exactly the same thing each time. For example, if I describe both a coat and a lump of coal as ‘black’ I am using that word univocally – it means exactly the same thing in each case.



•  equivocal – if it means different things when used in the different situations. For example, we can use the word ‘bat’ to describe something used to hit a cricket ball; we also use ‘bat’ to describe a flying mammal.





So what happens when you use the same words (for example, good, loving, merciful) to talk about both a human being and God? In this situation, neither univocal nor equivocal meaning is of much use.


Univocal language will limit God, making him too much like the ordinary things to which the word generally refers.


On the other hand, if we use words equivocally nothing is going to be conveyed.


For example, if I were to claim univocally that God is loving, in exactly the same way that people are loving, then I run into all sorts of problems, because God presumably does not have a body, or the means of expressing love in an ordinary human way. On the other hand, if I claim equivocally that God is loving in a way that is nothing at all like human love, then I have said absolutely nothing about him, because it empties the word ‘love’ of any meaning.


Aquinas argued that language used to describe God’s nature should do so analogically. In other words, the meaning of a word when applied to earthly things could be extended to be used of God, once it was recognised that it was being used as an analogy and not in a literal or univocal way.


For our purposes, we can say that Aquinas set out two different forms of analogy:



1 The analogy of attribution


God is completely different from the universe. Nevertheless there is a causal relationship between the universe and God, since God is its creator and this gives meaning to language about God.


Aquinas’ explanation of analogy is not easy to understand. He talks (for example) about the relationship between a healthy body and healthy urine [Note 22], since the colour, smell (and taste) of urine were used as a diagnostic of the body’s health. From this, several commentators have drawn out the following analogy, which is taken here from the account by Peter Vardy and Julie Arliss. [Note 23]


Take the statements: The bull is healthy; and the bull’s urine is healthy;


The health of the bull’s urine relates to its colour, smell and taste. The health of the bull is completely different; nevertheless the two are linked because the bull produces the urine.


Similarly, we can say:


God is good, wise and loving; and Vanessa is good, wise and loving;


God created Vanessa (just as the bull created the urine), so God is causally responsible for goodness, wisdom and love in Vanessa (and in fact in everything else).


This does not mean that God’s goodness, wisdom and love are just magnified versions of Vanessa’s goodness, wisdom and love; rather, it means that God has what it takes to produce these qualities in Vanessa.


But God’s goodness is not moral goodness; rather it is simply whatever it means for God to be good and we cannot know what that is.


From the analogy of attribution, we can therefore conclude that:





1  although we have no idea what it means for God to be good, the assertion that God is good is meaningful.



2  If you look back at Section 7 (‘God’), in Volume 1 (page 265) on God and the problem of using anthropomorphic language about God, Aquinas’ analogy of attribution seems to solve this problem. To say that God is Love, Judge or King, for example, means that God has what it takes to produce those attributes in persons.





2 The analogy of proportionality


Both a human being and God may be described as ‘powerful’, but we assume that the meaning of ‘powerful’ in each case is proportional to their respective natures. Equally, an ant is remarkably powerful in being able to move a leaf, but its power does not match that of the human being who accidentally treads on it.


Hick uses an example from the Catholic theologian Baron von Hügel (1852–1925) [Note 24]:




We can describe the quality of faithfulness in a human, and we can understand similar characteristics of faithfulness in dogs.







That faithfulness is neither completely different nor the same, so the language we use to compare them is neither equivocal nor univocal – it is analogical.








The analogy is ‘downwards’ in the sense that there is a big difference between canine faithfulness and faithfulness in humans, since the latter is based on self-conscious deliberation (a quality that dogs do not have).







We can also make an analogy ‘upwards’ to the faithfulness of God, but this time the analogy is reversed: faithfulness in humans is at best a remote approximation to faithfulness or any other quality in God.





As Hick goes on to point out, the doctrine of analogy does not tell us what God’s perfect attributes as such are like:
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As used by him [Aquinas], the doctrine of analogy does not profess to spell out the concrete character of God’s perfections, but only to indicate the relation between the different meanings of a word when it is applied both to man and (on the basis of revelation) to God. Analogy is not an instrument for exploring and mapping the infinite divine nature; it is an account of the way in which terms are used of the Deity whose existence is, at this point, being presupposed. The doctrine of analogy provides a framework for certain limited statements about God. [Note 25]
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Ramsey’s view on analogy


Ian Ramsey offers a well-known clarification of analogical statements about God. Ramsey (1915–72) was an English philosopher of religion who also became Bishop of Durham.


Ramsey’s views on analogy are not required in the specification, so no exam question can be set requiring knowledge of them. They are included here because they are well known, and could be used, where relevant, in response to a general question involving analogy.


Ramsey’s description of the process of applying analogical terms was set out in his book: Religious Language. [Note 26] He uses the terms ‘model’ and ‘qualifier’.


A model is a word that has a straightforward meaning when applied to ordinary things we experience, but may also be used to describe God. For example, we know what it means to be a ‘creator’ so, by analogy, we can use the word ‘creator’ as a model for describing God.


However, it is important that the model should not be misunderstood and used univocally of God. Hence the need for a qualifier – a word to show how the model is to be applied to God. So, for example, we might speak of an ‘infinite’ or ‘perfect’ creator, in which case ‘creator’ is the model and ‘infinite’ or ‘perfect’ are its qualifiers.


In that book, Ramsey covers other aspects of religious language, emphasizing that it expresses discernment (it tries to express something that the religious person believes they have seen or understood about reality) and also commitment (it is not simply a detached or objective description of reality). A corresponding commitment comes from God in the form of a ‘disclosure’, whereby everyday empirical experiences take on a new depth and meaning for believers, and the language of models and metaphors taken from these experiences is most appropriate to talk about them.
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Strengths and weaknesses of the use of analogy to talk about God


Strengths





1  A literal, univocal language is going to be inadequate to talk about God, since it does not take into account God’s transcendence, but tends to reduce him to the status of one thing among many, a possible ‘thing’. Analogy avoids this.



2  In the same way, analogy avoids anthropomorphising God, because anthropomorphic language is not meant to be taken as literal.



3  Religious experience often takes a person beyond words, but in seeking to describe what they have experienced, they need to use words, but recognise that they need to push beyond their ordinary, limited meaning. Analogy does that very well.



4  Analogy uses ordinary human experience and qualities in order to express something [God] that transcends them, and because it is based on human experiences it is cognitive and allows language about God to be meaningful/to avoid non-cognitivism.





Weaknesses





1  Others disagree with the whole idea of analogy, on the grounds that in order for both the analogy of attribution and the analogy of proportionality to work effectively, you have to have prior knowledge of God. You cannot argue that God’s love is analogous to human love if you do not even know what is meant by the word ‘God.’ Equally, you can only show a proportional relationship if you know both the things that are to be compared.





For example, Hick’s account of the analogy of proportionality, based on the idea of a ‘downwards’ analogy from human faithfulness to faithfulness in a dog and the corresponding ‘upwards’ analogy to faithfulness in God, is not really proportional at all. If God’s faithfulness is infinite (to use Ramsey’s qualifier), then human to God cannot be remotely proportional to dog to human.





2  Some object that the analogy of attribution can be used to prove that God is evil, because if we say, ‘God has what it takes to produce goodness in humans’, we can also say that ‘God has what it takes to produce evil in humans’.





Aquinas had an answer to this objection, which you might remember from your study of the Problem of evil in Volume 1; namely that evil is not a thing in itself, but is simply the absence of good, in the same way that darkness is not a thing in itself, but is simply the absence of light. God cannot, therefore, be accused of bringing about evil in humans. We pointed out that there are problems with this view of evil (Volume 1, page 58), so you might like to revisit that section before you make a judgement about analogy here.




[image: ]


Discussion points


Aquinas accepted that creation must be causally dependent upon its Creator. Aquinas also accepted that some of our ideas about God are given to us by special revelation (scripture).


For those who already believe that God exists as the Creator and that God is personal and is the source of qualities found in things in the world (the sort of God that Aquinas had argued for by his Cosmological Argument), it makes perfect sense to use analogy to explain how one might speak of God.


But those who do not already have those beliefs have no reason to say anything about God, whether analogical or univocal. Hence, analogy works best within the context of theology; that is, within the circle of those who already play the religious ‘language game’, to use Wittgenstein’s term.


Does this mean that Wittgenstein’s non-cognitive view of religious language is right after all?
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The Via Negativa



Kataphatic and apophatic ways


There are two different but complementary approaches to religion – the apophatic and the kataphatic.
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Key terms


Apophatic theology (From Greek ‘to deny’) – the denial of a positive description of God, hence the Via Negativa – the ‘negative way’‘by way of denial’.


Kataphatic theology Kataphatic is Greek for ‘affirmation’, so kataphatic theology uses positive terms about God (as opposed to apophatic theology, which uses only negative terms).
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In prayer, for example, some people think that it is appropriate to use words, describing God, asking for things, praising him and so on – that is kataphatic prayer. Others think the best approach is to sit and open the mind to silence, allowing God’s presence to infuse the experience, but not in a way that can be described – that is apophatic prayer.


In theology, too, some traditions – particularly Western Christianity – place great emphasis on saying things about God, with creeds and descriptions of his qualities – kataphatic theology. Other traditions – to some extent seen in Eastern Orthodox religion, but particularly in some branches of Hinduism and Buddhism – emphasise the idea that God’s reality/Ultimate Reality is beyond all description – the apophatic approach.


Mystics have generally taken the apophatic way, and Wittgenstein, who was particularly interested in mysticism, ends the Tractatus with a perfect definition of the apophatic way: ‘Whereof we cannot speak, thereof we must remain silent.’


Think back to Volume 1, Chapter 3 on Religious experience, where we referred to those (such as Otto and Stace) who see God as being utterly transcendent and ineffable. It may be argued that God is so transcendent and therefore so beyond the ordinary meaning of the words we use to describe things, that there is nothing we can say about him in any positive or literal way without at the same time diminishing him. To use Ian Ramsey’s language, the ‘qualifiers’ we need in speaking about God totally swamp out the content of the ‘models’. God is somehow known, but yet remains beyond knowledge. This is called the Via Negativa.
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Key term


Via Negativa The ‘negative way’ – to state only what may not be said about God.
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If that is so, then the most we can say is what he is not – in other words, we can deny God the sorts of qualities and limitations that might apply to other beings.


In terms of Christianity, this tradition goes back to Pseudo-Dionysius, who lived in the fifth and early sixth century CE, and whose writings were influential through the mediaeval period.
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Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite
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Be reassured, ‘Pseudo’ is not the saddest of first names! It refers to the fact that this unknown writer of the early sixth century presented his work as though coming from Dionysius the Areopagite, who (in Acts 17:34) was converted to Christianity by Saint Paul. According to the Church historian Eusebius, Dionysius became the first bishop of Athens. Clearly, the sixth-century writer hoped to show that his views were in line with those of the Early Church. Does that make him a ‘pseudo’? Not really, but that’s the name by which he has become known.


Pseudo-Dionysius was a Neo-Platonist, deeply influenced by Plato’s distinction between the eternal, unchanging and perfect realm of the ‘Forms’, contrasted with the limited and changing material things in this world.


[image: ]





Pseudo-Dionysius accordingly developed the Via Negativa in order to emphasise the transcendence of God and therefore to separate him from any literal description which could limit him or identify him with the changeable things in this world. He was also a mystic, which means that he thought that one could experience God in a personal way that went beyond the use of language.


Pseudo-Dionysius suggested that God is nameless, and yet ‘has the names of everything that is’. This follows from both the broad sense of God not just as creator (which requires no more than a deistic view of an external God) but as involved creatively within everything, and from the mystical sense of being at one with God. Language that commonly uses words to describe the ‘bits and pieces’ of our world cannot hope to embrace this sense of an indwelling and omnipresent God.


Support for the Via Negativa comes also from Maimonides.
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Maimonides (c.1135–1204)
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A Jewish philosopher, astronomer and physician, born in Cordova (present-day Spain). Known as ‘the Great Eagle’ for his expertise in the Jewish Oral Torah. Maimonides apparently despised poetry on the grounds that it was linguistic invention.
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Maimonides insisted that God was not comparable to anything else, and that to say (for example) that God is the most powerful being, means that God’s power can be compared with human power, which reduces God to a thing that can be measured against everything else. He therefore adopted a negative theology, which ‘describes’ ‘God by accumulating all the negatives, such as ‘God is not corporeal’/‘God does not exist in space’. Consider the following passage, in which he claims that only the negative attributes bring us closer to the knowledge and understanding of God:
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I will give you … some illustrations, in order that you may better understand the propriety of forming as many negative attributes as possible, and the impropriety of ascribing to God any positive attributes. A person may know for certain that a ‘ship’ is in existence, but he may not know to what object that name is applied, whether to a substance or to an accident; a second person then learns that a ship is not an accident; a third, that it is not a mineral; a fourth, that it is not a plant growing in the earth; a fifth, that it is not a body whose parts are joined together by nature; a sixth, that it is not a flat object like boards or doors; a seventh, that it is not a sphere; an eighth, that it is not pointed; a ninth, that it is not round shaped; nor equilateral; a tenth, that it is not solid. It is clear that this tenth person has almost arrived at the correct notion of a ‘ship’ by the foregoing negative attributes … In the same manner you will come nearer to the knowledge and comprehension of God by the negative attributes … I do not merely declare that he who affirms attributes of God has not sufficient knowledge of the Creator … but I say that he unconsciously loses his belief in God. [Note 27]
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What are we to make of this and of the Via Negativa in general?


Evaluation of the Via Negativa



Strengths





1  It does avoid the problem of positive language about God, where God appears to be seen as a thing over and against other things. If God is the Creator and is therefore the source of all things, then it is reasonable to think that God cannot himself be a thing.



2  It avoids anthropomorphism, since its focus is on God’s transcendence.



3  Its focus on God’s transcendence is also supported by the claims of those in the mystical tradition, such as Otto and Stace, and in apophatic forms of meditation, where mystical experiences of God are said to be ineffable/indescribable/beyond sense experience.





Weaknesses





1  The Via Negativa claims that it is possible to approach some kind of understanding of God by saying what God is not. Brian Davies comments:
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Maimonides evidently thinks that this claim is true; but the reverse is the case. For 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. Suppose I say that there is something in my room, and suppose I reject every suggestion you make as to what is actually there. In that case, you will get no idea at all about what is in my room. Going back to the quotation from Maimonides [quoted above] … 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. [Note 28]
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2  To put the last point in a slightly different way, think back to Flew and the ‘Parable of the Gardener’, where the believer keeps qualifying his statement about the gardener, saying that the gardener is invisible, inaudible, intangible and incorporeal. You can see that this is the language of the Via Negativa, and Flew’s complaint is that defining God in this way amounts to a definition of nothing. The concept of God ‘dies the death of a thousand qualifications’.



3  Mystical tradition may support the Via Negativa, but if a mystic says that he or she has had an experience of God, but then cannot describe that experience, how can we tell whether it was an experience of God or simply an experience produced by the brain?



4  How practical is the Via Negativa for religion? Is it possible to worship a God who is described entirely in negative ways: not finite, not visible, not tangible, not limited in any way, not having parts and passions?





Clearly, most believers do want to say positive things about God and they therefore have to find appropriate ways to qualify the language they use in order to do so. Is it possible to find a form of language that is both cognitive and yet avoids the problems of literalism and safeguards the transcendence of God? One attempt to do this, which gets beyond the cognitive and non-cognitive debates outlined earlier, is Tillich’s idea that religious language is based on symbols, and to this we now turn.



Religious language as symbolic with reference to Tillich
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Paul Tillich (1886–1965)
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A German Christian existentialist theologian, Tillich was brought up as a Protestant, was ordained and became a military chaplain to the German forces in the First World War. The experience of war led him to question traditional Lutheran theology, and for some years he taught philosophy in German universities, before being thrown out of his post by the Nazis and escaping to the United States.


His theology sought to match up the existential questions people ask about life and its meaning with the symbols offered in traditional Christian language and doctrine. He is particularly known for his argument that God is ‘Being-itself’ rather than a separate being, and that religion is about one’s ‘ultimate concern’ – that which ultimately gives life value and meaning.
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We have seen that debates about whether religious language is cognitive or non-cognitive, analogical or equivocal, are difficult to resolve. For Aquinas’ doctrine of analogy to work, so that you can assert (for example) that ‘God is loving’, you have to believe: 1) that God exists; 2) that the term ‘loving’ can be applied analogically to God with reference to human experience; but – do we really know that it is appropriate to apply that term to God? Alternatively, if we prefer to use the Via Negativa to think of God as ineffable, infinite and indescribable, we seem to end up being able to say nothing cognitive about God at all. Paul Tillich’s view of religious symbol addresses both these problems.


Here are four of the main features of symbols according to Tillich’s account.





1  Symbols point to a reality beyond themselves.



2  They ‘participate’ in the power to which they point.



3  They open up levels of reality which would otherwise be closed to us.



4  At the same time they open up levels of the soul which correspond to those realities.





Tillich also adds:





5  Symbols cannot be produced intentionally; they grow out of the human unconscious.



6  Symbols are produced and die within a cultural context. For example, the religious systems of Ancient Greece and Rome died when the symbolism of their pantheon of gods lost its resonance and meaning.





To explain these features:





1 and 2 In his Systematic Theology, Tillich makes an important distinction between a sign and a symbol:





A sign is a conventional way of using an image or word to point to something other than itself. Take the example of road signs. We learn the Highway Code because we need to know what those signs stand for. Some of them picture what they signify (for example, the warning signs for a slippery road or for older people crossing); others are abstract (such as a ‘no entry’ sign). The key thing is that they are conventional and can be replaced if we decide to do so.


By contrast a symbol points beyond itself, like a sign, but it also participates in the power of that to which it points. [Note 29] For example, a flag is a sign of the country it represents and at the same time it participates in the power and dignity of that country:





3 and 4 For Tillich, if we want to discover the true nature of religion, then this can only arise from religious experience, and this kind of experience can be expressed only by symbolic language.





Where Tillich says (point 3) that symbols open up levels of reality which would otherwise be closed to us, he explains this by an analogy with the arts (such as poetry, art and music). The arts can put the individual in touch with another level of existence. As an example (not Tillich’s), the ‘Ring Cycle’ (‘Der Ring des Nibelungen’) is a musical masterpiece that Richard Wagner constructed over a period of 26 years. It is a combination of mythological and poetic themes, not least when the Valkyrie Brünnhilde loses immortality to experience passion and death itself with Siegfried. The Ring Cycle creates its own level of reality through musical, poetical and artistic symbolism, and does so uniquely. Further, through music and art of this stature, the soul can find new perspectives on life.


Religious symbols, then, fulfil their function uniquely, so nothing else can fulfil that function. They open up a level of reality that otherwise is not opened up at all. Tillich is influenced, here, by the work of Rudolf Otto on religious experiences, which we studied in Chapter 3 of Volume 1. For Otto, the essence of religion is where the soul experiences that which is ‘numinous’ and ‘the Holy’. You will remember his argument that numinous feelings are not just more intense versions of our normal feelings: they are sui generis, meaning they are unique or in a class of their own. They are a special faculty in our minds – a faculty that recognises the holy and responds to it.


Our attempts to say things about God arise out of such experiences. For Tillich, there are two essential features to the ‘God’ that appears through religious experience or a religious symbol:





1  God is ‘Being-itself’ rather than a being. In other words, an experience of God is not an experience of something that just happens to be there: it is not an experience of one object among others. Rather, it is an experience of life itself – of ‘being/existence’ itself: an experience which then gives meaning to everything else.



2  God is our ‘ultimate concern’. For the religious believer, God demands total attention and commitment, covering all other aspects of life. This sense of God as the most important concern in life is seen in the nature of religious experience.





All this is crucially important when we talk about ‘religious language’.





1  The only literal statement in religious language is that God is ‘Being-itself’. We cannot use literal language to describe ‘Being-itself’, because asking the question, ‘What is ‘Being-itself’?’ is not a question about a particular being. Rather, it is to examine the question of what it means to be – to exist.



2  A symbol is ‘self-transcending’ – it means something in itself, but also points beyond itself to some higher or greater reality. For example, if you see a new-born baby, the significance of that experience goes beyond the physical thing you see: its meaning transcends that. As another example, for those who consume the bread and wine in a service of Holy Communion, the significance of that experience can transcend the physical experience of eating and drinking. It is this self-transcending quality of life that is key to Tillich’s understanding of all religious language as symbolic, because symbolic language is the only kind of language that can express that self-transcending quality.



3  God does not exist as a separate being: God is not ‘a being’ among others. God is ‘Being-itself’.



4  God is the name for what a religious person encounters in a way that is personal and demanding, not in any way casual or detached. This means that if we use the language of the Cosmological Argument in an attempt to prove the existence of God, for example, this is NOT religious language: it is merely about cosmology. For something to be religious, it has to reflect religious experience and/or religious practice.





To conclude:


In this way, Tillich was able to take conventional religious language and show the way in which it addresses the personal needs and questions that people have about reality and meaning. It does not give factual information about another world, or a supernatural realm, but shows the profound, religious significance of features of this world.
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Love and God


The radical nature of the way in which the idea of the religious symbol cuts across much of the discussion of religious language can best be illustrated by taking a single example: the claim that ‘God is love’.


If that claim is taken to give information about a deity inhabiting a supernatural realm, it falls under all the criticism offered by the Logical Positivists and others. There is no direct evidence for any such cognitive claim. On the other hand, if we shift to a non-cognitive approach, we end up saying that ‘God is love’ means little more than the personal and subjective decision to live in a loving way, or to take love as our primary motivation.


Even if we manage to define what we mean by God, we are then stuck with the problem about how an eternal, omnipresent God can be described using words whose meaning is given with reference to ordinary, limited objects in this world – hence the discussion of the use of analogy. If we despair of describing God through analogy, we may end up with the view that nothing positive can be said about God at all.


That is where symbolism comes to the rescue. Instead of starting with the idea of a separate being called ‘God’ and a known experience called ‘love’, suppose we put the two together and suggest that, in the experience of love, we encounter a reality that transcends our particular circumstances. God then becomes a name we give to the reality revealed by love. In this way, symbolic language conveys information about what is experienced, and yet it does not refer to the experience of a separate entity called ‘God’. It also reflects the theological claim that God is everywhere – expressed in St Paul’s idea that ‘In him we live and move and have our being …’ (Acts 17:28). The religious symbol is a direct consequence of that conviction about God, and of the nature of religious experience. An ordinary word becomes a symbol when it offers us insight into the nature of reality itself. That – according to Tillich– is what ‘God language’ is about. It is not to do with any doubtful claim about supernatural beings.
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Strengths and weaknesses of the use of symbolic language to talk about God


Strengths





1  Symbolic language can relate religious ideas to ordinary/everyday experiences, such as love.



2  It allows us to make only one literal statement about what we mean when we speak of God – that God is ‘Being-itself’. God is not a being who exists within this universe or in some transcendent realm, even an infinite and eternal being; so we do not have to try to say something meaningful about such a being, either through analogy or through the Via Negativa, for example.



3  It reflects what is known through religious experience, through which we can gain insight into issues that are central to our lives, such as guilt, sin, alienation, love, redemption, salvation, judgement and the Kingdom of God. These are understood in an existential sense: they tell us something about the meaning of our lives.





Weaknesses





1  Hick rejects Tillich’s view that a symbol ‘participates’ in the reality to which it points and complains that Tillich does not clarify what this means. For example, if we take the symbolic statement that ‘God is good’:
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Is the symbol in this case the proposition ‘God is good,’ or the concept ‘the goodness of God’? Does this symbol participate in ‘Being-itself’ in the same sense as that in which a flag participates in the power and dignity of a nation? And what precisely is this sense? … Again, according to Tillich, everything that exists participates in ‘Being-itself’; what then is the difference between the way in which symbols participate in ‘Being-itself’ and the way in which everything else participates in it? [Note 30]
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2  Hick also disputes Tillich’s view that symbols arise from the unconscious mind:





If we take a complex theological statement such as, ‘God is not dependent for his existence upon any reality other than himself’, Hick asks, ‘Is it really plausible to say that [this] … has arisen from the unconscious, whether individual or collective?’ [Note 31]


Hick is making the valid point that far from arising from the unconscious, many of the important things we want to say about God (such as the Cosmological and Design Arguments) arise from the conscious brains of philosophers and theologians.





3  Many Christians do not share Tillich’s view of God as ‘Being-itself’. For Tillich, God as a separate being does not exist, and what we call God is ‘Being-itself’ – the ground upon which all beings exist. This does not sit well, however, with those Christians who do see God as a separate and transcendent being who is also the ground of our existence; or with deists who see God as the Creator who made the universe and then left it to follow the laws by which it was made; or with the views of Process theologians who see ‘God-and-the-universe’ existing panentheistically (see Volume 1, pages 77–82).
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Discussion points





1  ‘Using cognitive/literal language about God says nothing meaningful.’ How far do you agree?



2  ‘All the problems about religious language disappear when we see it as symbolic.’ How far do you agree?



3  To what extent is it true that religion is about the numinous/the uncanny/the ‘wholly other’?



4  To what extent is religious language about value and commitment?



5  ‘God does not exist in any literal sense.’ How far do you agree?



6  Do art, poetry, or music open up new levels of meaning for you?
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Concluding synthesis


In religious studies, as in other disciplines, beware of any demands to decide specifically what is true and what is false, what is right and what is wrong, and what is or is not the case. There is no requirement that truth should have only one level and one descriptor.


You do not have to decide, then, whether religious language is specifically cognitive or non-cognitive, or whether it is equivocal, analogical, metaphorical, symbolic, or anything else. It is the case that religious assertions can be understood in any or all of these ways, and that each understanding says something useful to bring out the distinctive nature of religious language.
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We move, now, to the study of miracles, where the central question is: What do assertions about miracles mean? This question involves both realist and anti-realist understandings of miracles and you might find that the debate offers another perspective on the nature of religious language.


Technical terms for religious language
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Analogy An analogy is an attempt to explain the meaning of something which is difficult to understand by comparing it with something that is more securely within our reference-frame.


Apophatic theology (From Greek ‘to deny’) – the denial of a positive description of God, hence the Via Negativa – the ‘negative way’/‘by way of denial’.


Blik Hare’s use of the term refers to a framework of interpretation: a view of the world that is not an assertion, but is non-cognitive and non-falsifiable.


Cognitive Language is cognitive if it conveys factual information and most cognitive statements are synthetic (they are shown to be true or false depending upon evidence).


Eschatological verification Refers to Hick’s view that the ‘facts’ of the Christian religion will be verified (or falsified) at death.


Eschatology The doctrine of what will happen at the end of time/in the last days/at the final judgement.


Falsification Principle A sentence is factually significant if and only if there is some form of evidence which could falsify it.


Kataphatic theology Kataphatic is Greek for ‘affirmation’, so kataphatic theology uses positive terms about God (as opposed to apophatic theology, which uses only negative terms).


Language game Wittgenstein’s term for the idea that language has meaning within a particular social context, each context being governed by rules in the same way that different games are governed by different rules. The meaning of a statement is not defined by the steps you take to verify or falsify it, but by the context in which it occurs, so use and context govern meaning.


Logical Positivism The philosophical approach taken by the Vienna Circle: a group of philosophers who met in that city during the 1920s and 1930s. The Logical Positivists claimed that metaphysical and theological language are literally meaningless, because they are neither matters of logic nor provable by empirical evidence.


Metaphysics The philosophy of concepts beyond the physical. Deals, for example, with abstract questions such as: what is the nature of time/space/reality?


Non-cognitive To say that a statement is non-cognitive is to say that it is inappropriate to ask whether or not it is factual. Non-cognitive statements may convey emotions, give orders, or make moral claims, for example.
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