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Preface to the 1993 Reissue


When this book was first published the latter part, on which the title is based, seemed to many readers to be radical and ‘far out’. For it deals with a problem which the western Christian world was still reluctant to face – the challenge that religious plurality poses to the traditional assumption that Christianity is the one and only true religion. If, as seems to be the case, the other great world faiths are contexts of salvation on a par with the Christian faith, can it be appropriate to go on claiming that our own revelation is the final and normative revelation which rightly judges all others?


Today the issue is inescapable. Our large cities now contain hundreds of mosques, temples, gurdwaras, synagogues and meditation centres, and the Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Jews, Buddhists, Bahá’ís, Confucianists and Taoists who attend them constitute a significant proportion of the religiously practising part of our population. The time has come, and more than come, for both Christians and people of all these other faiths to come to terms with religious plurality, not merely as a sociological fact but as a religious fact.


It has become common in Christian discussions to distinguish three main responses to the problem presented by the spiritual reality of the other great world faiths: exclusivism (salvation is exclusive to Christians), inclusivism (all salvation is Christian salvation, but the benefits of Jesus’ atoning death are available in principle to all people, whether Christian or not), and pluralism (the great world faiths, including Christianity, are different and independently authentic spheres of revelation and salvation). The majority of theologians have moved in recent decades from exclusivism to inclusivism. But a growing minority now think this insufficient, seeing it as a milder and less obvious form of the religious imperialism of the old exclusivism. This book represents that minority point of view, and urges a further ‘paradigm shift’ within Christianity from inclusivism to pluralism.


For once we have accepted, as for example Vatican II did, that salvation is not restricted within the borders of the church but that Jews are being saved within and through the spiritual structures of Judaism, Muslims within and through the life of Islam, Buddhists within and through the Buddhist dharma, and so on, why should we insist on affixing a Christian label to all these different spheres of salvation/liberation? Why not simply accept that the transformation of human existence from destructive self-centredness to a new centring in the ultimate transcendent Reality that we call God is taking place in and through all the great world traditions? This seems to be the natural conclusion to be drawn once the old exclusivist dogma has been abandoned.


But of course the move to a pluralistic affirmation of the other world religions as alternative spheres of salvation/liberation involves a re-understanding of the central Christian doctrine of the Incarnation. For if Jesus was literally God incarnate, Christianity is the only religion to have been founded by God in person, and must be held to be uniquely superior to all others. Is it however possible to understand the divine presence and power in the life of Jesus in a way that does not have this unacceptable, because religiously unrealistic, implication? I believe that it is, and I have tried to explore this way in some of the later chapters of the book.


Finally, I wish to apologize for the fact that reasons of cost have made it impracticable to recast the book in inclusive language, avoiding, for example, the use of ‘man’ and ‘he’ when referring to the whole human race. For it is as inappropriate to write of humankind as though it were exclusively male, as to write of religion as though it were exclusively Christian. But these chapters were written before I had become conscious of this now obvious fact.


January 1993


John Hick




Preface to the First Edition


This book deals with issues which are both old and new. Half of it is about some of the long-standing fundamental problems of religion: the nature of faith, the problem of evil, the idea of God, the religious understanding of death. For if one holds, as I do, that the core of religious language is factual in character, so that it professes to indicate something of the actual structure of reality, then all of these questions unavoidably arise. One has to uphold the cognitive, or fact-asserting, nature of God-language against the various non-cognitivist analyses of it which are popular today (chapters 1 and 2). One has to show how religious faith, so far from being an arbitrary projection of our desires, may be a proper response to the deeper ambiguities of human existence (chapter 3). One has to face the challenge posed by suffering and wickedness to belief in a loving creator (chapters 4 and 5). One has to consider whether the concept of God is coherent and illuminating (chapter 6). And one has to relate all this to the universal fact of our mortality (chapter 13). These topics belong to the perennial repertoire of the philosophy of religion, though appearing today in the new context of our modern concern with the philosophy of language.


The other half of the book concerns a problem which is in principle as old as the others but which has in fact only become apparent and pressing during the last fifty years or so. This is the problem of the relation between the different religions of the world, a topic which has been looming ever larger on the horizon of religious thought as the adherents of each of the world faiths have become more clearly aware of the spiritual reality of the other faiths. From my own personal point of view these chapters represent a fairly considerable process of rethinking in response to new experiences. The whole subject of the relation between Christianity and the other religions is one which I had, in effect, largely ignored until coming to live ten years ago in the multi-cultural, multi-coloured, and multi-faith city of Birmingham and being drawn into some of the practical problems of religious pluralism. I now no longer find it possible to proceed as a christian theologian as though Christianity were the only religion in the world. Surely our thinking must be undertaken, in the ‘one world’ of today and tomorrow, on a more open and global basis. Accordingly chapters 8, 9 and 10 seek to develop a christian theology of religions which takes the decisive step from what I call a Ptolemaic (i.e. one’s-own-religion-centred) to a Copernican (i.e. a God-centred) view of the religious life of mankind.


In this field the most difficult problem for the Christian is to reconcile his allegiance to the person of Christ, by whom he is irrevocablly grasped, with his awareness of God’s saving activity beyond the borders of Christendom. Two main paths offer themselves. A way that has often been taken is to give the idea of incarnation an adjectival instead of a substantival interpretation. One can then speak of divine incarnation in varying degrees in the great prophets, saints and seers of all ages. However, I prefer, in chapter 11, to reformulate the doctrine of the incarnation in its full traditional meaning and then to ask, in chapter 12, to what logical category this doctrine belongs. I suggest that it is a mythic expression of the experience of salvation through Christ, and as such it is not to be set in opposition to the myths of other religions as if myths were literally true-or-false assertions.


This option involves seeing Jesus as a human being rather than as the Second Person of the Holy Trinity living a human life. Such a view of him coincides with the conclusions of a growing number of New Testament, patristic and theological scholars today, and the realisation that the notion of divine incarnation is a mythological idea of great historical power and importance is now fairly widespread. The recent volume by a group of British theologians, The Myth of God Incarnate (edited by myself), illustrates this thesis from a number of different angles.


It is desirable to be clear about what is and what is not at issue here. That Jesus was in his lifetime the lord whom many followed, and that he has ever since been the lord whom great numbers in each generation have followed through the church’s scriptural ‘memory’ of him, is not in question. Jesus’ own intense and transforming awareness of God has helped to make God real to millions, bringing them out of the darkness of self-concern into the light of the divine presence. In this way he has been and continues in varying degrees to be the saviour of millions. And the incarnational language adopted by the early church to express Jesus’ efficacy as lord and saviour was a very natural language to use in the ancient world. It was also probably virtually inevitable that in the course of time this poetry should have hardened into prose, a metaphorical son of God becoming the metaphysical God the Son, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity. This was of a piece with the literal understanding of the Bible during the same period.


Today however we need, not to abandon the traditional language of christian devotion, but to become aware of its mythological character. For if we continue to construe it literally we shall be continually handicapped in our attempts to come to terms with God’s activity towards mankind as a whole. If God has come to meet men personally in Christ, and nowhere else, then men must come to Christ, and nowhere else, to meet him. Again if, as the church, has traditionally taught, it is by Jesus’ death, and by this alone, that there is salvation; and by a conscious commitment to Jesus as Saviour, and by this alone, that men may appropriate that salvation, then it follows that all men must be converted to christian discipleship as the only way to God. This is the unavoidable logic of the traditional view of Jesus as uniquely God the Son incarnate. But this takes us straight back to the older and now discredited view of the other world religions as streams of alienated life from which men must be rescued by transference into the Body of Christ, within which alone they can be fully accepted by God.


Paralled with the discarding of this older view, there has come the discovery that Jesus himself did not claim to be God incarnate. The pre-critical assumption that Jesus walked the earth as a consciously divine being, teaching the view of himself which is attributed to him in the Fourth Gospel, has been abandoned by nearly all New Testament scholars. Those of them–and they are still no doubt the majority–who hold to the traditional interpretation of Jesus, now say instead that the claims that were later made about him were implicit, rather than explicit, in his earthly words and deeds. The most recent epicycle of theory is that Jesus’ divine Sonship was enacted and revealed, not in his earthly life, but in his resurrection–so that it is the raised and glorified Christ who is the Second Person of the Trinity.


The implications of this defensive strategy are much more damaging for the traditional position than many of its advocates appear to realise. The idea of incarnation, becoming flesh, must refer to the earthly Jesus, the Jesus of human flesh and blood who walked the hills and villages of Galilee; for otherwise we are no longer talking about incarnation at all. And if this earthly Jesus, who is part of our human history, did not think of himself as God incarnate, then we now have the strange doctrine of a God who did not know that he was God. Far greater than the traditional paradox of God incarnate is the new paradox of God incarnate who does not know that he is God incarnate. This manoeuvre must surely have come to the end of the road in the implied claim that the church knows who Jesus was better than he knew himself; and yet that this same Jesus, who did not know what the church knows about him, was none other than the Second Perosn of the Trinity incarnate!


And so the whole complex of questions concerning the person of Jesus and the nature of Christianity and its place within the universe of faiths has become open and alive in new ways. This book is offered, in this more accessible form, partly as an attempt to grapple with the perennial problems of the philosophy of religion and partly as a stimulus to discussion of these new issues, which have so recently thrust themselves upon us and which are bound to remain close to the centre of theological attention for many decades to come.
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Introduction


THIS BOOK reflects both the perennial and the changing character of the problems of religious thought. The starting point is religious language. Here the fundamental question is whether in speaking, for example, about God and eternal life the man of faith is making assertions about ‘what there is’ and ‘how things are’. Is it a question of fact (though not of course physical fact) whether God is real? Or is God-talk a mythological expression of a state of the human mind involving no claims about that which is said to transcend both man and matter? Are the key religious statements true or false, in the sense of corresponding or failing to correspond with reality; or is it more appropriate to ask whether they satisfy or fail to satisfy us emotionally? I am sure that a great deal of the language of faith is variously emotive, poetic and mythic rather than fact-asserting, but I nevertheless want to insist that the core religious statements are true or false in a sense that is ultimately factual.1 This leads in Chapter 2 to a criticism of non-cognitivist analyses of religious language, including the currently influential but in my view misleading Wittgensteinian language-game theory.


An insistence upon the basically cognitive character of religious discourse carries with it an obligation to face four major contemporary challenges to religious belief – first, the non-coerciveness of theism in view of the fact that every aspect of our experience, including the religious aspect, is capable of naturalistic explanation; second, the ancient and grisly problem of evil; third, the question of the internal consistency of the concept of God; and fourth, the problem of the conflicting truth-claims of the different religions. The rest of the book deals, at varying lengths, with these four great issues.


In response to the first of them, the challenge of the non-coercive and apparently optional character of theistic belief, Chapter 3 presents a theory of faith as the interpretative element within religious experience, continuous in character with the element of interpretation in all our experience. The need for this voluntary act of interpretation preserves our status as free beings over against the infinite divine reality. The first half of Chapter 7, on the relation between the scientific and religious understandings of the world, is also concerned with this issue.


The next two chapters are a response to the theological problem of evil, and present a contemporary version of the Irenaean theodicy in relation both to human pain and suffering (Chapter 4) and human wickedness (Chapter 5). The last chapter of the book, on immortality, is also directly relevant to the mystery of evil, for I believe that any genuinely christian grappling with this problem has to take seriously the idea of a life to come.


Chapter 6, on the idea of necessary being, is a partial attempt to meet the third challenge, concerning the viability of the concept of God.


With the second half of Chapter 7 we approach the immense new problem that has been looming ever larger on the horizon of religious thought as the adherents of each of the world faiths have become more clearly aware of the spiritual reality of the other faiths. From my own point of view these chapters represent a fairly considerable process of rethinking in response to new experiences. The whole subject of the relation between Christianity and other religions is one which I had, in effect, largely ignored until coming to live in the multi-cultural, multi-coloured and multi-faith city of Birmingham, and being drawn into some of the practical problems of religious pluralism. I now no longer find it possible to proceed as a christian theologian as though Christianity were the only religion in the world. Surely our thinking must be undertaken, in the ‘one world’ of today and tomorrow, on a more open and global basis. Accordingly Chapters 8, 9 and 10 seek to develop a christian theology of religion which takes the decisive step from what I call a Ptolemaic (i.e) one’s-own-religion centred) to a Copernican (i.e. a God-centred) view of the religious life of mankind.


In this field the most difficult problem for the Christian is to reconcile his allegiance to the person of Christ, by whom he is irrevocably grasped, with his awareness of God’s saving activity outside the borders of Christianity. Two main paths offer themselves at this point. A way that has often been taken is to give the idea of incarnation an adjectival instead of a substantival interpretation. One can then speak of divine incarnation in varying degrees in the great prophets, saints and seers of all ages. However I prefer, in Chapter 11, to reformulate the doctrine of the Incarnation in its full traditional meaning and then to ask, in Chapter 12, to what logical category the doctrine belongs. I suggest that it is a mythic expression of the experience of salvation through Christ; and as such it is not to be set in opposition to the myths of other faiths as if myths were literally true-or-false assertions.


The extent of the rethinking involved in coming to this conclusion is measured by the difference between Chapter 11 (published in 1960) and Chapter 12 (first published now). And yet it will I think be seen that this rethinking represents an expansion rather than a reversal of viewpoint. The earlier paper was an attempt to restate the content of the traditional christian teaching. The new paper raises the meta-question whether this teaching constitutes a theological theory or whether it represents, on the contrary, a mythological use of language.


To identify the language of incarnation as mythological in turn involves an expanded awareness of the varieties of religious language. Whilst insisting upon the cognitive, truth-claiming nature of the core of religious discourse it also seems to me important to recognise that much of the language that revolves around this core has mythological rather than literal meaning.


The last chapter, on death and immortality, returns to the insistence upon the factual core of religion and presents man’s survival of bodily death as an actual future experience of which we should take account now, both for our living and for our thinking.


JOHN HICK





1 Another paper closely relevant to this issue, which I considered including, is ‘Theology and Verification’ (Theology Today, April 1960). But this essay has been reprinted in a number of collections and is readily available – most accessibly, in paperback form, in The Existence of God, edited by John Hick (New York: The Macmillan Company, and London: Collier-Macmillan, 1964), and The Philosophy of Religion, edited by Basil Mitchell (London: Oxford University Press, 1971).







1. Theology’s Central Problem


BY THEOLOGY, in this chapter, I mean primarily the theology of the main religious option in our own culture, namely Christianity. Almost all that I say will also in fact apply to Judaism, for the problem I want to describe affects the judaic-christian tradition as a whole. It does not however affect the eastern religions in the same way, and I have neither the space nor the competence to discuss it in its eastern as well as in its western forms.


From time to time in the past, different topics have come to the fore as theology’s central problem; but hitherto it has always been an internal or domestic issue. It was always a particular debate within theology, such as the struggle of monotheism versus polytheism fought by some of the great prophets of the Old Testament; or the question of the relation between God the Father and God the Son worked out in the fourth and fifth centuries A.D.; or in the sixteenth century the problem of the reformation of the church; or in the nineteenth century the task of digesting the implications of the discovery of the evolution of the forms of life. Today however – and this is a new situation – theology’s central problem is not so much one within theology as around theology, enfolding it entirely and calling into question its nature and status as a whole.


This issue, at once central and all-embracing, presents itself to the philosopher as a problem concerning religious language. In a sentence the issue is whether distinctively religious utterances are instances of the cognitive or of the non-cognitive uses of language.


In its cognitive uses language is employed to state or assert or indicate facts or alleged facts. It conveys information (or misinformation) by making statements which are true or false. But it has always been clear that this is not the sole use that we have for language. Poetry, for example, does not typically operate in this way. Nor is it the function of such everyday locutions as ‘Shut the door’, or ‘Damn’, or ‘How do you do’ to state facts. Indeed commands, exclamations, greetings, congratulations and suggestions, and also performative utterances such as occur in the naming of a ship, the christening of a baby, the declaring of a verdict and the making of a promise, are all examples of familiar and established non-cognitive or non-indicative uses of language.


Of course the cognitive/non-cognitive distinction is not the only axis that can be driven through the realms of religious and theological language. Indeed for the detailed exploration of religious language it is too blunt an instrument, and one needs a network of distinctions such as was developed by the late J. L. Austin. In his later work he distinguished a variety of illocutionary forces – commissive, verdictive, behabitive, etc. – all of which can be detected within the range of religious utterances, and none of which is directly assessed in terms of truth value. But fully granting the rich and legitimate variety of the uses of human speech, still the cognitive/non-cognitive distinction gives rise to the first and most basic question that we have to ask concerning religious language. Although there are undoubtedly many aspects of religious meaning to which the true-false dichotomy does not apply, it nevertheless remains a question of prime importance whether such sentences as ‘God loves mankind’ belong to the class of sentences that are either-true-or-false.


We must see presently what kind of non-cognitive use or uses distinctively religious language might be supposed to have. But we can first narrow down a little the area of discussion. It is agreed by all that there are plenty of statements made in a context of discourse concerning religion that are straightforwardly indicative: for example all reports about what is believed or done within the different religions, such as ‘Muslims believe that Mohammed was the prophet of Allah’, ‘Hindus accept the idea of reincarnation’, or ‘Christians claim that Christ was divine’. But although the sentences I have just quoted are about religion they are not themselves examples of the religious use of language; they are descriptive statements in anthropology or in the historical or comparative study of religion. Again, within the creeds and theological systems of a given religion there may be non-problematically declarative components: for example the historical affirmations that Jesus of Nazareth lived in the first century A.D. in what is today Israel, and that he was crucified by order of the Roman Governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate. These are propositions that have been established by the ordinary methods of historical research and that might be found in a secular work of history dealing with that period. But however important these historical facts may be to Christianity, to state them is still not to be making distinctively religious statements. Religious doctrines are based upon these historical assertions, but go beyond them not only in what is claimed but also in the nature of the claim that is made. Thus ‘God was at work in the life of Jesus of Nazareth’ is related to ‘Jesus of Nazareth lived in the first century A.D. in what is today Israel’ in such wise that the religious statement cannot be true unless the historical statement is true, but that on the other hand the historical statement can be true without the religious statement being true. The cognitive/non-cognitive issue centres upon the metaphysical surplus, namely the reference to God, by which the religious statement exceeds the purely historical one. It is as an item of God-talk (which is the literal meaning of ‘theology’) that a religious utterance is problematic. It is God-talk, whether infiltrating historical discourse or not, that provokes our problem. For we are not troubled in the same way by grammatically similar sentences with no transcendent component. Compare, for example, ‘The Prime Minister was acting through the Foreign Secretary’ with ‘God was acting through Jesus of Nazareth’, and ‘Tom loves Mary’ with ‘God loves mankind’, and ‘Human character is determined by genes’ with ‘The universe is divinely created’. The relevant difference between the first and second members of each of these pairs is that whereas there is general agreement about how to determine or at least try to determine the truth value of statements about the Prime Minister, Tom and genes, there is no such agreement about how to determine the truth value of statements about God. Hence the inevitable suspicion that they have no truth value, being neither true nor false, and that their proper function must be one quite other than that of making assertions.


This contention came to the fore in the 1920s and 1930s in the discussions initiated by the school of logical positivism. The focus of philosophical discussion has moved on a long way since then, but its progress has benefited from an increment of understanding gained in the course of the debates provoked by the positivists. For it is thanks to them that we have come to see clearly that there can only be any point, and in that sense only any meaning, in the statement that x exists or is real – whether x be an electron, a human being, a quarsar, God or anything else – if it makes an appropriate experienceable difference whether x exists. If x is so defined that it makes no difference within human experience, past, present or future, whether it be there or not, then the apparent assertion by one human being to another that it exists does not really assert anything. On the basis of this principle it has been claimed that God-talk is logically hollow in that it does not lay itself open to experiential confirmation or disconfirmation and is accordingly without indicative meaning. If it has any meaning at all – that is, any systematic use – this can only lie within the wide range of the non-cognitive functions of language.


Let me now mention some of the main non-cognitive uses which have been assigned by different philosophers to religious language. According to vintage logical positivism as it was proclaimed a generation ago in A. J. Ayer’s Language, Truth and Logic, religious language, like the language of ethics and of aesthetics, is a form of emotive expression. Its function is to give vent to the speaker’s emotional state, and perhaps also to try to induce a similar state in his hearers. So the language of religious thanksgiving expresses euphoria; the language of penitence and confession expresses a state of depression and self-criticism; and so on. But taken literally and at their face value the religious man’s utterances, referring as they profess to do to a systematically unobservable entity called God, are meaningless.


A far more sophisticated and interesting non-cognitive theory of religious language is, to my mind, that of Professor J. H. Randall of Columbia University. Religious language, on his view, is the language of myth and symbol. ‘What is important to recognize [he says] is that religious symbols belong with social and artistic symbols, in the group of symbols that are both non-representative and noncognitive. Such noncognitive symbols can be said to symbolize not some external thing that can be indicated apart from their operation, but rather what they themselves do, their peculiar functions’.1 According to Randall the main (though not the only) function of religious symbols is to point to aspects of the world which affect the human mind by evoking in it the feelings of numinous awe, cosmic dependence, and so on, which our religious vocabularies have been developed to express, just as other aspects of the natural world evoke in us the feelings which are expressed in aesthetic language. He says,


The work of the painter, the musician, the poet, teaches us how to use our eyes, our ears, our minds, and our feelings with greater power and skill. . . . It shows us how to discern unsuspected qualities in the world encountered, latent powers and possibilities there resident. Still more, it makes us see the new qualities with which that world, in co-operation with the spirit of man, can clothe itself. . . . Is it otherwise with the prophet and the saint? . . . They make us receptive to qualities of the world encountered; and they open our hearts to the new qualities with which that world, in co-operation with the spirit of man, can clothe itself. They enable us to see and feel the religious dimension of our world better, the ‘order of splendor’, and of man’s experience in and with it. They teach us how to see the Divine; they show us visions of God.2


This is in some ways an attractive form of religious naturalism. It is religious in that it expresses a positive appreciation of religion as a valuable aspect of human life; but it is naturalistic in that it recognises no element of transcendence. For it is to be clearly understood that when Randall speaks of the Divine and of God he is not referring to an alleged transcendent Mind. He is using traditional religious symbols to point to aspects of the world itself and of our human response to it.


But non-cognitive interpretations of religious language do not come only from outside the churches, and as we have already seen in the case of J. H. Randall they are by no means always motivated by the hostility to religion that was evident in logical positivism. Indeed it is precisely because non-cognitive religion (as I shall call it) has become a live option in the minds of many people within the churches that theology’s central problem today is also a crisis in the self-understanding of Christianity. From within the churches we have, for example, the clearly defined theory of R. B. Braithwaite, of Cambridge, assimilating religious language to the language of moral commitment.3 According to Braithwaite a general ethical statement, such as ‘Lying is wrong’, is really a disguised expression of the speaker’s intention – in this case his intention not to tell lies. And a religious statement, such as ‘God loves mankind’, is a disguised ethical statement, namely ‘Love of mankind is supremely valuable’, which in turn expresses the speaker’s intention or policy of loving mankind. But taken literally and without this reinterpretation God-talk would be meaningless.


These philosophers (and many more whom I have not mentioned) are quite clear about the negative implications of their theories. On the basis of some form of verifiability or falsifiability criterion they have ruled out as meaningless belief in the reality of a transcendent personal God and have thereby ruled out also the traditional cognitive understanding of religious language. But there are a number of writers in the theological world who are attracted by the non-cognitive conception of Christianity without, as it seems to me, having counted and accepted the cost. I am thinking here of a number of recent writers of popular theology, such as Paul van Buren, Thomas Altizer, William Hamilton, Alistair Kee. These seem to me to be flirting with the idea of non-cognitive Christianity without having sufficiently considered what it would entail.


Yet another non-cognitivist response to the challenge to the meaningfulness of religious language has come about under the inspiration of the later thought of Ludwig Wittgenstein. The starting point for this development is the concept of a language game, or a relatively autonomous realm of speech activity with its own rules and criteria, occurring within some coherent pattern of human activity or, in Wittgenstein’s phrase, form of life. There is, for example, the life and language of the law courts, or of biological research, or of the stock exchange, or of literary criticism, or of musical appreciation. Each of these has criteria for the appropriateness and reasonableness of what is said in its own sphere. We do not, for instance, rule out a pronouncement in the realm of musical criticism because it cannot be supported in the way in which a conclusion in low-temperature physics ought to be supported. Each language-game, it is said, has its own logic, and one is not to be criticised from the standpoint of another – for the rules and criteria appropriate to the one will not be appropriate to the other.


Now as well as all these secular forms of life, each generating its own distinctive linguistic activity, there is religion as a mode of human existence, a form of life which includes the use of religious language. This latter employs special religious concepts such as God, the will of God, salvation, eternal life, and many more. The religious man talks to God and about God; he joins in the traditional liturgical speech of his church; he takes upon his lips its credal declarations. And to be religious, or to have faith, or to be a believer, is to have a use for this realm of language, to want to participate in it.


Thus far this sounds straightforward enough. Naturally the religious believer uses religious language; this is what we would expect. The paradox appears when the Wittgensteinian philosopher explains that these religious utterances constitute an autonomous language game. This means that the realm of religious discourse has its own internal criteria determining what is properly to be said, or in other words what is true. This in turn means that religious statements carry no implications outside the borders of their own realm, and therefore can be neither confirmed nor disconfirmed, supported nor challenged, by reference to what is known or believed in other spheres. For example, the statement that ‘God loves mankind’ does not entail that God exists in any sense that would permit there to be evidence for or against divine existence either in the facts of the world or in the results of philosophical reflection. This comes out clearly in a work from a Wittgensteinian point of view by D. Z. Phillips. Discussing atheism he says that the only sort of atheism that is philosophically in order is ‘the recognition that religion means nothing to one; one is at a loss to know what to make of prayer, worship, creeds and so on. It is the form of atheism summed up in the phrases, ‘I shouldn’t call myself religious’, ‘Religion has no meaning for me’.4 Phillips is here ruling out equally the negative claims that there are no adequate grounds for believing in the reality of God, or that it is extremely improbable or even logically impossible that there is a God; and the corresponding positive claims that there are good grounds for believing in a divine reality, or that there is a high probability that God exists, or that given certain religious experiences it is rational to believe this.


In considering this Wittgensteinian suggestion we must be clear about the implications of what is proposed. For when we attend to the language of judaic-christian faith in its natural sense, as we find it in the scriptures, in liturgies, in creeds and confessions, in sermons and in works of theology, we cannot doubt that the God-talk within it has always been meant by its users to operate as cognitive discourse. We cannot doubt that the great prophets of the Old Testament, or Jesus of Nazareth himself, or St Paul, or Augustine, Aquinas or Luther, when they spoke about God believed that they were referring to a real being who exists independently of ourselves and with whom in the activities of worship we may enter into personal relationship. Not only do their words express such a conviction but their lives bear witness to their sincerity in it. They believed in the reality of God as strongly as they believed in the reality of the material world and of other human beings; and their belief in God affected their lives as profoundly as did these other more universally held convictions. And what the great primary religious figures have believed with an intensity that determined the shape of their lives, ordinary believers down to and including ourselves today have also believed in our own varyingly weak and wavering fashions.


Thus from the point of view of one whose faith forms part of a history going back through the generations of the church’s life to the faith of the New Testament, and behind that to the insights of the great hebrew prophets, the non-cognitivist is not offering an objective analysis of the language of faith as living speech but is instead recommending a quite new use for it. For the non-cognitivist theories are not descriptive but radically revisionary. They are not accounts of the meaning of religious language as the speech of actual religious communities, but proposals about the meaning that it ought to be given in the future. And their negative premiss is that religious language cannot mean what its users have in fact always meant by it. When, for example, they speak of God, intending thereby to refer to an infinite creative Mind which is ultimately responsible for the existence of the physical universe and of ourselves as part of it, this intention of theirs is, according to the various non-cognitivist theories, to be rejected. It is to be rejected broadly on the positivist ground that the proposition intended would be meaningless because not open to empirical verification or falsification. Thus the non-cognitivist philosopher, who was called in as a consultant to analyse the operation of the old-established firm of God-Talk, Ltd., having examined the books has decided to make his own take-over bid, proposing under the old name to carry on a different trade altogather. He is of course perfectly entitled to seek to take the business over as a going concern. But equally the old firm is entitled to calculate the gains and losses in prospect and to come to its own conclusion. And my advice is not to accept the bid; for I believe that the loss would considerably outweigh the gain.


The principal loss would be the irreversible retreat of religious discourse within the borders of its own autonomous language-game, where it must renounce all claim to bear witness to the nature of the universe, and must cease to interact with other departments of human knowledge. Religious language would become a protected discourse, no longer under obligation to show its compatibility with established conclusions in other spheres, because it makes no claims which could either agree or conflict with scientific knowledge or philosophical reflection.


It would follow that the customary moves in the debate between Christians and Humanists are pointless. The christian apologist has been accustomed to draw attention to such considerations as the existence of the universe as an ordered but non-self-explanatory fact; to man’s moral and religious experience; and sometimes to the alleged occurrence of contra-natural events through divine agency; and so on. But if the autonomist view of religious language is correct, the testimony of the great religious figures, reports of miracles, and philosophical arguments for the existence of God are all equally irrelevant to the validation of religious beliefs. For having a religious belief simply consists in the fact of using (as distinguished from mentioning, quoting or referring to) the appropriate range of religious language. One uses it because one finds it meaningful. It is not of course to be excluded that this state of mind may be brought about by reflection upon the kind of considerations I have just mentioned; but if so these considerations will be connected to it only as psychological causes, and not as validating reasons. And likewise the kind of counter-arguments which have customarily been levelled against the rationality of religious belief would become equally pointless – such considerations as the fact of human and animal suffering, which seems incompatible with the existence of a loving creator; the minute proportion of the space-time continuum occupied by our precarious human life, suggesting as this does man’s utter insignificance and the unlikelihood that his beliefs about the universe as a whole should be true; the fact that everything, including moral and religious experience, can be explained naturalistically, without reference to a deity. According to the autonomist, whilst these considerations might have the psychological effect of bringing someone to abandon religious belief they have no bearing upon its logical propriety. For religion is simply an established form of human life and language. Like eating and drinking, it cannot properly be characterised as either true or false. It is just a fact that, in the words of Wittgenstein, this language game is played. Religion stands on its own feet as a form of human life, and anyone is free to participate in it or not.


Now of course in a way it would be a great relief to the religious apologist not to be expected to defend his faith against attack. If the problem of evil, and the verification challenge, and the comprehensibility of the universe without reference to the supernatural are all irrelevant to the validity of religious faith, then one is licensed to pursue one’s religious predilection without let or hindrance from either science or philosophy. But on the other hand we do well to remember that there is literally all the difference in the world between fact and fiction, and also, though a different difference, between fact and poetry. If the christian message presents itself as poetry, or as something analogous to poetry, it can only hope to be relevant to those who appreciate poetry. Its status will be that of a special interest for those who are so minded. It will no longer speak to human beings as such, in all their human variety, or be entitled to be listened to as alleged news about a transcendent order of fact which is immensely significant for human life. The traditional word ‘gospel’ translates the Greek euangelion, meaning good or favourable news. In the New Testament, and within the church ever since, the christian message has been presented as the news that the whole physical universe, including the human life which has emerged on this earth (as well as any other intelligent life that there may be elsewhere), exists by the will and for the purpose of an infinite creative Mind. Further, the christian message claims that this Mind has made itself known to man’s religious insight and conscience as a personal reality. If this alleged news is true it is obviously enormously important, profoundly affecting both the way in which we think about our human situation and the way in which we live our human life. For the distinctively christian way of participating in human existence only exhibits the rational character of living in terms of reality if the christian gospel is true. This particular form of life, to use Wittgenstein’s phrase again, consists in living in the world as God’s world and in relation to other people as God’s children. It has political, economic and moral consequences which constitute the christian ethic. It also involves activities of worship and dispositions of mind, both intellectual and emotional, which directly refer to the supreme Being about whom the christian message speaks. If there is no such Being these activities are misdirected and non-functional. Transposing the matter into the terms of rational or warranted belief: if one who participates in the theistic form of life is not convinced of the reality of a supreme Being, he is behaving irrationally. He is irrational in the sort of way in which someone who talked and tried to behave as though he had inherited a million pounds, when he knows that in fact he has not, would be irrational. For to be rational is to live in terms of reality as one responsibly believes it to be. And the religious form of life can only count as reasonable if it is based upon a sincere conviction, or at least an effective working presupposition, that the God whom we worship and seek to serve does indeed exist. There is therefore something deeply irrational about the non-cognitivist proposals to use the traditional language of religion, and to participate in the form of life of which it is the linguistic expression, after consciously rejecting the premiss upon which these depend for their appropriateness.
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