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Religious language

James Ross

1. What is it? and what is the problem?

Religious language is the portion of natural language people use in
religious talk, whether stating their beliefs or unbelief, explaining a belief,
telling religious stories, interpreting their life events religiously (‘God
answered my prayer’), disputing about the meaning of a sacred text,
writing hymns or even popular religious songs (Gospel music), praying,
performing liturgy or religious rituals, asking divine forgiveness for sins or
transgressions and so on. It is not just ‘God talk’, that is, talk about God,
pro or con, though that turns out to be a central element of religious
discourse and presents one of its central problems, namely, how we can use
words devised to apply to things we can see, hear, touch, smell or feel, to
describe a wholly transcendent being that cannot ‘be seen with bodily eyes’
and is, apparently, vastly (some think wholly) unlike anything we can
experience.

I shall for the most part substitute the words ‘religious discourse’ for
talk, whether written or spoken, of matters religious. That is because I find
the common phrase ‘religious language’ infelicitous. Its nearest analogues
would have to be ‘bad language’, ‘obscure language’, ‘smutty language’,
‘obscene language’ and the like. For there really is no language that, as
such, is religious. Religious talk can go on in any natural language. The
basic syntax (grammar) and semantics (meaning relationships) of French,
German, Attic Greek, Latin or Arabic are unchanged when the languages
are used in religious discourse. It is true that there is specialized vocabulary
in religious talk, with expressions like ‘almighty’, ‘creator’, ‘sin’, ‘salva-
tion’, ‘grace’, ‘predestination’ and the like being characteristic of Western
Christian discourse, and other expressions being characteristic of Jewish
ritual discourse, and still others characteristic of Islam, and so on. And
within Christian sects, as in Jewish and Islamic sects, there are further
vocabulary peculiarities. Among some Christian groups, for instance, the
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Religious language

notion thart Jesus is ‘my personal saviour’ is a central idea, not emphasized
as much by other groups.

Noticé also that religious discourse does not have to be monotheistic
(expressing belief in one supreme being) as it is for Jews, Christians and
Muslims. It can be polytheistic (many divine beings), as was the discourse
abourt the gods in ancient Greece and later Rome and in German mytho-
logy (cf. the operas of Wagner). It can be polytheistic and pantheistic
(everything is in some sense divine), as in many African animist religions
and many oriental religions such as forms of Hinduism. It can even be
atheistic (i.e. religious without acknowledging any supreme or otherwise
divine being, as in some forms of Buddhism and Unitarianism). It is
parochial to think that religious talk has the vocabulary and concepts
peculiar to Western monotheism (though some of the philosophical
problems to be discussed below arise only in the monotheistic contexts).
And most of the other religious traditions mentioned above do not intersect
with the Western philosophical tradition in which the meaningfulness of
religious discourse and the origin of religious knowledge are systematically
discussed.

So, what is the problem? Let us consider talk about the existence and
nature of God, first, putting the rest (which includes talk of sin, judge-
ment, resurrection, eternal life, the kingdom of God, and the like) aside for
a while. o :

Anaxagoras (around 450 BC) observed that if sheep and oxen had hands
and could paint they would render the gods in their own likenesses. For
that and other sentiments he was accused of impiety and had to flee from
Athens to avoid prosecution (which ended in death for Socrates on a similar
charge). But what Anaxagoras said highights the basic options when
talking about divinity. For either:

(a) Whar ‘we say abour divine beings who are not sensibly perceptible,
either because they are invisible and immaterial, or because they dwell in

some inaccessible part of the world (Mount Olympus, Valhalla or.

wherever), is no more than a projection of our own images, imaginations,
feelings and features of our experienced world (anzhropomorphism: making
things in the image of humans);

or

(b) we know nothing whatever about such beings, even whether there are
any, and what we say about them makes as little sense as the ravings of
a madman about the objects of his delirious experiences. For if the words
we use to attribute things (e.g. being, power, wisdom, intelligence) to
the gods do not mean what they mean when we talk about humans and
our world, then from where do they get their meanings?
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It seems as if the basic problem is an unhappy choice between anthropo-
morphism (thinking of divipity in human rterms) and full-blown
agnosticism (knowing nothing about divine things at all).

As to that choice, most of us now would say that the entire religion of the
Greek and Roman gods was anthropomorphic and false, regardless of how
fruitful the myths of Greek and Rome may be. And, perhaps incautiously,
we would say something similar about the animistic myths of various
African and Native American religions (stories that attribute active spirits
to trees, rocks, mountains, etc.). Some great philosophers have opted for
fairly strong versions of the second, agnostic, option noted above. An
example is the Jewish thinker Moses Maimonides (1135-1204). He said
that, outside negations like ‘God is not a body’, and some very general
things like ‘God exists’, ‘God is the first uncaused cause of all change’, and
a few'other things we can establish with the help of Aristotle’s philosophy,
there is nothing both literal and positive that we can say about God on the
basis of any reasoning not prompted by divine revelation in the Scriptures.
And, even then (so Maimonides suggests), most of what we can say
informatively is metaphorical, allegorical and untranslatable into literal
positive truths. Various strains of agnosticism about the meaning of God-
talk (some even denying there is any literal, meaningful, positive truth
about God) recur throughout later history right to the present time.

The first option just noted has the resule that what is said is false. The
second option seems to imply that what is said does not mean anything
literally, and that we have no genuine knowledge about any divine being,
or even of the existence of any divine being. All the major discussions of
religious language (religious discourse) either adopt one of these options or

qualification of the options, and others by the introduction of new options,
like that of Aquinas, both about meaning and about knowledge. In what
follows I shall describe the twentieth-century Anglo-American positivist
acrack on religious discourse as meaningless. I shall also try to explain the
medieval analogy theory of St Thomas Aquinas (a theory designed to
preserve the cognitive content of religious discourse in general). I shall
conclude with a contemporary elaboration of Aquinas’s basic position based
on phenomena that I call ‘semantic contagion’ (i.e. the automatic adapta-
tion of word-meanings to their verbal environments when discourse is in
traction — when it is being used to modify thought and action, as in ‘She
dropped her books’ and ‘She dropped her eyes’).
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2. What happened?

There was a very long tradition beginning early in the Christian era (when
Jewish and Christian religion first encountered Greek and Roman philo-
sophy) and repeated again when Islam encountered Greek philosophy, of
having to determine which parts of the Bible were to be taken literally and
which metaphorically, or allegorically, and so forth. One of the earliest
major books on the matter, St Augustine of Hippo’s On Christian Teaching,
tries to arbitrate regarding some conflicts between the Neoplatonic philo-
sophical world-view and the Bible. It also proposes a ‘fullness of truth’
attitude toward the words of the Bible. Augustine suggests that, in
addition to the narrative, historical or legal content of a given passage, the
divine author of Scripture also intended to convey any true thing that can
be expressed by the words of the text, whether taken literally, figuracively
(prophetically), allegorically (as carrying another message besides the
surface story) or metaphorically.

Augustine, the first greac Christian philosopher, was simply not trou-
bled by the dilemma I described above because, like Neoplatonists in
general, he thought we could transcend the world of sensation once we get
by the childish idea (which, so Augustine reports in his Confessions, blocked
him a long time until be read some philosophy) that a divine being is some
sort of a material or physical thing, more or less the way the Romans
thought of their gods and as many people nowadays think of movie stars
and sports heroes, as if they are larger than life, models of how things really
are, somehow more real than things around us, buc still physical things.
Once he accepted the Neoplatonic idea that the material s less real than the
immaterial, and that no genuine knowledge comes through the senses
anyway, he had no problem with the question of where our words get their
meanings (he wrote a dialogue specifically on that, On the Teacher) or where
we get our knowledge of such spiritual things as the Bible conveys: it is by
divine illumination. In fact, all knowledge comes from God just as all
seeing is in the light of day or other illumination.

Another Neoplatonic contribution that had immense historical influ-
ence came from an otherwise unknown author now commonly referred to as
‘Pseudo-Dionysius’. In medieval times, his work (consisting of several
treatises focusing on how humans can know and talk about God) was
regarded as having great authority because it was (wrongly, as we now
know) believed to have been written by an associate of St Paul. And, so he
says, there are three states of knowledge and meaning in what we can know
and say about God. The first is the way of negation, where we deny that
God is a body, in a place, can be seen, and the like. The second is the way
of affirmation, in which we say affirmatively, but very inadequately, things
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like ‘God is alive’, ‘God is wise’, ‘God is loving’, all of which, though true,
fall short of saying anything really significant. The third is the way of
eminence or supetlatives, where we say such things as ‘God is beyond
being’, ‘God is beyond goodness’, and where we say ‘God is super-being,
super-good’, and so on — using superlatives as a way of expressing what is
really true about God. Neoplatonist Christians and Jews characteristically
rejected the dichotomy of anthropomorphism versus agnosticism by reject-
ing the idea that any genuine knowledge comes through the senses or from
material things. They held that we have another source of all genuine
knowledge with which we can express many and deep truths about God
and can interpret the revelation in the Scriptures.

Neoplatonist philosophy was a very important influence on Western
Christianity for 1,100 years. And it has never been extirpated from
Western philosophy. Consider, for instance, the Augustinian dualism of
Descartes, the Neoplatonism of Leibniz, and the many forms of Platonism
to be found even among contemporary, supposedly physicalist, philo-
sophers. Note, for instance the dualism (actually trialism) of Karl Popper
(1902-94) and John Eccles. Also note the materialists who are Platonists
about logic and mathematics, not to mention the determinedly Augus-
tinian dualism in which body and soul are distinguished in popular
religious discourse in which Jesus is said to save souls and in which prayers
ask for the passage of souls into heaven.

3. Aquinas’s analogy theory

Once Aristotle’s philosophy came to replace Neoplatonism (which, of
course, was never entirely accomplished, as Bonaventure, Scotus, the
Renaissance Platonic revival, and Descartes’s Augustinian dualism illus-
trate), and once it was interpreted and adapted by St Albert the Great and
St Thomas Aquinas, Aristotle’s three-part doctrine of analogy of being,
thinking and meaning not only served for metaphysics in general, philo-
sophy of nature, moral philosophy and philosophical psychology, but was
particularly applied by Aquinas to the study of God and religious doctrines
in general. And there it untied the anthropomorphism/agnosticism knot,
and provided a means for a general account of knowledge of God through
God’s effects, the creation, and through the scriptural revelation of God’s
action within history that, taken together and explicated together, were
called ‘divine science’ (scientia divina), by analogy to the science of
nature.

Among statements about God, Aquinas distinguished berween (a) those
that are true independently of any spatio-temporal vantage (e.g. ‘God is
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one, almighty, all-knowing, eternal and simple’), and (b) statements
vantaged in the human standpoint (like ‘God knew before the Earth began
to be that humans would fall into sin’, ‘God knows what will happen
throughout the rest of human history’ and ‘God knows everything I will
ever think or do’). Among the vantaged truths (that is my phrase not his),
Aquinas distinguished those to be taken literally (like ‘God has always
loved me’ and ‘God will forgive my repented sins’) from those to be taken
metaphorically (such as ‘God repented ordering the complete destruction
of the enemies of the Israelites’). And he distinguished allegorical, symbolic
and propbetic statements, including statements expressing the ‘spiritual’
meaning of Scripture and of the Mosaic Law. Among vantaged truths,
Aquinas also distinguished truths (these are his phrases) according to the
appearances of things (e.g. “The stars are the ornament of the heavens’) from
truths according to the reality of things (e.g. ‘The stars are the substance of
the heavens’).

While those distinctions are very important to Aquinas’s overall treat-
ment of religious discourse and are constantly used by him (for example, to
reconcile the truth of popular piety that God knows the future with the
‘scientific’ truth that God is eternal and unchangeable), they do not form
part of the analogy of meaning theory. Rather, they use it, often involving
cases of words used analogically. For instance, in certain vantaged truths
the words function both allegorically, analogously and metaphorically — for
instance: “The kingdom of God will be established on Earth with the return
of the Messiah and will last until the end of the world.’

Aquinas used the analogy theory to escape the dilemma that if our
words, applied to God, mean the same thing they mean applied to
creatures, the resulting descriptions are anthropomorphic and thus false
(though some evangelicals and process theologians disagree about that even
today), whereas, if the words have not the same meanings they have when
applied to things of our experience, then they are used merely equivocally
and there is no content to what is said because there is nothing to determine
which concepts attach to the words. If the words are cut loose from
anchoring in our experience, they lose all content and religious talk
becomes mostly meaningless.

The basic assumption of the theory adapted from Aristotle was that zbe
meaning of @ word is a concept derived by abstraction from things, so that analogy
among words reflects analogy among things (analogia entis). Meaning-differences
for the same word in different occurrences that are not mere homonyms
track reality-differences in the things named or predicated. And meta-
phorical thinking is an application of analogous thinking.

I shall now outline Aquinas’s account, noting that the organization and
divisions within his theories are contested among scholars and that my
explanation is heavily influenced by Cajetan’s (1498) work O the Analogy of







