Religious Language

I
The challenge

Reigion makes use of expressons such as “God is Love’, “God is three persons in
one’ that require interpretation. It is clamed that they express truths, but those truths
are written in a language that refers to objects that are non-physical, such as God, and
to properties that are paradoxical, such as being “three personsin one’.

Therefore, religious language is open to the charge that it is meaningless.

This attack has gained momentum in the C20th owing to the prevdence of the
doctrine of empiricism — that al knowledge is abstracted from sense-experience.  |If
this is the case, how can language referring to non-sensory objects and to
contradictory properties be meaningful ?

Logica pogtivigs adopt the verification principle.  They argue as a consequence that
religious language cannot be meaningful. Ayer drew a didinction between strong
and wesk veification — “A propogtion is ... verifidble in the strong sense of the term,
if, and only if, its truth could be conclusvely esablished... But it is veifiable in the
week sense if it is possble for experience to render it probable” In fact, the criterion
of wesk veifiability has never been condusvdy formulated in a way that would
exclude daements that ae genuindy meaningless (See the chapter on
veificationism for this) Nonethdess, this has dill fdt to be a chdlenge. How will
theologians meet it?

[
Anthony Flew: Theology and Falsfication (1950)

Anthony Few is a leading exponent of the atack on the meaningfulness of rdigious
language. He adopts the rdated criterion of fddficationism — a datement is
meaningful if, and only if, it can be shown in principle to be fase.

From New Essaysin Philosophical Theology

Now it often seems to people who are not rdigious as if there was no
conceivable event or series of events the occurrence of which would be
admitted by sophiticated religious people to be a sufficient reason for
conceding “There wasn't a God after dl” or “God does not redly love
us then.” Someone tells us that God loves us as a faher loves his
children. We ae reassured. But then we see a child dying of
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inoperable cancer of the throat. His earthly father is driven frantic in
his efforts to help, but his Heavenly Feather reveals no obvious sgn of
concern.  Some qudification is made — God's love is “not merey
human love’ or it is “an inscruteble love” perhaps — and we redize
that such sufferings are quite compatible with the truth of the assertion
that “God loves us as a father (but, of course ...).” We are reassured
again. But then perhgps we ask: what is this assurance of God's
(apparently qudified) love worth, what is this agpparent guarantee
redly a guarantee agangt? Just what would have to happen not merely
(mordly and wrongly) to tempt but dso (logicdly and rightly) to
entitle us to say “God does not love us’ or even “God does not exist”?
| therefore put to the succeeding symposasts the smple centra
questions, “What would have to occur or to have occurred to condtitute
for you a disproof of the love of, or the existence of, God?’

This can be summarized as follows

1 The existence of God cannot be falsfied.
2. Therefore, the existence of God is meaningless.

The empiricid atack on theology is exemplified by the idea of
veificationiam.  Statements will only be meaningful if, in principle, there is
some way of determining through experience whether the dtatement is true or
fdse

Thus, dthough FHew does not explicitly date the concluson of his argumert,
the context makes that clear. If the existence of God is not a matter of fact,
then to say that God exigts is meaningless.

Why, then, the switch from verification to fadficaion in Hew's atide? The
ansver lies in the philosophy of science. It turns out that scientific theories
never are verified. This is a consequence of the paradox of induction — the
inference from any number of particular observations to a generd law is never
sound. To overcome this objection, Karl Popper proposed that science works
through falgfication not verification. What makes scientific theories objective
and meaningful is that they can be wrong. Crucid experiments decide
between riva theories.

In this context, then, Flew switches the attack on theology by introducng
fddficaion. Theologicd daiements cannot be fasfied, and hence, they are
meaningless.

It is worth noting that philosophy of science has moved on from Popper’s day.

It is now adso accepted that there are no redly crucid experiments, and that
science is ds0 moving forward dong lines of growth determined by politics as
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wdl as experiment. To review these ideas further one should dat with
Kuhn's The Logic of Scientific Revolutions.

The drength of empiriciam a the current time is illusrated by the attempts of
various philosophers with Chrigtian backgrounds to answer the chdlenge

illugtrated by Flew’s article. One such attempt is offered by John Hick.

John Hick : Theology and Verification

John Hick attempts to reply to Flew by offering an “eschaologicd verification” as a
reply to this: the truth of God' s existence will be reveaded when we die.

The purpose of his essay is to demondrate that rdigious statements are meaningful
and questions of fact.

My concern here is not to seek to edtablish the rdigious facts, but
rather to edtablish that there are such things as rdigious facts, and in
paticular that the exisence or nonexisence of the God of the New
Tedament is a maiter of fact, and cams as such eventud experientiad
verification.

Thus, he accepts some kind of criterion of verification as a criterion for what is
meaningful.  For his argument to work, he has to meke certan clams about
verification.

D

Veification is a psychologicd event in a private consciousness, and as such a
datement could be verified by just one person. The veificaion that is
required for a propodtion to be meaningful is both a psychologicd and logica
process, and does not have to be a “public’ event. It is sufficient for a
datement to be meaningful if jus one person can verify it as an event of
private experience.

“Veification” is thus primarily the name for an event which
takes place in human consciousness. It refers to an experience,
the experience of ascertaning that a given propostion or set of
propostions is  true. To this extent verification is a
psychologica notion. But of courseit isaso alogica notion.

.. When A, but nobody else, has ascertained that p istrue, can p
be sad to have been verified; or is it required that others aso
have undergone the same ascertainment? How public, in other
words, must verification be?
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2 Verification is not the same as logicd proof beyond dl doubt. Statements that
are veified are not statements about which there can be no doubt.

3 Verifications can take the form of conditiona statements.

For example, statements about the features of the dark side of
the moon ae rendeed meaningful by the conditiond
predictions which they entall to the effect that if an observer
comes to be in such a pogtion in gpace, he will make suchrand-
such observations.

4 Veification and fagfication are not symmetric conditions. In other words, a
datement may be verifidble but not fadfidble  The correct criterion of
meaning is the veification principle, not the fasfication principle.  He rgects
Flew's recading of the question about whether the exisgence of God is
factudly sgnificant in terms of fagfication.

Anthony Flew and others have raised instead of the question,
“What posshle experiences would verify ‘God exits?’ the
matching question “What possble experiences would fdsfy
‘God exists ?

.. But it would be rash to assume ... that veification and
fagfication mugt aways be related in this symmetrical fashion

Congder, for example, the propodtion that “there are three
successive savens in the decimda expanson of p.” So far as the
vaue of p has been worked out, it does not contain a series of
three sevens, but it will dways be true that such a series may
occur a a point not yet reached in anyone's caculations.
Accordingly, the proposition may one day be verified if it is
true, but can never befadfied if it isfase.

Having assambled these ingredients, Hick reveds his idea of “eschatologica
verification”.

The hypothess of continued exisence after bodily death
provides an ingance of a different kind of such asymmetry, and
one which has direct bearing upon the theigic problem. This
hypothess has built into it a prediction that one will after the
date of on€s bodily desth have conscious experiences,
including the experience of remembering that desth. This is a
prediction which will be verified in one€'s own experience if it
istrue, but which cannot be fadfied if it isfdse.
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This would be (1) a private experience; (2) not a proof beyond al doubt; (3) a
conditiona statement; (4) capable of verification, but not falsfication.

This clever argument turns verificationism on its head, and does demondrate the
hopelessness of verificaionists in excduding dl theologicd concepts from being
meaningful.

The argument gives no reason for believing in life after deeth, but its purpose is to
edablish that, on veificaionig principles, the concept of life after desth is
meaningful. He is probably right in his andyds that the example only works if the
four conditions he has sted are granted. So criticism of his argument by an empiricist
could begin by conddering whether his four conditions are vaid, and if so, genuindy
met by hisexample.

On the othe hand, he works ovetime to edablish that the “eschatologica
verificaion” is indeed capable of verification. This is partly because he has a second
thes's that he wishes to establish — he beieves in the bodily resurrection and not the
aurviva of a disembodied soul. In fact, he thinks that the dudism of body and soul is
genuindy inconcevable, so he wishes to digance himsdf from this concept. By
aurvival after desth he does not mean, survival of a disembodied soul. He means, the
resurrection of the body. He clams tha man is “an indissoluble psycho-physica
unity”. Thus

If there is no soul in diginction from body there can be no
question of the soul surviving the deeth of the body. Agang
this philosophicd background the specificdly Chrigian (and
ads Jewish) bdief in the resurrection of the flesh or body, in
contragt to the Hellenic notion of the survival of a disembodied
soul, might be expected to have attracted more attention than it
has. For it is consonant with the conception of man as an
indissoluble pyscho-physcd unity, and yet it dso offers the
posshility of an empiricd meaning for the idea of “life after
desth”.

He goes on to defend the idea of a resurrection of the body is meaningful and capable
of veification, through the creation of three “pictures’ — each requiring the reader to
acknowledge that a resurrection of the body is meaningful.

Mr. X, then dies. A Mr. X replica, complete with the set of
memory traces which Mr. X had a the lat moment before his
death, comes into exisence. It is composed of other materia
than physicd matter, and is located in a resurrection world
which does not dand in any spatid reaionship with the
physical world.
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It could be objected that the terms “other materia than physcd métter” and “a
resurrection world which does not sand in any spatid relationship with the physica
world” are meaningless, and not capable of verification. If so, this would undermine
his whole argument, precisely when he seems to have gained victory.

However, he dso acknowledges that his argument is not complete.  He rightly
acknowledges that life after desth may be meaningful, but if it were verified this
would not thereby give meaningful content to any theologicd Statement about God.
An aheig could find the concept of life after desth meaningful aswell.

So far | have argued that a survival prediction such as is
contained in the corpus of Chridian bdief is in principle
subject to future verification. But this does not take the
argument by any means as far as it must go if it is to succeed.
For survivd, smply as such, would not serve to verify theism.
It would not necessarily be a date of affairs which is manifestly
incompatible with the nonexistence of God. It might be taken
as just a surprisng natura fact. The atheid, in his resurrection
body, and able to remember his life on earth, might say that the
universe has turned out to be more complex, and perhaps more
to be approved of, than he had redlized. But the mere fact d
aurvivd, with a new body in a new environment, would not
demondtrate to him that thereis a God.

In order to turn the verificaion into a veification of the exigence of God, the
experience would require two further ingredients — according to Hick.

These ae, first, an experience of the fulfillment of God's
purpose for oursdves, as this has been disclosed in the
Chrigian revelation; in conjunction, second, with an experience
of communion with God a he has reveded himsdf in the
person of Chrigt.

The fird of these means that we expeience sdf-fulfillment and happiness in
conformity with Chrigt’ s teaching.

Now the argument is getting very strained, and moving in the redm of terms that no
drict empiricis would dlow to have meaning, such as “an experience of communion
with God’.

It seems, then, on a generous appraisa of the article, that Hick has established that the
idea of “life after death” is meaningful to an empiricits. No great achievement in this
snce dmog any ghost dory, we may imagine avidly reed by empiricigts, would
edablish that. However, even in this matter Hick manages to shoot himsdf in the foot
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by introducing concepts such as “other materid than physcd matter” which have no
factual content.

Stepping back from the whole article, the biggest problem with it is that it gives not
one coherent reason for supposing that one does survive after desth. Surviva after
desth may be meaningful, but why should one believe in it? From an empiricd point-
of-view it is contrary to the evidence. Likewise, why should one rlate surviva after
degth to a sSngle passage of reveded scripture? As he says himsdf, it could turn out
to be an odd quirky new fact about existence.

The answer to these questions lies in an dtogether different direction. One bdieves in
these things because of religious experience and fath. Therefore, the meaning of
religious concepts is to be sought in religious experience and faith, and if these are
vacuous then so too are the concepts.

It is an error to attempt to beat the verificationids a ther own game. Rdigious
concepts are not empirica concepts and facts by themsdves do not prove the
objective content of anyone of them, least of dl the exisence of God. Hick is barking
up thewrong tree.

My concern here is not to seek to establish the religious facts, but
rather to edtablish that there are such things as rdigious facts, and in
partticular that the exisence or nonexisence of the God of the New
Tesament is a matter of fact, and clams as such eventud experientid
verification.

He should be seeking to establish the religious facts, and leave their meanings to take
care of themselves.

AV

Five types of theology

The American theologian Hans Fre in his work Types of Christian Theology
described five types of modern Chrigtian thinking.

Before introducing these we have to make a higtorical/cultural observation.

At the time of writing Wedtern society is going through a period of trangtion, and
nowhere is this more evident than in the podtion of rdigion. Society has entered a
date of modernity. What this means is that scientific rationdism has become
dominant as an explanation of phenomena — it is particulaly prominent in academic
and intelectud circles.  Rdigion is rooted in premodern atitudes and thinking.
Therefore, religion is in dedine. The reactions of theologians to the changing culturd
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environment is vaied. This problem facing rdigion is illustrated by the following
extract from David Ford's work Theology, A Very Short Introduction.

What about the religions? Because they touch on al aspects of life they
have been profoundly and complexly affected by the transformations,
Because dl the mgor religions are rooted in premodernity and need to
be able to sustain dgnificant continuity with the padt, the condant
changes and uprootings of modernity have sruck especidly hard a
them.

Given this context Frie identifies five possble forms of theology.

@

e

©)

(4)

Type I. This theology reects religion as truth. It does ® because it accepts
some other sysem of beief as wholly true and rationd, and reects reigion
because it cannot be made to be consstent with it. Flew represents this kind
of theology. He is a scentific, rationdist materidis and God and religion
have no pat to play in his dternative world-view; therefore, he dams that dl
rigious language is meaningless.  Nor is this merdy a ploy — he is quite
gncere. It is a logicd extenson of his empiriciam, snce rdligious language
does not and cannot be explained by concepts that are derived or abstracted
from experience.

Type Il. This theology attempts to interpret religion in terms of some other
modern point-of-view. If necessary, certain previoudy srongly held beiefs
will be abandoned. Essentidly, the drategy is to atempt a compromise with
modernity.  Hick's reply to Flew represents a theology of this kind.
Essentidly, Hick accepts the empiricist viewpoint, but he seeks to show that
rdigious datements can dill be meaningful by verificationig criteria The
difficulty with this type of theology is thet it is precarious. Reigion is
generdly about faith, and it is possble to question the faith of someone who
needs to compromise this much. It is arguable, for ingtance, that it is an eror
to attempt to beet the verificationists at the own game!

Type Ill. This is a theology that is scepticd. No one system of thought is
acknowledge to represent the whole truth. It seeks to avoid direct
comparisons between redigious language and other language, but perhaps
seeks to establish a didogue between them and establish corrdations. The
danger in this theology is thet it too lacks a clear expression of fath. It seems
to want to run with the hounds and hunt with the hairs.

Type IV. This theology gives primacy to the rdigious interpretation, and
makes a commitment to it. It seeks to interpret modernity in terms of religious
language. The danger in this podtion is that it does not acknowledge
aufficiently the chdlenge of modernity, and hence the need for change. The
theology is a premodern way of thinking with window dressng to make it
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seem modern.  However, because it is not modern it cannot engage the modern
mind, and hence mugt aso lose ground to scientific rationaism.

(5) Type V. This might be described as a “fundamentdis” reection.  This
theology refuses to acknowledge the challenge of modernity, and to reassert
unchanged and undiminished the premodern religious dae-of-mind.  The
problem in this gpproach is that it denies that a change has taken place, and
hence will inevitably lose touch with the mandream of socio-culturd
development.

Mog of the statements and replies to the attack on the meaning of rdigious language
derive from type Il or type Il theologies. Anocther type Il response is that offered by
Richard Swinburne. He uses an example of toys in a cupboard to show that
datements that cannot be fadfied can be meaningful. It cannot be fadfied that toys
in a cupboard do not move when we don't look at them, but the statement that they
don't is gill meaningful. Once again, this seeks to integrate religious language with
veificationiam rather than chalenge verificationism directly.

Ancther gmilar reply is that rdigious dtatements could satisfy the week criterion of
veificationism — the propostion God is the Creator could be supported by evidence
of possble desgn in the world. There is higtoricd evidence tha counts towards
propositions such as Muhammad is the Prophet of Allah or Jesus rose from the dead
on thefirst Easter Sunday.

An example of a type Il response is provided by RM. Hare. He argues that religious
satements are non-cognitive and they function to indicate the way someone looks at
the world. A person can have a paranoid ddusion that people are going to kill him
that is not supported by any evidence, however, the deluson is gill meaningful. Hare
calsways of looking at the world *bliks’, and clamsthat religious bdiefs are *bliks .

R.M. Brathwate adso agrees tha rdigious language is non-cognitive and that the
veificationis and fadgficationist principles do not apply. According to Brathwaite a
religious clam is essentidly a mord dam and expresses an dtitude however, a
religious cdlam expresses this mora through a story, nor is it necessary for a person to
believe in the litera truth of the story in order to adopt a certain way of life.

These responses seek to edtablish separate domains of meaning between scientific
raiondism and theology. However, the podtion is genuindy precarious. Too much
is conceded to scientific rationdism in acknowledging that rdigious datements are
“non-cognitive’.

Of course, this approach does accord with theological statements of the padt.
Paticulaly, with the tradition of the via negativa. This dams that reigious language
is essentidly equivocd — its use is to refer people to things beyond ther
understanding — that is the infinite.  Rdigious language is essntidly mydicd and
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adopts the via negativa — that is, God's atributes are mydticdly hinted a by
describing what God is not.

A rdaed approach is to argue that religious language is andogica — that is, God's
attributes are hinted a through andogies. St. Thomas Aquinas adopts this approach.
Aquinas adopts analogies of proportion and attribution. It is an andogy of proportion
to attribute grester power to God; it is an andogy of atribution to say that God is a
living God, or God loves us —a term origindly used with reference to one thing is
applied to a second thing because the one causes the other.

Aquinas is a pre-modern thinker, but the reintroduction here of his idess is a response
to the modern period of trandtion. It is also as precarious as the other type Il
respponses. The use of andogy within religious language can be dtacked as
meaningless,

Similarly, lan Ramsey argues that analogies are used to develop models of God. For
example, God is good is a model of God. However, the modds need to be qualified.
In God isinfinitely good theterm infinitely isaqudifier.

It is ds0 argued that religious language is metgphorical and symbolic. A symbal is
something that sands for something dse. This goproach has been deveoped
paticulaly by Paul Tillich. JR. Randdl also appears to adopt this approach, though
there is a more sociologicd bias to his undersanding of religious language, which
dirs strong emotions and binds communities together.

Once again the precarious nature of this pogtion is shown by the reply to Tillich by
Paul Edwards who argues that symbols do not convey facts and they are meaningless.
The directions and ingghts to which symbols point cannot be verified.

Wittgengtein adopts the view that “meaning is use’. He applied this principle aso to
religious language — A non-bdiever will find rdigious language meaningless because
he or she is not in the rdigious ‘game. But an outsder cannot dam tha the
language used in a paticular ‘gameé is meaningless just because it does not make
sense to them. Once again, this is just another example of a type Il response, since it
seeks to separate the two discourses of religion and science, and even the two
communities to the extent that they cannot literdly understand each other. It is
another precarious reply, since the gronger sysem of beiefs will win the baitle for
the future generations. It is dl very wdl to say that two communities exist that spesk
sepaate languages (paticipate in  different  language games); but the future
generations are being taught at school to spesk the language of modernity, not the
language of rdigion.

Basl Mitchdl points out that believers have fath, and this is why they do not alow
evidence, for example, the problem of evil, to undermine their faith. This 5 a type IV
response.
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In concluson, religion is in decline.  As it is in dedline the meaning of its terms are
being questioned.  Theologicd responses have sought to compromise with the
ondaught of modernity. The understanding of the content of religious symbols and

language is waning.
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