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REALISM AND RELIGION

This book draws together a distinguished group of philosophers and theologians
to present new thinking on realism and religion. The religious realism/antirealism
debate concerns the questions of God’s independence from human beings, the nature
of religious truth and our access to religious truths. Although both philosophers
and theologians have written on these subjects, there has been little sustained
investigation into these issues akin to that found in comparable areas of research
such as ethics or the philosophy of science. In addition, the absence of any agreed
approach to the problem underlines both the need for fresh thought on it and the
fruitfulness of this area for further research.

The editors’ introduction sets the context of the realism debate, traces connections
amongst the essays which follow, and proposes lines for future development and
enquiry. The contributors present a variety of contrasting positions on key issues in
the religious realism debate and each opens up new and important themes. Gordon
Kaufman, Peter Lipton and Simon Blackburn provide the opening chapters and
the context for the collection; Alexander Bird, John Hare, Graham Oppy and Nick
Trakakis, Merold Westphal, and John Webster explore topics that are central to the
debate. This volume of original essays will both introduce newcomers to the field
and suggest new lines of research for those already familiar with it.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Andrew Moore and Michael Scott

The religious realism/antirealism debate concerns the questions of God’s
independence from human beings, the nature of religious truth and our access to
religious truths. Religious realists typically maintain that religious claims represent
a mind-independent religious reality to which we have epistemic access (at least in
part), and that religious truth should be robustly construed as a relationship between
religious sentences and the reality that they describe. Religious realists also usually
maintain that at least some religious claims are actually true. Religious antirealists
variously reject different components of the realist’s theory: religious claims are
primarily expressive rather than genuinely representational; religious truths are
inaccessible to us; religious truth is a matter of the satisfaction of internal standards
of religious language (or ‘language games’); religious claims are systematically false.
It is this last issue that has played and continues to play a dominant role in philosophy
of religion, usually in the form of arguments about either the existence of God or
the coherence of claims made about God.* Our concern in this collection is with the
other aspects of the debate. That is, we will primarily be interested in the meaning
and accessibility of religious claims. Although they are less commonly discussed,
it is these other aspects that in an important respect raise more fundamental issues.
When one asks whether God exists or whether we have a coherent conception of
omnipotence, one already assumes that talk of God is in the business of representing
(or aiming to represent) a religious reality; when one asks whether religious beliefs
can be reasonable and warranted, one assumes that their truth is accessible to us.

Religious Realism in Context

The debate between realists and antirealists is a focal point of contemporary
philosophy that has occupied many major contemporary analytic philosophers.
Extensive work has focused on identifying the core points of disagreement between
realists and antirealists and providing a framework in which the debate can be
helpfully pursued. Moreover, the interpretation and relative importance of the various
aspects of the realism problem, as well as the types of antirealist opposition, differ
with each philosophical setting. In philosophy of science, for example, the realist’s
belief in the existence of entities posited by scientific theory is contested by antirealist
sceptics; in ethics, the aptitude of ethical claims to express truths is as much at issue
as the existence of ethical properties; in the philosophy of mathematics, the status of

1  For classic texts, see Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 2004, 2" edition) and J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism: Arguments for and against
the existence of God Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982).



2 Realism and Religion

mathematical truth is a central issue. An understanding of the realism problem is pivotal
to current research in these topics.

Against this background, work on religious realism has lagged behind. Although
theologians have written on the problem,? there has been no sustained philosophical
investigation of religious realism akin to that found in ethics or the philosophy of science.
Philosophers of religion have made little use of the considerable technical resources for
understanding the problem advanced in recent years.® Philosophers working on realism in
other fields have shied away from developing detailed arguments on religious realism —
even those who have strong (realist) religious convictions or who take a position which
in principle commits them to controversial views about the subject. Numerous texts on
realism cite religious discourse as an example, but fall short of a satisfactory engagement
with the topic. This lack of engagement with the problem is all the more surprising given
the resurgence of interest in the cognate areas of religious epistemology and ontology,
and the fact that religion, alongside ethical and scientific discourse, presents the most
natural context in which to address and evaluate realist and antirealist arguments.*

The current lack of an agreed framework for discussion of the religious realism problem
coupled with poor communication not only between philosophical fields which should
have something to say on the topic but also between philosophy and theology, underlines
both the need for new thinking and the potential fruitfulness of this area of investigation.
This collection of essays by philosophers of science, philosophers of religion, moral
philosophers, and theologians attempts to promote communication between these fields.

There are several critical problems raised in this collection that merit particular
attention:

1. The appropriate paradigm(s) for pursuing the realism debate. Should we be
primarily concerned with, for instance, the character of religious truth, the
reference of discourse about God, the question of God’s independence, or the
descriptiveness of religious claims? While philosophers and theologians have
taken various positions on each of these issues — sometimes arguing at cross-
purposes with each other — little has been done towards identifying the focal
problems or explaining the relationship between the different approaches.

2. What can be learnt from comparable debates in science and ethics? Can, for
example, the (very different) kind of considerations used to defend scientific
or ethical antirealism be applied in support of religious antirealism? Can
defences of scientific realism be applied to religious realism?

2 See D. MacKinnon, Explorations in Theology 5 (London: SCM, 1979), chs 5, 10, 11;
D. Cupitt, Taking Leave of God (London: SCM, 1980); J. M. Soskice, Metaphor and Religious
Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985); B. Marshall, Trinity and Truth (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000); A. Moore, Realism and Christian Faith: God, Grammar,
and Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).

3 Forexample, C. Wright, Truth and Objectivity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1992).

4 Though see M. Dummett, The Logical Basis of Metaphysics (London: Duckworth, 1991).
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3. In what ways is religious realism distinct from other kinds of realism, and
what are the implications of this for realism/antirealism frameworks?

4. The relationship between philosophy and theology. Because the status of
religious discourse is the province of both disciplines, the relationship between
them and their respective contributions needs to be brought into focus.

Approaches and Arguments

A useful way into the realism problem is to consider whether religious statements
aim primarily to describe the world, or instead express the attitudes of those who
assert them. This debate is standardly construed in terms of whether religious
statements have cognitive content. The cognitivist argues that religious statements
aim to represent facts, and are true or false according to whether their representations
are accurate. Religious non-cognitivism involves a positive and a negative thesis.
Onthe negative side, religious statements do notaim to represent religious facts. In this
respect, the content of religious sentences cannot be evaluated for truth because they
are not about any religious subject matter. On the positive side, the non-cognitivist
gives an account of how the claims of religious believers should be understood:
they are expressive vehicles, and convey the believer’s attitudes, emotions, stances,
prescriptions, resolutions, commitments, etc. That is, religious statements have a
primarily non-descriptive function.® The non-cognitivist can allow that a religious
statement may have a factual content in addition to expressing an attitude.
For example, the statement that an event is a miracle clearly has a descriptive element —
an event occurred which is presumably in some way remarkable. But according to the non-
cognitivist, what makes this a religious statement about a miracle rather than merely the
report of a remarkable event, is that it expresses an attitude.

Non-cognitivism has been defended for various regions of language other than
religious discourse. Aesthetic statements might be construed as the expression of
certain feelings of pleasure or displeasure, rather than representing aesthetic facts;
claims about what is funny might be seen as the expression of one’s amusement or
lack of it, rather than a judgement with truth-apt content. Non-cognitivist theories
have been set out for truth ascriptions,® the modal language of possibility and
necessity,” knowledge,® and most notably ethics.® Early versions of ethical non-
cognitivism proposed that ethical claims served such purposes as venting one’s
feelings and persuading others to share them,® or prescribing rules of conduct for

5 This isdistinct from the subjectivist position according to which a religious statement
reports the believer’s attitudes. For the non-cognitivist, religious utterances give voice to the
believer’s attitudes but do not describe or refer to them.

6 P. Strawson, ‘Truth’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Suppl. Vol. 24: pp.129-57
(1950).

7 S. Blackburn, Essays in Quasi-Realism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), ch. 3.

8 J. L. Austin, Philosophical Papers, 2" ed., eds J. O. Urmson and G. J. Warnock
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 99.

9 S. Blackburn, Spreading the Word (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984).

10 A.J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic (London: Victor Gollancz, 1936), ch. 6.
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oneself and others.!! On these accounts, what the claim ‘Honesty is good’ amounts
to is “Honesty: hooray!” or ‘Honesty: hooray! Be honest!” More recent work by
Simon Blackburn and Allan Gibbard has developed ethical non-cognitivism,'? or
ethical expressivism as the current versions of the theory are called, into a highly
sophisticated theory that is one of the leading antirealist options in metaethics.®

It is of interest to note the relative unpopularity of the religious analogue of
ethical non-cognitivism. This is in part due to the close association between religious
non-cognitivism and an early formulation of the theory by R. B. Braithwaite.'
Braithwaite contends that a religious statement primarily serves to express the
believer’s intention to pursue a certain behaviour policy. Unfortunately, this is open
to obvious counter-examples: religious beliefs that are not associated with any
particular policy, or with no behavioural intentions at all. Moreover, Braithwaite
partly justified his account on the basis of a now wholly discredited logical positivist
theory of meaning according to which a statement is factually significant only if it
is empirically verifiable. Contemporary discussions of religious non-cognitivism,
taking Braithwaite as their model, are typically brief and dismissive, and the
objections against it are widely considered conclusive.®

But it may be that a stronger case can be made for non-cognitivism in religion.
Certainly, a potentially more promising model can be found in an unexpected source:
George Berkeley’s later writings. In his A Treatise Concerning the Principles of
Human Knowledge Berkeley notes that words can be meaningful without standing
for ideas: they may, for example, excite some passion, encourage or deter action,
or produce a disposition.’® However, it is over twenty years later in his dialogue
Alciphron that Berkeley applies this proposal to religious discourse.

Berkeley’s account is intriguing in part because he extends the non-cognitivist
aspect of his theory to a very restricted range of religious statements, and second, non-
cognitivism is used by Berkeley as part of a defence of Christian faith against sceptical
inquiry. The argument proceeds as follows. Suppose that words are significant only
insofar as they stand for or suggest ideas, and that to know that a statement is true
requires a distinct idea (or collection of ideas) corresponding to what is known.
A sceptical objection emerges to certain basic Christian beliefs, about which it
seems we have no distinct ideas. Take, for example, the notion of grace. Christianity,

11 R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952).

12 S. Blackburn, Essays in Quasi-Realism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), Allan
Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990).

13 One reason for changing the name is that expressivism, unlike its non-cognitive
ancestors, can show how a discourse that primarily trades in the expression of attitudes can
support notions of truth, fact, description, and even knowledge.

14 R. B. Braithwaite ‘An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief’ [1955] in
B. Mitchell (ed.), The Philosophy of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971).

15 R. Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993);
D. Stiver, The Philosophy of Religious Language (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995); W. Alston
‘Religious Language’, in W. Wainwright (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of
Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 220-44.

16 G. Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (J. Dancy
(ed.), Oxford: Oxford, University Press, 1998), Introduction, Section 20.
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as Berkeley puts it through the mouth of his sceptical interlocutor Alciphron, ‘is
styled the covenant or dispensation of grace’, and the nature, effects, and extent of
grace is the subject of much theological dispute. We can, of course, have an idea of
grace inits “vulgar sense’ as ‘beauty ... or favour’. ‘But’, Alciphron continues, ‘when
it denotes an active, vital, ruling principle, influencing and operating on the mind of
man, distinct from every natural power or motive, | profess myself altogether unable
to understand it, or frame any distinct idea of it.”*” But if no distinct idea corresponds
to the word ‘grace’, so the sceptical objection goes, then it is an empty term and
cannot be an object of faith or knowledge.

Berkeley’s response is to introduce his earlier proposal from the Principles
that terms may serve a function other than conveying ideas. For example, the term
‘grace’ should be understood as playing a role in religious statements and beliefs
that serves to motivate certain actions. So Euphranor (who stands for Berkeley)
replies to Alciphron: ‘Grace may ... be an object of our faith, and influence our life
and actions, as a principle destructive of evil habits and productive of good ones,
although we cannot attain a distinct idea of it’.*® Euphranor goes on to develop a
similar account of the Trinity:*®

[A] man may believe the doctrine of the Trinity, if he finds it revealed in Holy Scripture
that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, are God, and that there is but one God,
although he doth not frame in his mind any abstract or distinct ideas of trinity, substance,
or personality; provided that this doctrine of a Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier makes
proper impressions on his mind, producing therein love, hope, gratitude, and obedience,
and thereby becomes a lively operative principle, influencing his life and actions, agreeably
to that notion of saving faith which is required in a Christian.?

Original sin is also given a non-cognitive account:

Original sin, for instance, a man may find it impossible to form an idea of in abstract, or
of the manner of its transmission; and yet the belief thereof may produce in his mind a
salutary sense of his own unworthiness, and the goodness of his Redeemer: from whence
may follow good habits, and from them good actions, the genuine effects of faith.

Berkeley envisages his non-cognitivism to extend only as far as those Christian
doctrines of which we can form no distinct idea, and he takes it little further than
these examples. Regarding the rest of religious discourse, Berkeley is a cognitivist:
religious terms correspond to ideas that refer to really existing features of a religious
reality. He takes the various forms of behaviour that the non-cognitive uses of
religious language promote to be in accordance with Christian thinking about proper
belief and practice, which, Berkeley believes, is both cognitively contentful and

17 George Berkeley, Alciphron or The Minute Philosopher (T. E. Jessop (ed.)) in
The Works of George Berkeley, Volume Three (eds A. A. Luce and T. E. Jessop, London:
Thomas Nelson, 1950), VII, 4.

18 lbid. VII, 7.

19 And, in the course of it, of the divine-human nature of Christ: ibid. VII, 8; cf. VII, 9.

20 Ibid. VII, 8.

21 Ibid. VII, 10.
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rationally defensible. The non-cognitive use of religious language is therefore very
much at the service of what natural reason, scripture, and theology have established
as true, and is justified by its producing the requisite range of Christian behaviour
and dispositions in believers.

Aside from providing a response to scepticism about those Christian doctrines
where distinct ideas cannot be formed, Berkeley uses the non-cognitive component
of his theory to account for the motivational character of Christian belief. Berkeley
emphasizes that there is a practical side to faith that shows itself in the behaviour
and dispositions of believers rather than in their understanding, ‘a vital operative
principle, productive of charity and obedience’. He remarks: ‘Faith, | say, is not
an indolent perception, but an operative persuasion of mind, which ever worketh
some suitable action, disposition, or emotion in those who have it.”?> He argues that
religious claims which evoke emotion and guide action are more suited to explain
this aspect of faith than ideas and intellectual argument, which he believes are unable
to dissuade people from acting in their own self-interest. Ethical arguments about the
virtues, good character, the inner moral sense, Berkeley suggests, will do nothing to
discourage someone from ‘secular interests and sensual pleasures’, particularly if
that person enjoys the immediacy and convenience of such pleasures. Faith, however,
can effect a change of heart and motivate a different way of life — not by intellectual
persuasion, but by changing the believer’s attitudes. Berkeley thus identifies a much
more promising line of defence for non-cognitivism than Braithwaite’s logical
positivist theory of meaning: the attitudes expressed in religious discourse also
explain the motivational force of religious faith.

None of the contributors to this collection have taken on a full-blooded religious
non-cognitivism, but Kaufman comes close. For Kaufman, God is not an accessible
object of our understanding, and so there no question of religious claims successfully
referring to or describing God. Rather, religious discourse is construed as a product
of the imagination rooted in human responses to the (natural) world and the
vicissitudes of life. Moreover, these must presumably be primarily emotional rather
than cognitive responses, since a suitable intellectual response to the recognition
that religious statements fail to represent the supernatural reality that they appear to
describe would be to jettison religious language entirely — an option that Kaufman
takes note of.

In a key respect the argument of Lipton’s paper resembles Kaufman’s: they both
aim to give an account of religious claims which does not require an ontological
commitment to a religious subject matter. However, whereas Kaufman regards the
subject matter as inaccessible to us, Lipton proposes a way of engaging in religious
language without any commitment to a religious ontology. Lipton does not doubt that
religious statements are genuinely representational: they describe (or aim to describe)
a religious reality. But he sets out a way in which engagement in religious discourse
does not require one to believe in the described religious reality. Lipton’s model for
this proposal is Bas van Fraassen’s constructive empiricist position in the philosophy
of science. In philosophy of science, a central issue is the status of unobservable
entities posited by scientific theories. The constructive empiricist maintains that if

22 lbid.
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a scientific theory is empirically adequate — if everything it says or implies about
the observable world is true — we can accept it while remaining agnostic about the
existence of the unobservable entities it posits. This approach seems most attractive
when there are two incompatible scientific models in play. For example, a fluid can be
modelled as a continuous liquid or as a collection of particles. A scientist may make
use of either model as an appropriate tool for predicting or explaining phenomena
without believing both to be true. Lipton contends that we can in a similar way accept
religious claims, where it is morally and socially desirable to do so, while remaining
agnostic about their content or even, where science has established it, believing their
content to be false. Lipton’s theory is a variety of fictionalism, a theory which has
also been applied to ethics and other areas of discourse.

Although Lipton and Kaufman are religious believers, to some they might seem
to approach religious belief and practice from an external stance. They each apply
non-religious grounds — ethical and social judgements, or our experience of the
world — to evaluate which religious beliefs to hold and which practices to engage in.
This is highly controversial for a religious believer who, for example, takes scripture
as fundamental. Lipton’s aim is to show how one can engage in religious discourse
without compromising scientific beliefs, rather than to give a general account of
religious discourse. Even so, if religious discourse is a mere fiction, why should
anyone engage with it? Lipton is alive to this problem and emphasizes the importance
of immersion in religious practice: ‘The religious story has its life in the context of
ritual observance and more generally as part of a religious form of life. It is a story
in which the reader herself is also a participant, and it may provide extraordinary
support for communal identification and moral reflection.’?

Simon Blackburn, although an ethical expressivist and a pioneer of contemporary
expressivist theory, takes a thoroughly realist account of religious discourse.
Contrary to Kaufman and Lipton, religious discourse involves commitment
to a religious ontology and — at least for the ordinary believer in the pew — this
commitment is ineliminable.? He argues that religious believers do not use religious
language merely to give voice to their attitudes, but draw on religion to justify and
explain their behaviour. The unacceptable upshot of fictionalism is that the religious
‘believer’ can “cite the gift of God as an explanation and justification of his desire,
in one breath, and in the next breath admit that it is all a fiction’.?® As Blackburn puts
it, the two-faced nature of this approach gives it away.

A number of papers in the collection, notably Lipton’s, propose relationships
between the realism debate in the philosophy of religion and science. Alexander
Bird explains such connections in some detail, and provides a critical survey of
the literature. Two other important components of the religious realism debate
are considered in this volume: the analysis that we give of religious truth, and the

23 Mark Eli Kalderon, Moral Fictionalism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005) and
Fictionalism in Metaphysics ((ed.), Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005).

24 p. 46 below.

25 Though given that Lipton is looking to find a place for religious discourse within a scientific
world view, he would perhaps not disagree with this point.

26 p. 58 below.
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relationship between religion and ethics. The relevance of the latter was indicated
in the earlier discussion of non-cognitivism: religious and ethical beliefs seem to
share a similar motivational force, and arguments for religious non-cognitivism are
modelled on their counterparts in ethics. Moreover, the religious antirealist often
takes the merits of religious practice and belief primarily to be ethical. In his paper,
Hare takes up a further aspect of this relationship, whether ethical truths may be
grounded in religious truths about God. Hare aims to show how such an account —
closely related to “divine command theories’ — can also account for the motivational
character of ethical belief.?’

The significance of our conception of religious truth for the realism debate has
been emphasized in recent work by Alston,? and is reflected in both Blackburn’s
paper and Oppy and Trakakis’s detailed discussion of the work of D. Z. Phillips.
For more than forty years, Phillips developed and expanded on Wittgenstein’s
lectures and writings in the philosophy of religion, and his many books and articles
constitute one of the most distinctive and lively contributions to the field. Central to
Phillips’s account is that we must understand religious concepts within the practices
and language games of the religious believers who use them, and this includes the
concept of religious truth. Phillips would deny that he was an antirealist, arguing
instead that both the realist and antirealist positions are confused. But the upshot of
taking religious truth as a language game internal concept, i.e. a concept tied to the
standards of investigation and justification within religious discourse, seems clearly
to situate him on the antirealist side. For example, an implication of adopting this
account is that religious truth is evidentially and epistemically constrained. That is,
there cannot be religious truths that in principle outstrip our ability to determine
their truth or which we cannot even in principle know to be true. The realist, in
contrast, will argue that there can be evidentially unconstrained religious truths or
truths which are unknowable.

Writing from similar theological standpoints, our two final contributors explore
questions of God’s independent existence and how it should be construed. The figure
of Kant lurks behind many of the debates touched on in this volume and in his essay
Merold Westphal argues for a Kantian theological anti-realism. This comprises two
theses. First, God exists independently of human beings and their cognitive powers:
God is metaphysically real. Second, there is a sharp and essential distinction between
God’s knowledge of what is true and real (including himself) and our knowledge of it.
For Westphal the crucial issue in the realism debate is epistemic, not metaphysical.
Thus, on his view, whereas God’s knowledge defines the real as it truly is and
corresponds to its object, ours does not, and therefore we cannot know things as they
really are. Westphal’s anti-realism is in significant measure theologically motivated:
he denies that created, finite human beings with their limited noetic capacities can
arrive at the truth about their infinite, divine creator. Moreover, owing to the taint of
original sin, we need to beware our tendency to idolatry, for as he puts it, ‘we edit

27 See R. Adams Finite and Infinite Goods (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).
28 W.Alston, ‘Realism and the Christian Faith’. International Journal for the Philosophy
of Religion, 38 (1995), pp. 37-60.
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God to our convenience’.?® God’s transcendence is such that he cannot become an
object of knowledge for us unless, as Westphal believes he does (and here he differs
from Kaufman’s Kantianism), God reveals himself.

Westphal’s theological anti-realism will make many theologians think again
about the kind of realism that is appropriate in theology and will have a chastening
effect on those who think that theological realism is easily won. But they might
also want to ask whether his position wavers awkwardly and unstably between
being theologically and philosophically motivated. For example, how far is his
apophaticism driven by a Kantian metaphysic and how might it be modulated by
Christian doctrinal affirmations concerning God’s actions in space and time? In
other words, might not more be said in the cataphatic mode of theological discourse,
precisely on the basis of the divine self-revelation Westphal accepts, or does his
Kantianism preclude this?

John Webster’s essay explicitly raises the question of the relationship between
philosophy and theology and suggests that the tensions between the two disciplines
that have so dogged the realism debate might be eased by patient and self-critical
self-explanation. The topic of divine aseity concerns God’s objective identity in
himself, independent of creatures. In a move that eschews the kind of restrictions
(frequently self-) imposed on theology by Kantian anxieties, Webster affirms that
the triune God of Christian faith is a knowable subject of human discourse because of
his self-revelation in Jesus Christ. ‘God is from himself, and from himself God gives
himself’.2° Our conception of God’s self-existence should therefore be derived from
this datum rather than from abstract comparisons between necessary and contingent
being, as both philosophers of religion and theologians have tended to do.

D. Z. Phillips was fond of asking philosophers to clarify the grammar of religious
discourse before judging it and Webster’s essay can helpfully be seen as a piece of
conceptual clarification. An important and controversial implication of Webster’s
argument for divine objectivity is that the realism debate in Christian theology needs
to be set in the context of Christianity’s specific doctrinal commitments and forms
of self-assessment. As he puts it, ‘concepts used in the course of explicating the
Christian confession should be kept in the closest possible proximity to substantive
Christian doctrine, and not simply introduced already full of content derived from
their deployment elsewhere’ — ‘a general metaphysics of causality’, for example.®!
In which case, the question arises as to whether Webster’s argument is subject to the
problems associated with religious language games explored by Oppy and Trakakis
earlier in this volume.

29 p.152.
30 p.161.
31 pp. 156, 157.
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Chapter 2

Mystery, God and Constructivism

Gordon D. Kaufman

In this essay | shall not present an analysis of the general problem of religion and
realism nor will | canvass the many aspects of this issue that arise in connection
with various Christian claims and practices. | will confine my remarks largely to
the interconnections and interdependence of the three topics mentioned in the title
above. As we shall see, this will provide us with a kind of case study of the problem
of religion and realism as it appears in connection with some of the central claims of
Christian faith (and some other faiths as well) concerning the ‘ultimate reality” with
which we humans have to do.

At its deepest level human life, in many respects, confronts us as mystery. From
the magnificence of a glorious sunset, of a Grand Canyon, of the nightly star-filled
heavens above, to the profound enigma of the origin of our universe in an almost
unimaginable ‘Big Bang’; and then the later emergence of life amongst the ashes of
that mighty explosion, and still later the appearance of our own human reality with
its remarkable consciousness and thought, purposive action and creativity: the world
into which we have been born — and we ourselves — are profound mysteries, evoking
spontaneous awe. We have no settled answers to questions about the meaning of life,
about what we humans really are, about the ultimate reality with which we humans
have to do, about which of the problems of life are the most important, about how we
should live out our lives. We seek to orient and order ourselves, of course, in terms
of what we (quite properly) think of as knowledge of the environing world within
which we live, and of our place within that world. But the wider and deeper context
of our lives is inscrutable mystery — indeed, many mysteries — leaving us with the
paradox that ultimately it is in terms of that which is beyond our knowing that we
must understand ourselves.*

Throughout most of our history it has been what we today call ‘the religions’ that
have provided humans with interpretations of the profound mysteries within which
their lives transpire — interpretations that were sufficiently meaningful and intelligible
to enable men and women to come to some significant understanding of themselves
in relation to the enigmatic context within which their lives proceeded, and which
were sufficiently appealing to motivate them to attempt to live meaningfully and

1 ‘Amystery is something we find we cannot think clearly about, cannot get our minds
around, cannot manage to grasp... We are indicating that what we are dealing with here seems
to be beyond what our minds can handle.... . “Mystery” is ... a grammatical or linguistic
operator by means of which we remind ourselves of something about ourselves: that at this
point we are using our language in an unusual, limited, and potentially misleading way.’
G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery: A Constructive Theology (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1993), p. 60f.
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responsibly within that context. The human imagination has produced many such
visions of the world within which we live and of the ultimate reality with which
we must come to terms, and many quite diverse understandings of the significance
of human life within this context. Some of these became the basis for religious
traditions of sufficient meaning and interpretive power to have oriented the lives of
women and men for generations — but none have succeeded in overcoming or setting
aside the ultimate mystery of things. In recent centuries, with the rise of the sciences,
our knowledge of the world and of the life processes that have brought us humans
into being has transformed or displaced much traditional religious thinking about
these matters. But however convincing these scientific pictures of human-life-in-the-
world may today be, they also — like our long-lived religious traditions — have not
succeeded in dissolving away the ultimate mysteries of the world and life.?

In our western religious traditions this pervasive mystery — to which our limitations
of understanding and knowledge call attention — has often been given the name God;
and in affirmations that God is ‘absolute’ or “infinite’, ‘ineffable’ or ‘transcendent’,
believers have reminded themselves that this One whom they worship must be
understood, ultimately, to be profound mystery.® There is a significant tension at the
very heart of the symbol ‘God’. On the one hand, this symbol has designated that —
whatever it might be —which is believed to bring true human salvation or fulfillment;
that is, in speaking of and to God, women and men seek to direct themselves to
the mystery of reality in its aspect as source and ground of their very being and
their well being, as that on which, therefore, they can rely absolutely. On the other
hand, however, as genuinely mystery, God is taken to be beyond all knowledge and
understanding. This notion of God’s ultimate mystery demands acknowledgement of
a significant human unknowing with respect to God — acknowledgement, that is to
say, that we really do not know how the images and metaphors in terms of which we
conceive God apply, since they are always our own metaphors and images, infected
with our limitations, interests, and biases.

This feature of the image/concept of God gives rise to a profound tension (not
always recognized) central to its meaning. To the extent that God is regarded as
profound mystery, our concept of God can, of course, never be verified. This does
not mean that the notion of God is simply a fantasy, or that God is unreal. It does
mean, however (as has often been maintained in our traditions), that our belief in
God, our commitment to God, is always an act of faith; it is not grounded on proofs
or knowledge. Thus, paradoxically, we acknowledge God as indeed God — ultimate
mystery — only to the extent that we recognize that all our human religious ideas,
symbols, and methods of knowing, are our own human contrivances: the images or
concepts of God that we have in our minds and our books (including the Bible) are

2 For discussion of this claim see G. Kaufman, In the beginning...Creativity
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004), especially pp. 76-93.

3 For the historical background of this claim see G. Kaufman, In the beginning,
especially pp. 5-7, 9-10, 22-6.
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all humanly constructed. This does not mean that our human beliefs in and about God
are necessarily misplaced or false; as we shall see, there is a kind of ‘reality testing’
appropriate to the concept of God. But it does call our attention to certain features of
these beliefs that must be taken into account when we consider — theologically and
philosophically — the roles they play in our lives and their importance to us.*

The word ‘theology’ — combining two Greek words, theos (God) and logos (words
or thoughts) — means simply ‘thinking about God’, ‘words about God’, ‘God-talk’.
We think and talk about many different sorts of things, of course, but it is important
to note that there is something distinctive, indeed quite peculiar, in our talking to and
about God. We speak of tables and chairs; of humans and other living things such as
dogs and cats, trees and flowers; of the sky above and the earth underfoot; and so on;
and we know whereof we speak because all of these objects are directly available to
us in our experience, in our seeing and touching and smelling and hearing. But what
about God? That is a different matter, for God is not directly perceivable by us; God
cannot be ‘pointed to’ like the ordinary objects of experience or easily evoked like
feelings or other inner states.

In the Bible God is generally presented as a being that humans cannot directly
experience. In only a few texts is it suggested that humans have directly encountered
God: for example, it is said that Enoch ‘walked with God’ (Gen. 5:22, 24); God is
said to have ‘appeared’ to Abraham (Gen. 17:1; 18:1) and spoken to him; God ‘spoke’
to Job ‘out of the whirlwind’ (Job 38-41); and so on. However, it is a central biblical
theme that humans do not have direct or immediate contact with or experience of God.
This inaccessibility of God is frequently reported. Job, for example, in the midst of his
tribulations, seeks God for an explanation, but God is nowhere to be found:

Lo, he passes by me, and I see him not; he moves on, but | do not perceive him.... Behold,
I go forward, but he is not there; and backward, but | cannot perceive him; on the left
hand, I seek him, but I cannot behold him; I turn to the right hand, but I cannot see him
(9:11; 23:8-9).

Even Moses, through whom God is said to have made Godself known decisively,
was not allowed to see God’s “face’, we are told, but only God’s *back’ (Ex. 33:23),
for (as the text puts it) no one can see ‘[God’s] face...and live’ (33:20). And when
Moses asked God to reveal his name, God replied darkly, ‘Il am who | am’ (3:14). If
we turn to the New Testament we find very sweeping statements about this matter: in
the Fourth Gospel (1:18) and again in 1 John (4:12), we are told flatly, ‘No one has
ever seen God’. For the biblical traditions in the main God is simply not the sort of
reality that is available to direct observation or experience.

If we stop to think about this for a moment, it becomes quite understandable.
Can we even imagine what it would be like to experience — to see — the ‘creator
of the heavens and the earth’? What kind of experience could present a reality of
that sort to us? By what criterion could God be distinguished from any number of

4 The questions taken up in these paragraphs are argued more fully in my book In Face
of Mystery.
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other marvellous or fantastic realities that one might encounter?® How would one
recognize that this — whatever it was that one was experiencing — was God? On
what grounds, thus, would one ever be in a position to say that it was indeed God
that | experienced? Questions of this sort suggest that the very idea of ‘experiencing
God’ is a serious mistake. And this judgement is reinforced when we remember
that for the most part throughout Christian history theologians have held that all
knowledge of God is through analogies and symbols; that is, it is not based directly
on our experience of God but rather on a combination of images and concepts drawn
from ordinary objects of experience. Thus God is spoken of as a father, a lord, or a
king; as a shepherd, a rock, a wind (spirit); as light, truth, and love; as ‘one’; as all-
powerful and all-knowing; and so on. All of these words gain their primary meanings
not through direct experience of God but rather through our ordinary living (and
reflection on that living) — our experience of ordinary objects and properties found in
the everyday world. At most, therefore (theologians have usually argued), these sorts
of words must be regarded as providing analogies with the help of which we can put
together a meaningful idea or image of that about which we are trying to speak when
we say ‘God’: the notion of God, thus (as | shall argue below), should be understood
as a human imaginative construct.

Another central biblical theme sharpens further these peculiarities of the concept
of God by pointing out the difficulties they make for would-be believers. The Old
Testament, for example, portrays a kind of ongoing struggle between God and the
idols — those deceivers that the Israelites (and others) often worshipped in place
of the ‘true God’. What or who is the true God - the one truly worthy of worship
and devotion — is really not all that clear to the Israelites, nor is it clear who are
the “true’ prophets, the spokespersons and intermediaries of this true God; and in
consequence, which candidates for devotion and worship are in fact idols, deceivers
whose spokespersons and advocates are ‘false prophets’, also remains uncertain.
The very notions of God and of idol dialectically presuppose each other, neither
being comprehensible without consideration of the other. Although the concept of
God has ontological weight not true of the notion of idol, these two concepts help to
define and refine the meaning of each other: ‘God’ names the true and proper object
of faith and worship, and ‘idols’ are false gods to which men and women often
mistakenly turn in their lives and their worship. In our weakness and frailty we can
never really be certain which is the true God and which an idol — and this confusion
further deepens God’s profound mystery.

Our very worship and ideas of God can easily become corrupted into idolatrous
human attempts to control God. To claim we know with certainty who or what is

5 Some might wish to claim that the Bible supplies us with criteria for judging who or
what is God. But that is really not the case. The many images and concepts of God presented
by the Bible are far from consistent with each other, as every Bible reader knows well; and
partly because of this variety and inconsistency many quite different kinds of churches and
sects have appeared in the course of western religious history, most of them claiming to base
their understanding of God directly on the Bible. For interesting studies of the variety of God-
images present in the Bible, see J. Miles, God: A Biography (New York: Knopf, 1995) and his
Christ: A Crisis in the Life of God (New York: Knopf, 2001).
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God would be to claim that our concept of God, our understanding of God, captures
what or who God really is. Such a claim is nothing more than reification of our
own ideas, a disguised pretense to some measure of control over God — the sin to
which the ancient Jewish prohibition against speaking the divine name is directed.
The questions which the long-standing tradition of negative theology has repeatedly
raised about even the most carefully refined and nuanced claims respecting God are
a continuing reminder of these problems.® At least this much is clear, however: as
human imaginations have worked and puzzled in many different directions over the
image/concept of God, they have succeeded in producing an exceedingly complex
and intricate symbol.

Problems with the concept of God — the mystery of God — of the sort | have
been indicating here, raise the question whether this notion is not riddled with such
contradictory motifs as to be utterly unintelligible, and hence should be discarded.
Why not just forget all of this God-talk? Is it really worth putting ourselves through
all these word games and mental hoops? Why should we suppose that concern
about God is still a worthwhile expenditure of time and energy? Why not regard
the concept of nature or of the universe as adequate for dealing with the ultimate
context within which human life falls — and live out our lives in those terms? Many
in our time have taken such a position: God-talk may well have been important and
relevant in earlier periods of history, they say, but we today can do without it; and we
ought, therefore, to drop the whole subject. That is certainly a possible tack to take,
and it should be respected.

If, however, we are aware of certain important values that God-talk can, perhaps,
continue to provide, and certain serious dangers against which it can help protect us,
we may feel led in our concerns and thinking to move beyond the modern sciences
and other philosophical and religious options — as well as beyond today’s common
sense view of things — in order to struggle with the problems and paradoxes of God-
talk. Interest in the significance of the word ‘God’ may arise simply because one
has lived and thought for much of one’s life in and with a tradition in which God
has been cherished as the centre on which life should be oriented: growing up in a
home where devotion and service to God are taken seriously, for example; participation
in the ritual and life of a church or synagogue or mosque; meditation on scripture —
such experiences and activities may open our consciousness to the importance of
this profound Mystery beyond all we know and can experience, as well as to the
significance of our frequent temptations to make idols of the realities and values found
within our world. Or, to take a different kind of example: a deepening awareness of
the special import of the word ‘God’ may emerge as one begins to take note of the
important place God has had in the great heritage of western literature and art, or
as one studies religious and theological texts in a college class in the philosophy of
religion. And so on. Without the awakening of a real interest in that X’ on which
the employment of the word ‘God’ is intended to focus our attention, without some
sense (however vague) of what or whom we are trying to speak — in and with these
images and concepts of our traditions — there would be no motivation to pursue the

6 Forabrief sketch of some pertinent high points of the history of the negative theology,
see G. Kaufman, In the beginning, pp. 22-6.
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sorts of concerns and problems into which we have just begun to dip. Some kind of
interest in God, faith in God, a sense of God (however inchoate and problematic)
would seem to be presupposed in all serious theological reflection.

If what we are talking about when we use the word ‘God’ cannot be directly pointed
to and is not directly experienced by human beings, what is it? And how could we
come to think we know something about it? Our conception of God is an imaginative
construct, that is, an idea or image that is put together and held together by our
imaginations. As we learn in childhood to speak our native language — English,
let us say — our imagining gradually becomes developed and educated in the use
and meaning of thousands of complexly interconnected words that make up the
vocabularies of the family into which we have been born, the community in which
we live, the schools that we attend. Among these words being learned — along with
all their complex grammatical, syntactical, and semantic interconnections — is the
word ‘God’, sometimes (but not always) learned quite early in life. This word is
taught in a variety of ways: by telling stories of God’s care for humans, stories of
what God has done in the past and is doing now, stories of God’s ‘son’ Jesus, etc.;
by teaching the child to pray to God, to sing songs of praise and thanksgiving, to be
mindful of God’s presence and care; by connecting the word ‘God’ in a special way
with many other words familiar to the child (such as father, love, hope, light, king,
creator, and other characterizations commonly applied to God); and so on. All these
connections, characterizations, attitudes, and practices, become linked to the word
‘God’ and are gradually pulled together by the child’s imagination into a unitary
image/concept/meaning, as the child learns how to use the word ‘God’ in discourse
with others.’

To say that our idea of God is an imaginative construction does not mean that it is
‘just imaginary’, that it is not about anything real or true.2 Our minds are loaded with
many different sorts of imaginative constructs that we take for granted represent
realities of various sorts — perhaps realities we have experienced or can experience
to some extent, such as cities like New York City or London (although we readily
imagine the vast complex cities referred to by these names, none of us ever directly
experiences all of that); or realities that no human has experienced at all, and in
principle cannot directly perceive or experience, such as, for example, the universe.
With this concept we call to mind the vast complex structure of all that is, that within
which all events occur and all processes proceed. No one has ever directly perceived
the universe: it is much vaster, more complex, and more mysterious than anything we
can experience, and our idea of it is obviously a creation of our human imaginations;

7  Cf. L. Wittgenstein, Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology and
Religious Belief (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), p. 59f.

8  For brief explanations of my notion of imaginative construction, see G. Kaufman,
In the beginning, pp. 119-22; G. Kaufman, An Essay on Theological Method (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1995), especially ch. 2; and the Subject Index item, ‘Imaginative
construction’, in G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery, p. 504.
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yet we have few doubts about its reality. Or consider the Big Bang, which scientists
tell us is the origin of the universe. This is also an enormously complex imaginative
construct based on a gigantic extrapolation backwards in time through 14 or 15
billion years — an extrapolation worked out by the scientific imagination as it takes
up into its theories many kinds of pertinent clues available to us here on planet Earth.
The story of cosmic and biological evolution, running forward all those billions
of years, is another awe-inspiring imaginative construct that connects up with and
holds together in a unitary concept many of the ideas of astrophysics, astronomy;,
geology, biology, chemistry, ecology, sociology, anthropology, and so on. Other ideas
important to us, such as the notions of Truth, of Beauty, of Justice and the like, are
all creations of the human imagination: no one has ever directly experienced any of
these; they are abstractions from, and imaginative idealizations of, certain cherished
features of experience. And so on and on. All of the great and comprehensive thoughts
that we humans have are constructions of our imaginations, constructions without
which we could not guide or order our lives; for they help orient us with significant
facets of the world, of the reality (two more imaginative constructs of importance to
us humans!) within which we take ourselves to be living and acting.

And so it also is with our idea of God. This is a symbol created over countless
generations by humans seeking to bring before their minds, and hold in their hearts,
what they regard as the ultimate reality behind all that is, an X’ that works itself out
in and through all that is; that *X’, therefore, with which we must come to terms in
every moment of our lives; that ‘ultimate point of reference’, as | like to call it,® in
terms of which we seek to understand and explain to ourselves all that is and all that
occurs; the creator of the heavens and the earth, as Genesis 1 puts it. (An attentive
re-reading of this last sentence will reveal that in every clause its meaning is conveyed
by one or more important ‘imaginative constructs’.) Apart from our magnificent
imaginative powers, we would have no way of conceiving God at all; this is the only
access we have to that reality — that ‘X’ — to which our prayers are directed, that
before which we may bow down in worship, that on which we call in times of need,
that to which we may seek to give ourselves in faith and hope and love.

Whatever we know of God, we know through this image/concept created — over
countless generations — by human imaginations; and re-created (occasionally in
significantly distinctive ways) by each one of us every time we think or utter the word
‘God’. The God of the Bible —the God imagined, that is to say, by the biblical writers
and their compatriots — remains, of course, an important source (however variegated,
inconsistent, and dubious many of its characteristics may be) for thinking about
God today, i.e., for the ways in which we imagine God. So also are the imaginings
of the many generations of readers and worshippers from the biblical period to the
present. Everything that we humans know or think with respect to God — whether
we are illiterate peasants, ordinary middle-class churchgoers, or philosophical
theologians — is a product of human imagining. Apart from this profound work of
our imaginations, no devotion to God — in our worship and prayers, in the activities

9 See G. Kaufman, An Essay on Theological Method, pp. 14-19 for discussion of this
notion.
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of our daily lives, in our hopes and fears, in our most basic commitments — would
be possible.

It is important that we recognize that the analysis of the image/concept of God
that | have presented up to this point tells us nothing about whether God really
‘exists’; or whether ‘belief’ in God is foolish or wise, good or bad. There is no
question, however, about whether the word ‘God’ exists in the English language, and
no question either whether the symbol ‘God’ is living and effective in the cultures
and religions of native English speakers (as well as elsewhere around the globe).
Though | have been making some claims here about the meaning and significance —
and about the distinctive character — of this important symbol in our language, our
religions, and our cultures, | have not made any claims thus far about the respects
in which it calls our attention to some actual reality beyond this symbolization
(the word ‘reality’ in this sentence being taken to indicate something more than
a mere ‘X”). The fact that we have this powerful symbol in our language tells us
nothing at all — either pro or con — about whether it is a vehicle through which
we come into significant relation with some further ‘reality’ of significance for us
humans (contrary to the interesting claims of the so-called ontological argument).

We have been noting that our day-to-day lives are guided in important respects
by imaginative constructs made available to us through our language and traditions,
and that our sciences depend heavily on the constructive work of the human
imagination in developing their basic concepts and theories. In both these cases
imaginative constructions are widely in play and, moreover, are continuously tested
pragmatically — that is, by what they enable us to do, how they enable life to go
forward. In the sciences experimental testing has become highly refined and reliable,
and in consequence the sciences and the knowledges they produce have very high
standing in our cultures today. There is also, however, a more general and vague
kind of pragmatic assessing (in our sociocultural life) of the many symbols and
concepts orienting and ordering human everyday living.° But since this is not rigorous
or systematic (as in the sciences), dangers and false paths sometimes do not become
visible until too late, when they lead to catastrophe. Even then faithful believers —
those who are said to believe something religiously even though they may not
consider themselves to be particularly ‘religious’ — often do not see the handwriting
on the wall. | am not in a position to say much more than this about the pragmatic
‘reality-testing’ of many of our major imaginative constructs — something going on
in our cultures more or less continuously; but I do suggest that it will be useful to
look briefly at certain examples of this testing that involve the image/concept ‘God’,
the central symbol we are exploring in this essay.

10 Inanarticle some years ago (G. Kaufman, ‘Evidentialism: A Theologian’s Response’
in Faith and Philosophy 6/1 (1989), pp. 35-46) | argued that a kind of ‘soft evidentialism” is
clearly present in the Bible, and has always been practised in those religious faiths grounded
on the Bible. Moreover, this was not a narrow evidentialism dealing largely with specific
doctrinal claims (as many recent ‘evidentialist’ discussions have been); instead it addressed
itself to the broader orienting symbols of faith — a sort of pragmatic ‘reality testing’ of the kind
| am pointing to in the present essay.
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Given this understanding of the symbol ‘God’, theology — that is, the discipline of
theology, theology understood as critical systematic thinking about God — must itself
be seen as basically an activity of the human imagination,** and should not be treated,
for instance, as simply interpretation of biblical and other traditional ideas (as often
in the past). The Bible was given a central place in theological work (as were some
other traditions in some cases) because it was regarded as ‘God’s revelation’ or the
‘word of God’ — that is, the revelation to humankind of the omnipotent, all-knowing
Creator of the universe. Given that belief, it is hardly surprising that the Bible was
often thought of as the most (sometimes the only) authoritative source for knowledge
of God. Unfortunately, it was not noticed as often as it should have been that this
claim itself was based on the assumption that final authority for truth belongs to God
alone, an assumption that undermines every other supposed authority, including the
Bible. The centre of Christian faith (and of the other Abrahamic religions) is not the
Bible but is, of course, God, and what God has done and is doing; God is the reality
to be worshipped and served. The Bible has been of interest and importance only
because it tells a story of God and God’s acts. If there is any reason to suppose that
in some respects God might be other than as portrayed in the Bible and tradition,
or if the Bible and tradition turn out to be significantly unclear or ambiguous in
their pictures of God, the believability of these pictures will be seriously damaged
(at least with respect to the issues in which these problems have come into view)
because it is what or who God is that really matters. The Bible’s authority and the
tradition’s importance are thus derivative: there is a principle that can undercut both
of these, namely God. In this respect belief in God works to weaken the authority of
the Bible and other Christian traditions rather than support them.

In the Bible itself the picture of God is far from constant: as new insights and
understandings appear — often through the mouths of ‘prophets’ claiming to speak
in the name of God - the picture of God takes on different forms (pertinent to new
historical situations and contexts, but frequently not consistent with each other).
For Christians, the most decisive transformative events occurred in connection
with the life, ministry, and death of Jesus of Nazareth,'? eventually declared to be
God’s ‘son’, the very ‘word of God’, the ‘second person’ of the divine Trinity. (This
last concept became a veritable seedbed for much further imaginative creativity in
future centuries.) The Bible itself, thus, supplies important evidence of the ongoing
imaginative construction of the understanding of God throughout the history it
reports, and the Christian movement has clearly been engaged in this activity as
well.** Given the strong monotheistic traditions that this movement inherited, the
church’s creation of the totally new concept of trinity during its early period is quite
surprising — an outstanding example of imaginative theological reconstruction of the

11 My most extended argument on this point is to be found in An Essay on Theological
Method. My attempt to develop a full theological programme on the basis of this understanding
is to be found in In Face of Mystery.

12 For a very cogent argument on this point, see J. Miles, Christ: A Crisis in the Life of God.

13 For more historical detail on these matters see G. Kaufman, In the beginning, pp. 2-9.
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main lines of the concept of God in consequence of the necessity to take into account
new contextual developments.

There have, of course, also been many subsequent changes in the understanding
of God: very few educated people, for example, continue to believe that God created
the heavens and the earth just a few thousand years ago, and that God rules the earth
from somewhere in the skies above. The universe God created is now thought to
be billions of years old, and billions of light-years across; life on earth, and human
life in particular, did not appear simply and directly on God’s command but instead
through a long slow evolutionary process; and so on. Those who continue to believe
in God are enabled to do so only by transforming their thinking about God in ways
appropriate to the diverse circumstances in which they are living. Since ongoing
faith in God is possible only if God is understood to be pertinent to the conditions
and problems of life with which believers must come to terms, the way in which
God is imagined must change accordingly. Available ideas of God have always
been undergoing reality-testing and corresponding reconstruction of this sort. So
the questions concerning how God should be understood today — who or what God
is or can be for us twenty-first-century people; whether we can still find images
and concepts that can make sense of the notion of God at all, etc. — are really not
all that new. During most of the history of God-talk sociocultural problems and
developments underlay the theological issues being given attention.

And so it is today. As just noted, the traditional biblical picture of God as a
kind of person, who created the world and rules it from the nearby heavens above,
does not fit well with our modern understandings of the cosmos as a 14 or 15 billion-
year creative evolutionary process through which the universe — and all its contents —
came into being. Nor does that traditional picture fit well with our understanding of
human existence as, on the one hand, emergent from (though still deeply embedded
within) the enormously complex web of life on planet Earth; and as having, on the
other hand, developed socioculturally in history to a point where we humans now
have the power to wipe out human life — and much other life as well.** Unlike the
traditional picture of life on earth as completely and safely in the hands of God, it is
now us humans — with our powerfully creative imaginations — who have taken over
substantial (though by no means all) power on planet Earth. If we take seriously
today’s ecological understanding of ourselves — as inextricably embedded in the
intricate web of life on Earth — it becomes difficult (if not impossible) to imagine
any sort of action that God could take, which would set these ecological matters
right and enable human life to go on: it is we ourselves who must change the way we
are living and acting if the ecological crisis we are causing is to be addressed. For
those women and men who accept these understandings of the world and of human
life in the world, an intolerable tension between faith in (the traditional) God and
our modern/postmodern knowledge is created.® This should not be regarded as an
unhappy circumstance, however, for it sets up conditions that facilitate radically new

14 For further discussion of humans as ‘biohistorical’ beings (as suggested here), see
below, pp. 25-28, section V, and G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery, Part 2.

15 For further elaboration of these problems see G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery and
G. Kaufman, In the beginning.
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imagining of what we today might quite properly mean by ‘God’. The claim being
argued here, that all theology is in fact imaginative construction by us humans gives
today’s theologians much more freedom on the question of how they will think of
God, and of God’s relations to and with us humans, than theologians had during
much of the past.

Both the Bible (in some places) and past Christian traditions emphasized that
our principal human problem is our immersion in sinfulness and guilt before
God, while simultaneously encouraging us with hopes that God would forgive
us and bring salvation. Given our enormous power today, however, and our full
responsibility for controlling the exercise of that power, our situation vis-a-vis God
seems now to be of a significantly different order; and it should not surprise us, therefore,
that reality-testing of the received image/concepts of God is going on widely. We cannot
address these problems by simply rehearsing once more the old stories that recount the
way in which God and humanity — and their relationship — were imagined in the past, for
we are living in a quite different situation, and it is time for us to rethink — re-imagine —
how we should conceive God today. Indeed, it may not be appropriate any longer
to orient human life in terms of the symbol ‘God’. This is a time when we must
attempt fresh imaginative approaches to the question of God, seeking a construction
that fits in with — and in fact illumines — our present understanding of life here on
planet Earth. Some might ask whether it would be possible — or appropriate — to
place our ‘faith’ in any such humanly constructed understanding. But this question,
of course, overlooks the fact that all previous understandings of God have also been
human imaginative constructions (as we have been noting); so we should not let this
consideration get in the way of our moving forward today with such an approach.

v

How should one begin such fresh imagining? What kind of moves do we need
to make? Is there some way to avoid thinking in and with the traditional images
and concepts of God that we have inherited, while still be thinking about God?
We noted earlier that theological work presupposes ‘some kind of interest in God,
faith in God,...sense of God’ however inchoate these may be.*® Given this deep but
inchoate interest in and sense of God, how should we proceed in our theological
construction?

Obviously, we cannot address this question satisfactorily by simply attaching
the name ‘God’ arbitrarily to whatever comes to mind as a plausible candidate. We
need to ask ourselves, What is it that has given the word ‘God’ the importance in
our religious and cultural traditions that it has? It has not been simply that God was
thought of as the answer to speculative questions like, Where did the world come
from? or Is there an ultimate power behind everything? That which the word ‘God’
names has been much more existentially serious than these questions suggest: God
was believed to bring salvation from all ills, fulfilment of life. The name ‘God’, thus,
has been of significant weight, a name to be given a central place in consciousness

16 See p. 16 above.
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and life. God, that is to say, was regarded as that reality — and the word ‘God’ was
taken to express that complex meaning — which brings wholeness, meaningfulness,
salvation to human life.

Attempts at fresh imaginative construction of the image/concept of God can be
regarded as appropriate and legitimate only if their use of the name ‘God’ is warranted
linguistically; that is, only if the new conception has significant continuity with what
this word has meant in the past. (What constitutes ‘significant continuity’ in this
matter is, of course, a judgement call on which there are sharp disagreements.) It is
not possible to engage in serious construction of a new understanding of God in this
essay, since that would require us (a) to examine much more fully than is possible
here the way in which the symbol ‘God’ has functioned in human discourse and life
in the past, and (b) to develop a rather elaborate argument for the new understanding
of the symbol being proposed. The most that can be done here is to suggest briefly
what such an approach might reveal.'” There are, in my opinion, two major themes
that have given this symbol its extraordinary power and significance in human life.
On the one hand (as we have been noting) God has usually been conceived in quasi-
human images, and has been regarded as a kind of focus or centre in terms of which
human life can come to fulfilment — God has been thought of as a humanizing centre
of orientation for life. On the other hand, God has been envisioned (as we noted
early in this essay) as mysterious and beyond all human knowing, the all-powerful
creator of the heavens and the earth and the determiner of destiny, the ultimate judge
of the world — that is, God has been thought of as the relativizer (as | sometimes
put it) of everything human and finite.’® Hence, God has been taken to be radically
independent of all human striving and desiring — certainly no product of our wishes
and fantasies — while at the same time it was believed that only in relation to God is
genuine human fulfilment to be found. God has been believed to transcend all things
human, indeed all of creation, even while being that which creates, sustains, and
nourishes all that is. These two dimensions of our inherited idea of God — humanizer
and relativizer — belong together: either taken without the other would undermine
and ultimately destroy the function and significance of God as the proper object of
human devotion and service.

What seems to underlie these themes in the symbol ‘God’ is an understanding
of humans (both individuals and communities) as needing a centre of orientation
and devotion outside themselves and their perceived desires and needs, if they are
to find genuine fulfilment. As beings seeking security and satisfaction, we all too
easily make ourselves the centre of life, rearranging all else so that it conforms
better to our wishes. Our narcissism as individuals all too often leads to corruption

17 | have given much more elaborate arguments on this matter in a number of places,
beginning with G. Kaufman, God the Problem (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972),
especially chs. 5, 10, 11; and continuing in G. Kaufman, The Theological Imagination:
Constructing the Concept of God (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1981), especially pp. 34ff;
and G. Kaufman, An Essay on Theological Method. My fullest statement will be found in
G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery; and important further developments of my thinking about
God are now available in G. Kaufman, In the beginning, and G. Kaufman, Jesus and Creativity
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006).

18 See G. Kaufman, In the beginning, pp. 59-63, 66-8.
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of our relations with others, and our similar ethnocentrism as communities and
anthropocentrism as a species lead to warfare among peoples and to exploitation of
the resources in our environment. A centre and focus of meaning, which can draw us
out of our preoccupation with ourselves and our desires and evoke from us devotion
and service, can break through this curved-in character of our human existence. The
image/concept of God as entirely independent of all our wishes, and not susceptible
to any remaking or reshaping in accord with our desires, has traditionally performed
this function. The use of anthropomorphic imagery in depicting God — God being
seen, for instance, as a humane, just, and loving parent, and we humans being
regarded as the children for whom God has unlimited love and care — contributed to
the overall impression that God is thoroughly trustworthy; so men and women could
give themselves without reservation in service and devotion to God.

There has always been considerable tension between these two central motifs in
the idea of God — humaneness, with its tendencies to employ human-like images,
and its emphasis on human fulfilment; and transcendence or absoluteness, with their
emphasis on God’s radical otherness, God’s mystery, God’s utter inaccessibility.
This tension gave the symbol ‘God’ much of its power and effectiveness as a focus
for devotion and orientation in human life (though it has often been a source of
instability in human affairs as well). The rules of our language (I am suggesting)
require that if we wish to reconstruct this symbol, we must keep in mind that it is
properly employed only when it focuses our attention on a reality with these two
central motifs in complex interconnection with each other: that “ X’ — whatever it may
be — that we today can properly regard as both relativizing (calling into question) and
humanizing us humans, as well as relativizing and humanizing the world in which
we find ourselves.

What is meant here by the phrase, ‘the rules of our language’? | do not have
anything technical in mind — only the fact that we would not be able to understand
each other (or to understand ourselves, for that matter) in our everyday use of
language, if we did not follow certain generally accepted rules governing the way
we put together our words and sentences. When children learn to speak English,
they learn the rules of English usage along with the many words they are taught;
Chinese children learn to follow quite different rules; and so on.’* Among the rules
that we English speakers learn is one requiring that what we call ‘proper names’” must
designate something quite specific and particular — think of such names as George Bush,
New York City, Yale University, the Lisbon earthquake, the sun. If we started using
language in an arbitrary way, supposing that we could designate anything we please
with such names, it would not only be impossible for us to communicate with each
other about such things; it would be impossible for us even to think them, for we
could never be certain of just what it was that we were trying to think. And so it is
with the name “‘God’: the rules of our language require (I am suggesting) that if we
wish to reconstruct our symbol ‘God’, we must keep in mind that this symbol is used

19 The most fully developed, and persuasive, argument for this conception of language
and its importance is to be found in L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1958).
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to focus our attention on an ‘X’ with humanizing and relativizing motifs in complex
interconnection with each other.

Earlier in this essay | pointed out that the concept of God undermines the notion
of biblical authority in theology. Now we are in a position to see that the symbol
‘God’ has no intrinsic connections with the Bible at all (though it has, of course,
important historical connections). To suppose (for instance), that the various forms
of the idea of God found in the Bible must be regarded as in some way authoritative
or binding on us today (as we engage in theological reconstruction) would imply
that God is taken to be a kind of historical (or literary) figure like Socrates and
Plato: with such figures we gain nearly all of our basic information from certain
ancient texts, in this case the Platonic dialogues. (Many traditional theologians have,
of course, understood their task in just such terms). However, although the Bible
may well teach us some important things about God, the name ‘God’ does not refer
(even in the Bible) exclusively, or even primarily, to a character in the biblical text.
As we have seen in our examination of this symbol, God is supposedly the ultimate
reality with which we humans have to do, the source of all that is, the ‘Creator
of the heavens and the earth’ (as the Bible itself puts it), ‘the Maker of all things
both visible and invisible’ (as some of the creeds echo). These characterizations
imply that all realities of which we are aware (or unaware!) — not simply those
mentioned in the Bible — must be taken into account as we seek to understand what
is designated by the word ‘God’. And for this reason throughout the diverse millennia
that this symbol has been effective in orienting human living, acting, and thinking,
it has been necessary to engage repeatedly in imaginative constructive attempts to
re-conceive — to think through afresh — who or what is really God.? If we today
still think it important and desirable to continue living out our lives in significant
relation to God — that is, in significant relation to what we are linguistically justified
in calling ‘God’ — we also must undertake our own imagining, and see whether we
can, perhaps, find images and concepts that will enable this ancient, mutilated and
soiled symbol to take on new life.

The image/concept of God that we have inherited has been effective in shaping
the values and meanings of many basic human activities and experiences, in this
way orienting and helping to order certain forms of human life. But the symbol
‘God’ (as we have noted) is not grounded in any specific type of human experience
and — though pious believers often supposed they had, for example, ‘experienced’
God’s “‘grace’ or ‘judgement’ directly — particular experiences of this or that sort may
not be regarded as evidence of the appropriateness or validity of certain particular
understandings of God. However, the broad sociocultural ‘reality testing’ which the
symbol ‘God’ (in face of new historical conditions) has continuously undergone, has
provided a basis for significant reconstruction of this symbol many times in the past;
and in this way it has been adapted — imaginatively — to the changing circumstances
of human existence in different cultural settings. This is obviously a symbol of
considerable durability and flexibility, and it continues to show much more vitality
today than some observers had supposed (a few decades back) would be possible.

20 Detailed evidence for this claim will be found in the Prologue of G. Kaufman, In the
beginning, pp. 1-31.
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The jury is still out, however, on the question whether it will be able to survive the
vicissitudes of modernity/postmodernity.

\Y

To give some sense of the kind of imaginative construction of this image/concept that
I think is now appropriate,? | will briefly sketch here a world-picture?? — including
God - that is more in keeping (than our inherited pictures of God, the world, and
humanity) with the way in which university-educated people today understand the
cosmos, and the human place within the cosmos. We humans today — and the further
course of our history — are no longer completely at the disposal of the natural powers
that brought us into being in the way we were as recently as ten thousand years ago.
Through our various symbolisms and knowledges, skills and technologies, we have
gained a kind of transcendence over the nature of which we are part unequalled
(so far as we know) by any other form of life. For good or ill we humans have
utterly transformed the face of the earth and are beginning to push on into outer
space; and we are becoming capable of altering the genetic make-up of future human
generations. Despite the great powers that our knowledges and technologies have
given us, however, itis clear that our transcendence of the natural orders within which
we emerged is far from adequate to assure our ongoing human existence; indeed,
the ecological crisis of our time has brought to our attention the fact that precisely
through the exercise of our growing power on planet Earth we are destroying the
very conditions that make human life possible.

To understand ourselves and our powers more adequately, we need to see them in
the wider context in which they exist. It will be helpful if I introduce here two (perhaps
unfamiliar) concepts. First, | want to call attention to what can be designated as the
serendipitous creativity manifest throughout our evolutionary universe — that is, the
coming into being through time of new realities. | use the concept of ‘creativity’
here — a descendant of the traditional idea of ‘God the creator’ — because it presents
creation of novel realities as ongoing processes or events, and does not call forth
an image of a kind of ‘cosmic person’ standing outside the world, manipulating it from
without. Second, since the traditional notion of God’s purposive activity in the world —

a powerful movement working in and through all cosmic and historical processes —
is almost impossible to reconcile with modern/postmodern thinking about evolution
and history, | shall replace it with the idea of what | call trajectories or directional
movements that emerge spontaneously in the course of evolutionary and historical
developments.?®

21 For a fuller presentation of this conception of God, see G. Kaufman, In Face of
Mystery, especially Part 4, and chs. 1-3 of G. Kaufman, In the beginning.

22 | find Wittgenstein’s use of the concept of ‘world-picture’ — to indicate the wide and
deep linguistic/conceptual network underlying all our experiencing, acting, and thinking —
both illuminating and persuasive. See L. Wittgenstein, On Certainty (New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1972), especially sections 92-179, 208-15, 229-53, 279-82, etc.

23 These two concepts are developed in detail in G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery: see
chs. 19-20.
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I am suggesting that we should not think of the universe in which we find ourselves
as a kind of permanent structure but rather as constituted by (a) ongoing cosmic
serendipitous creativity which (b) manifests itself through trajectories of various
sorts — both biological-evolutionary and historico-cultural — working themselves out
in longer and shorter stretches of time. There are, of course, many cosmic trajectories,
moving in diverse directions; and here on planet Earth there have been many quite
different evolutionary trajectories on which the billions of species of life have been
produced. Our human existence — its purposiveness, its greatly varied complexes
of social/moral/cultural/religious values and meanings, its virtually unlimited
imaginative powers and glorious creativity, its horrible failures and gross evils, its
historicity — all this has come into being on one of these trajectories, and is what we
can quite properly call a ‘serendipitous’ manifestation of the creativity in the cosmos.
We do not know in what direction this evolutionary-historical trajectory will move in
the future: the creativity manifest in the universe goes its own way, a way not always
in accord with our human wishes and desires. We can say, however, that like the God
of our ancient traditions, this creativity (as manifest in our biohistorical trajectory)®
has been both humanizing — it has brought our human reality, with all its values,
meanings, and modes of life into being — and relativizing, calling into question and
ultimately limiting us and our projects. It is this cosmic serendipitous creativity,
I suggest, that we should today think of as God.%

Construing the universe in this way, as constituted by cosmic serendipitous
creativity that manifests itself in both biological-evolutionary and historico-cultural
trajectories is important for us humans; for it helps us see that our proper place in
the world, our home in the universe, is the evolutionary/ecological/historico-cultural
trajectory on which we have emerged. | would like to call attention to two points in
this connection. First, this approach provides us with a world-picture within which we
can characterize quite accurately the major events in the course of cosmic evolution
and history that have been crucial to us humans. Moreover, the ancient cosmological
dualisms — heaven and earth, God and the world, supernature and nature — that have
shaped Christian thinking from early on and have become so problematical in our
own time, are completely gone in this picture.

Second, because this approach highlights the linkage of the creativity manifest
in the universe with our humanness and the humane values important to us, it can
support hope (but not certainty) for the future of our human world. It is a hope about
the overall direction of future human history — a hope for truly creative movement
toward an ecologically and morally responsible, pluralistic, human existence. A hope
of this sort, grounded on the mystery of creativity in the world — a creativity that on
our trajectory shows itself in part through our own creative powers — can motivate

24 | use the term ‘biohistorical’ to express and highlight the fact that we humans today
are products of biological-evolutionary developments in complex interaction with historico-
cultural developments. For a full discussion of this matter, see G. Kaufman, In Face of
Mystery, chs. 8-14. For my most fully developed reflection on Christological issues, see my
recent book, Jesus and Creativity (Kaufman, 2006).

25 For a full analysis and exposition of what this means, see G. Kaufman, In the
beginning, chs. 1-3; see also G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery, Pt. 4.
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us men and women to devote our lives to helping bring about this more humane and
rightly-ordered world to which we aspire.

If God is understood as the serendipitous creativity manifest throughout the
cosmos — instead of as a cosmic person — and we humans are understood as deeply
embedded in, and basically sustained by, this creative activity in and through the
web of life on planet Earth, we will be strongly encouraged to develop attitudes
and to participate in activities that fit properly into this web of living creativity, all
members of which are neighbours that we should love and respect. We humans today
are being drawn beyond our present condition and order of life by creative impulses
in our biohistorical trajectory suggesting decisions and movements now required
of us. If we respond in appropriately creative ways, to the historical and ecological
forces now impinging upon us on all sides, there is a possibility —though no certainty —
that niches for humankind better fitted to the wider ecological and historical orders
on Earth than our present niches, may be brought into being. However, if we fail to
so respond, it seems likely that we humans may not survive much longer. Are we
willing to commit ourselves to live and act in accord with the imperatives laid upon
us by the biohistorical situations in which we find ourselves, in the hope that our
actions will be supported and enhanced by cosmic serendipitously creative events?
In my view, it is this kind of hope, and faith, and commitment to which the trajectory
that has brought us into being now calls us.

Thinking of God in the way suggested here will evoke a considerably different
faith and hope and piety than that associated with traditional interpretations of
the Christian symbol-system. However, certain central Christian emphases are
significantly deepened. First and most important: understanding the ultimate mystery
of things — God — in terms of the metaphor of serendipitous creativity facilitates (more
effectively than the traditional creator/lord/father imagery did) the maintenance
of a decisive qualitative distinction between God and us creatures. The creativity
manifest in the world now becomes the only appropriate focus for our devotion and
worship, that which alone can provide proper overall orientation for our lives. All
other realities — being finite, transitory, and corruptible creatures — become dangerous
idols which, when worshipped and made central to human orientation, can bring
disaster to human affairs. This distinction between God (creativity) and the created
order — perhaps the most important contribution of monotheistic religious traditions
to human self-understanding — continues to be emphasized in the symbolic picture
| am sketching here. Second, in keeping with this first point: conceiving humans as
biohistorical beings who have emerged on one of the countless creative trajectories
moving through the cosmos — instead of as creatures distinguished from all others as
the climax of creation (a claim often made in traditional Christianity) — makes it clear
that we humans are indissolubly a part of the created order. In this picture the too-
easy human-centredness of traditional Christian thinking is thoroughly undercut.?

26 The understanding of God proposed here can be developed into a full-orbed Christian
interpretation of human faith and life if the creativity that is God is brought into significant
connection with the poignancy and power of the story and character of Jesus, regarded (by
Christians) as what Colossians 1:15 calls the ‘image of the invisible God’, an image of central
importance for the human sphere of life. The christic New Testament images and meanings
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In my opinion this way of thinking of God, the world, and us humans within
the world — though barely plausible when outlined this briefly?” — is a viable option
for Christian faith today. Many Christians, formed to deep levels by traditional
understandings of the basic Christian symbols, may regard this option as unsatisfactory
and pass it by. There are some, however (I have reason to believe), who find this way
of thinking about Christian faith and life to be liberative, indeed saving, for us living
in today’s world.

Vi

In this essay | have argued that the ultimate context of human life, experience, and
reflection is mystery; that is, that we cannot know or say what is ultimately real, or
what is truly the case with respect to what we call the ‘world” in which we live or
our own human being and situations. Life is not simply and only mystery, of course,
and from early on humans have developed images and pictures of themselves, of the
contexts of their lives, and of the powers with which they had to come to terms —
images and pictures and practices and rules about how life was to be lived. In short,
the religions were gradually created. The religions have always been human
constructions intended to enable life to go on safely, fruitfully, and if possible,
happily — despite the profound mysteries of existence. They have often changed in
decisive ways so as to come to terms with new circumstances more effectively; and
there are many different sorts of religions. In recent centuries, especially with the
development of the sciences, more reliable methods of testing our images and ideas
of the world, and of humans in the world, have been created; and in consequence
tensions between traditional religious ideas and scientific understandings of the
world and the human have often appeared.

With mystery as backdrop in this way, | turned (in the remainder of the essay)
to an examination of the symbol ‘God’ — an imaginative construct of extraordinary
complexity that fuses (on the one hand) our notion of ultimate mystery with (on
the other hand) the idea of a single ‘ultimate point of reference’ for orienting and
ordering human life. The concept of serendipitous creativity (I suggested) provides
a reasonable and appropriate way to think of God today. Complex imaginative
constructs of this sort are not simply arbitrary inventions: only as they provide
significant orientation for men and women do they become objects of devotion

reveal something of great significance to our alienated human life. Notions, stories and pictures
of reconciliation, love, and peace, of self-giving, voluntary poverty, concern for our enemies,
vicarious suffering, point to our deep interconnectedness with each other. Thus, they show
the direction in which communities and individuals must move if our human world is ever to
become more truly humane. For a ‘wider Christology’ (than that to which | have been limited
in this brief footnote) which includes the early Christian community as among the ‘christic’
images and which welcomes all who have ‘christic’-like concerns and commitments, see
G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery, chs. 25-6, and especially G. Kaufman, Jesus and Creativity.

27 Amuch more detailed presentation of this conception of God, the world, and humanity
will be found in G. Kaufman, In Face of Mystery; for my latest refinements of this view, see
G. Kaufman, In the beginning, chs. 1-3, and Jesus and Creativity.
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and service; they are subject, thus, to ongoing reality-testing as new historical
circumstances must be addressed. A brief review of some of the significant changes
that occurred in the symbol ‘God’ during historical periods recounted in the Bible
(as well as later developments) revealed that imaginative reconstruction has always
been going on in response to new circumstances that raised new questions about
the way in which God was understood. The fact that the concept of God has always
been an imaginative construct (though this was not clearly recognized through much
of Christian history) in no way affects the question — important for this book — of
whether God has been, or should be, regarded as real. It does, of course, bear on the
question whether God’s reality can be known. But (as we noted) central to the concept
of God is the idea of mystery, that God is beyond human understanding or knowing;
and our ideas of God are all human constructions. This is entirely consistent with
the understanding that the relation of humans to God is one of trust and faith, not
knowledge. Of course, humans could hardly trust in God, and could not commit
themselves to ordering their lives in such faith, if they did not assume that what they
take to be God —e.g., the serendipitous creativity manifest throughout the universe —is
(in some very significant sense) real. The constructivism that underlies and makes
necessary human faith in no way threatens this conviction. Moreover, recognizing
that all our ideas about God are our own imaginative constructs helps protect us from
reifying these ideas into idols, which we then mistakenly worship and serve.

What is required today for faith in God to continue its orienting and ordering
function is not simply proposing further new interpretations of the traditional
configuration of images and concepts of God, but rather (a) careful assessment of
the respects in which the (received) symbol ‘God’ no longer addresses effectively
today’s problems; and (b) undertaking, in light of that assessment, fresh imaginative
construction of an understanding of God — and God’s relation to humanity and to
the world — that will more effectively orient and order our lives today. This does
not imply that we humans are trying to create God — whatever that might mean.
On the contrary, it ‘lets God be God’: the ultimate mystery, the ultimate reality that
we humans can never adequately grasp or comprehend. And it frees us to focus on
what we humans can be and do: approach life and its problems as imaginatively and
creatively as we can.

I have sought to show that every image/concept of God is best understood as
a creation of the human imagination in its search for symbols that will adequately
orient human life; and that it is appropriate, therefore, to consider ways of assessing
the sort of orientation in life that the received symbol ‘God’ can provide, and to
reconstruct — re-imagine — this image/concept in whatever respects will enable
it more effectively to perform this orienting function. In this understanding of
constructivism religious symbols (of this sort) are not regarded as mere free-floating
fantasies; they are, rather, mediating-vehicles of realities essential to ongoing human
being and well-being. Without some symbolic vehicles of this sort, self-conscious,
responsible human life could hardly continue.
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Chapter 3

Science and Religion:
The Immersion Solution

Peter Lipton

Introduction: Two Ways to Handle Contradictions

This essay focuses on the cognitive tension between science and religion, in particular
on the contradictions between some of the claims of current science and some of the
claims in religious texts. My aim is to suggest how some work in the philosophy of
science may help to manage this tension. Thus | will attempt to apply some work in the
philosophy of science to the philosophy of religion, following the traditional gambit of
trying to stretch the little one does understand to cover what one does not understand.

My own views on science and religion are hardly views from nowhere. My
scientific perspective is that of a hopeful realist. Scientific realism is the view that
science, though fallible through and through, is in the truth business, attempting to find
out about a world independent of ourselves, and it is the view that business is, on the
whole, going pretty well. My religious perspective is that of a progressive Jew. The
problem I am worrying in this essay is my own problem. | take my other philosophical
problems seriously too, but for me the question of the relationship between science and
religion has a personal edge | do not feel in my other philosophical obsessions with
the likes of the problems of induction or the content of ceteris paribus laws. My reply
to a charge of self-indulgence would be that my cognitive predicament is, | believe,
widely shared.

How do we manage contradictions? The White Queen famously gave Alice the
excellent advice:

‘I can’t believe that,” said Alice.

‘Can’t you?’ the Queen said in a pitying tone. ‘Try again. Draw a long breath and shut
your eyes.’

Alice laughed. ‘There’s no use trying,” she said, ‘One can’t believe impossible things.’
‘I dare say you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When | was your age | always

did it for half an hour a day. Why sometimes | believed as many as six impossible things
before breakfast.’

1 Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass (1896), in The Annotated Alice (New York:
New American Library, 1960), p. 251.
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The White Queen has nothing on me. | believe many more than six impossible things
before breakfast and | do it effortlessly, since my beliefs include many contradictions
I have not noticed. Some of them are obvious in retrospect. When 1 lived in rural
northwest Massachusetts, | preferred one route walking to my office and another
route coming home, believing in each case that | was taking the shortest route. For
an unconscionable time, | failed to put these beliefs together and so failed to deploy
my sophisticated geometrical knowledge that the length of a path does not depend
on the direction travelled. It is, however, more challenging to believe contradictions
once you are made aware of them. Few of us aspire to the White Queen’s level
of cognitive control in such cases, but there are plenty of other options available.
Ignoring the contradiction very often works. Another option is to find a way of
compartmentalizing beliefs, effectively preventing contradictory beliefs from
coming into contact with each other. But suppose that we wish squarely to face up
to a contradiction and manage it directly. In many cases we will try to show that the
contradiction is only apparent. One of the maxims in the professional philosopher’s
tool Kit is: confronted with a contradiction, make a distinction that will dissolve it.
In extremis, however, we might just face the music and give up some of our claims
or our beliefs to restore consistency.

When claims form contradictions it is impossible for them all to be correct.
Consistency is of course no guarantee of truth, but it is a necessary condition. In this
essay | am particularly interested in the choice between two strategies for managing
contradictions so as to restore consistency, especially as those contradictions arise
between science and religion. This choice is between adjusting content and adjusting
attitude. Adjusting content means giving up some claims. Adjusting attitude means
keeping the claims but changing one’s epistemic attitude toward at least some of
them. It is the second strategy that | am going to favour in the particular context of
science and religion. The general contrast between these strategies can be brought
out in the context of the astronomer Arthur Eddington’s memorable discussion of
his two tables:

1...have drawn up my chairs to my two tables. Two tables! Yes; there are duplicates of
every object about me — two tables, two chairs, two pens... One of them has been familiar
to me from earliest years... It has extension; it is comparatively permanent; it is coloured,;
above all it is substantial.... Table No. 2 is my scientific table.... It does not belong to
the world previously mentioned.... My scientific table is mostly emptiness. Sparsely
scattered in that emptiness are numerous electric charges rushing about with great speed;
but their combined bulk amounts to less than a billionth of the bulk of the table itself.
Notwithstanding its strange construction it turns out to be an entirely efficient table. It
supports my writing paper as satisfactorily as table No. 1; for when I lay the paper on it
the little electric particles with their headlong speed keep on hitting the underside, so that
the paper is maintained in shuttlecock fashion at a nearly steady level .2

My subject is the tension between science and religion, not between science and
commonsense, but Eddington’s tables help to clarify the contrast between the two

2 Arthur Eddington, The Nature of the Physical World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1928), pp. Xi—Xxii.
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ways of managing contradictions, the contrast between adjusting content, and
leaving content alone but adjusting attitude. In the case of my strange beliefs about
walking to and from my office, you will be pleased to hear that | reacted to the
contradiction by adjusting content: I simply gave up the claim that one route was the
shorter in one direction and the other route was shorter in the other direction (though
I never did work out which route was the shorter). In the case of the two tables, to
adjust content would be to give up on some of the claims of science, of everyday
life or both, insofar as there are genuine contradictions between them. But unlike
the case of the two routes, in the case of the two tables adjusting content is not the
natural option. In particular, we are not going simply to give up our claims about the
everyday table. Unlike the White Queen perhaps, we just can’t do it. But however
deeply we are immersed in our everyday view of the world, we may admit that
certain parts of it systematically attribute more than is really there, and these parts
are a kind of projection of our own experience that may contradict the scientific story
which we take to be closer to the truth about the table. If this is the line we take, then
we might nevertheless continue to use our everyday conceptions since, after all, we
have no option, but not fully believe them, at least not when we are doing philosophy
(or science). Through this adjustment of attitude, although the contradiction between
the scientific and the everyday claims would not be removed, our philosophical
attitude toward the everyday claims would leave us with a set of beliefs that are
consistent. Thus we keep the full set of claims, the full content, contradictions and
all, but adjust our attitude to avoid having to believe yet more impossible things
before breakfast. We use more claims than we believe.

Science and Religion: The Usual Suspects

What now about science and religion? There are a number of familiar points of apparent
tension between the claims of science and the claims of religion — you can provide
your own list. For example, there are various tensions between scientific accounts of
the development of the universe and of life in it on the one hand, and the accounts of
these matters in Genesis on the other. There are tensions between a scientific view of
the world and the miracles and wonders described for example in the book of Exodus.
There are tensions between the results of the secular historical study of the origins of
the Bible and what that text says about its own origins. And there are apparent tensions
between what science and religion seem to tell us about the status and indeed the
existence of God. (Although the only religious text | refer to by name in this essay is
the Bible, my hope is that my discussion applies more widely.)

Before | consider how tensions of these sorts might be managed, | issue two
health warnings. Both are in effect warnings against identifying the tension problem
with the much broader topic of the relations between science and religion. First,
although | am focusing on the apparent incompatibility between various religious
and scientific claims, | do not want to encourage the common and primitive practice
of presenting a picture of religious life that would reduce it to religious doctrine.
My intention is closer to the opposite: | want to make more room for a religious
form of life in the discussions of the relation between science and religion, and | do
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not suppose for a minute that religion is reducible to religious claims: there is much
more to religion than that.

The second health warning is that although | am here focusing on tensions
between science and religion, | would not wish to give the impression that the
histories of science and religion have been histories dominated by conflict. That
is another surprisingly common view but it too is fundamentally mistaken. The
constantly retailed story about Galileo and the Church notwithstanding, science and
religion have often been seen as complementary. Indeed a great deal of science has
been driven by religious motivations and has performed essential religious functions.
Thus science has been taken to reveal the majesty of creation and the will of God,
to illuminate religious doctrine, and to provide the technologies to support religious
observance by, for example, providing for more accurate chronology. Conversely, it
has often been held that religion is indispensable for science, for example because it
underwrites the reliability of scientific methods.

These extensive cooperative relations show that the tension problem is only one
part of the much broader issue of the relations between science and religion. But
it is the part that concerns me in this essay. How are we going to manage these
tensions between science and religion, arising from incompatible content? Recall
that the general choice | wish to discuss is between changing content and changing
attitude. There are a number of familiar ways of managing the tension by changing
content, and in particular by diminishing content. Let me begin by putting three such
views to one side, with unseemly haste. First, one could take the view that religious
discourse is through and through figurative or metaphorical, so for example talk
about God is really just an oblique way of referring to nature. That will eliminate
much of the tension between science and religion; but | do not find this route
attractive. The problem with the metaphor view is not with the idea that a religious
text might contain metaphor. Some of the writing in the Bible certainly does appear
to be metaphorical. For example, when God is described in Exodus as liberating the
Jews from Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm the text is not | think
making an anatomical point. But nor is all of the text metaphorical, and in my view
not enough of it is to solve the tension problem without extensive semantic violence.
Thus the story in Exodus is of a personal God who liberated the Jews from slavery,
fed them in the wilderness and gave them the Torah. This material seems clearly
written as a literal narrative, not as a metaphor. Of course we can choose to read any
text as a pervasive metaphor, but in the case of the Bible this would be to go against
the plain meaning, and it would in my view so diminish the value of that text and of
the religious traditions it supports that we should try to find a less disruptive way of
resolving the tension.

A second route | will not follow is the value view. Instead of saying that science
is literal and religion metaphorical, you might say the following. There can be no
real tension between science and religion because science is in the fact business and
religion is in the value business. They are in such different lines of work that there can
be no incompatibility between them. Fact claims and value claims can bear no logical
relations (the maxim is that one cannot derive an ‘ought’ from an “is”), so they cannot
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contradict each other, so they cannot generate the tension problem.® But like the appeal
to wholesale metaphor, the value view is unattractively diminishing, and for a parallel
reason. Of course religious texts and traditions include value claims, but they make
factual claims as well. To this one might add that the suggestion that science is a value-
free zone is difficult to defend, and that the assumption that there is no logical contact
possible between fact and value is dubitable. But my main objection to the value view
is that it would force us to eliminate or ignore too much of the plain factual content of
our religious texts. So the value solution is not for me.

Third, there is the selection view. On this view, science and religion both deliver
factual claims and, taken together, these claims form a multiply inconsistent set. So
we should weed out claims, until we have a consistent subset. The claims we remove
should be those which we judge to have the weakest warrant, or anyway a weaker
warrant than the claims they contradict. In some cases, this means the claim that
goes is religious; in other cases it will be scientific: we have to decide on a case-by-
case basis.* This selection view is epistemically responsible, but in my view it would
leave far too many holes in the religious text.

The metaphor, value and selection views all would deal with contradictions by
diminishing content. The metaphor view does this by eliminating the literal meaning
of the religious text, the value view by eliminating the factual content of the religious
text, and the selection view by removing claims both from religion and from science.
The admirable motivation in all three cases is to avoid saddling ourselves with
contradictory beliefs. If diminishing content were the only way to avoid contradictory
beliefs, one of these three approaches might be our best option, at least for those who
are not willing to give up on religion altogether. But diminishing content is not the
only way: it is also possible to maintain content and adjust our attitude towards it.

Antirealism

Philosophers of science have explored several ways to keep content while adjusting
attitude. The content in question for them is the content of scientific theories,
but some of their proposals may be adaptable to religious discourse. That is the
possibility I wish to explore. Scientific realists take a stand on both the question of
content and the question of belief. They maintain that theories are to be interpreted
literally — given their full content — and that the best ones should be believed to be
at least approximately true. Some antirealists agree with realists about content, but
disagree about belief. This may provide us with ways to relieve the tension between
science and religion. We may preserve content, what a scientific theory says, because
that content serves various valuable purposes, yet at the same time we can forbear
believing that content to be revelatory of a mind-independent reality. In so doing, we
can manage contradictions without dropping content.

3 Cf. Stephen Jay Gould, Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1999).

4 Cf. Alvin Plantinga, ‘When Faith and Reason Clash: Evolution and the Bible’, in
David L. Hull and Michael Ruse (eds), The Philosophy of Biology (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), pp. 674-97.
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Descartes provided a striking example of how this adjustment of attitude towards
science is possible, and specifically in the context of the relation between science
and religion:

For there is no doubt that the world was created right from the start with all the perfection
which it now has.... This is the doctrine of the Christian faith, and our natural reason
convinces us that it was so.... Nevertheless, if we want to understand the nature of plants
or of men, it is much better to consider how they can gradually grow from seeds than to
consider how they were created by God at the very beginning of the world. Thus we may
be able to think up certain very simple and easily known principles which can serve, as
it were, as the seeds from which we can demonstrate that the stars, the earth and indeed
everything we observe in this visible world could have sprung. For although we know
for sure that they never did arise in this way, we shall be able to provide a much better
explanation of their nature by this method than if we merely describe them as they now
are or as we believe them to have been created.®

Was Descartes sincere, or was he just protecting himself from religious persecution?
My own view is that he was sincere and that his religious belief ran very deep. If
you do not really believe in God, you do not make him the lynchpin of your great
philosophical system; but that is exactly what Descartes did. He was thus a realist
about religion and an antirealist about certain parts of science, but he preserved
the content of both realms. A scientific theory may be valuable even if we know
it is false. Descartes took it that the theory of development from seeds must be
false because it contradicted religious doctrine he knew to be true. Nevertheless,
he maintained that the theory is valuable because it improves our understanding
by providing a potential though not the actual explanation of how the world came
about. That understanding requires that we take the scientific theory literally, but not
that we believe it.

My own preference is the opposite of Descartes’ — | want to consider how one
might be a realist about science but an antirealist about religion — but like Descartes
I want to be an antirealist who preserves literal content on both sides. And work on
antirealism in the philosophy of science gives us a number of models for what such
a position in religion might look like. There are two | would like to explore here, one
associated with Thomas Kuhn,® the other with Bas van Fraassen.”

5 René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy (1644), in John Cottingham, Robert
Stoothoff and Dugald Murdock (trans.), The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Volume |
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 256.

6 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2" edition (Chicago: Chicago
University Press, 1970).

7  Bas van Fraassen, The Scientific Image (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980).
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The Many Worlds Solution

| understand Kuhn’s antirealism through Immanuel Kant, as Kuhn himself
sometimes did.2 Kant held that the empirical world, the world that science
investigates, is not even in its inanimate parts a world entirely independent of us.®
Rather this “phenomenal’ world is a joint product of a ‘noumenal” world — the things
in themselves as they are entirely independent of us (but for that reason unknowable) —
and the organizing activity of the human mind. According to Kant, the human
contribution to the phenomenal world is very substantial, since it includes space,
time and causation. It is only in virtue of the active contribution of the mind that we
are able to experience or represent an external world at all, and we do this by creating
a stage on which we can then view the appearances of the noumena, though not the
noumena themselves.

Kuhn agrees with Kant that the world that scientific theories represent is not
entirely independent of the scientists: it is a phenomenal world, a joint product of
the things in themselves and the intellectual activities of the scientists. But there
is an important difference. Kuhn is Kant on wheels. Whereas Kant thought that
the human contribution that goes into the construction of the phenomenal world
was generic and invariant, Kuhn maintained that the scientific contribution is quite
specific and varies across the history of science. Scientific revolutions, on this
view, are episodes where the human contribution to the world changes. One of the
virtues of this interpretation of Kuhn as a dynamic Kantian is that it makes sense of
his notorious claim that, after a scientific revolution, scientists work in a different
world,* a claim that otherwise seems either trivial or crazy. If ‘different world” just
means different beliefs about the world, then the claim is trivial; if it means different
noumena, so that the world as it is quite independently of us changes, then the claim
is crazy. But we can make sense of the claim that the phenomenal world changes,
because after a scientific revolution the scientists” contribution to that world has
changed. On this view, scientific theories are to be construed literally, but what they
describe is a world that is partially the scientists’ own construction.

The semantic reflection of Kuhn’s doctrine of multiple worlds appears in his
development of the idea that theories on either side of a scientific revolution are
‘incommensurable’. In his earlier work,* this was a blanket term for any feature
that makes theory comparison complicated because scientists are not comparing like
with like. Compare they must, but where there is incommensurability then intelligent
and well-informed practitioners may disagree about the winner. The features that
generate incommensurability extend from the relatively mundane fact that in a
scientific revolution one is comparing achievement (the old theory) against promise
(the new theory), all the way to the claim of different worlds that we have just

8 Thomas Kuhn, “The Road since Structure’, in his The Road since Structure (Chicago:
Chicago University Press, 2000), pp. 90-104, esp. pp. 101-4.

9 Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics (1783) (Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing Company, 1977).

10 Kuhn, Structure, ch. X.

11 Kuhn, Structure, ch. IX.
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considered. But in his later work*? Kuhn came to focus on a different sense of the
term: incommensurability as untranslatablility. Theories that are incommensurable
in this semantic sense do not just conflict: the conceptual resources of the one
do not even allow full expression of the claims of the other. One reason for this
semantic disassociation, according to Kuhn, is that the two theories divide the world
up in such different ways that they do not simply make conflicting claims about
the same things, but are talking about different things. This is the way in which
incommensurability ends up for Kuhn as the linguistic reflection of the metaphysical
plurality of phenomenal worlds. One world cannot be characterized in the terms
applied to the other.

Kuhn’s multiple worlds and incommensurability have suggestive application to
the relationship between science and religion. It might give us a way of reconciling
literal interpretation with incompatible content by taking science and religion to
be describing different phenomenal worlds in incommensurable languages. These
worlds would share their noumenal component — the things in themselves are in
common — but the human contribution would differ. Thus at one level the Kuhnian
account suggests how science and religion, though incompatible, might in a sense
be offering descriptions of a common world, the noumenal world. And at another
level, it suggests how the incompatible descriptions could both be correct, since they
describe different worlds, different phenomenal worlds. Each set of descriptions, the
scientific and the religious, are to be taken literally. Those descriptions are in deep
conflict: they do not simply make incompatible claims about the same things, since
they are talking about fundamentally different things, and indeed the claims of the one
cannot even be fully expressed in the language of the other. Nevertheless, although
those sets of descriptions could not be jointly true of any one world, they might each
be a more or less correct characterization of different worlds, worlds that are equally
real and have noumena in common. Kuhn thus appears to offer everything some of
us could want. We acknowledge the deep differences and incompatibilities between
science and religion, we understand both discourses literally, and indeed we could
even take both to be true of their respective worlds. We can retain the conflicting
content without impossibly supposing that the world as it is in itself, independently
of us, is somehow self-contradictory.

Would this appropriation of Kuhn’s account of science in order to give an
account of religion and its relationship to science do mortal violence to Kuhn’s
ideas? Certainly Kuhn would not endorse the wholesale application of his account
of science to religion, because he held that science is a distinctive human activity
and that his account helps to locate its distinctive features. But Kuhn does not find
this in his claims about incommensurability and multiple phenomenal worlds.
Rather, according to him, what is distinctive about science is the way it supports
an empirical puzzle-solving tradition during periods of normal science between
scientific revolutions.*® This sort of puzzle solving may not have a close counterpart

12 Kuhn, ‘Road since Structure’.

13 Thomas Kuhn, ‘Logic of Discovery or Psychology of Research?’, in Imre Lakatos
and Alan Musgrave (eds), Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1970), pp. 1-23, esp. pp. 6-9.
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in the case of religion, but nor do the notions of incommensurability and multiple
worlds seem to depend on it. Indeed, although he does not himself seek to apply
his account beyond science, Kuhn in effect acknowledges this broader applicability
when for example he suggests that ordinary human languages (e.g. English and
French) are incommensurable, on the grounds that the concepts they deploy carve
up the world differently.*

Another obvious difference between Kuhn’s account as applied to science alone
and the attempt to extend it to apply to both science and religion concerns competition.
When Kuhn talks about incommensurable theories, he is talking about problematic
choices, choices where there is ‘no common measure’ and where intelligent and well
informed investigators may disagree; but he is talking about cases where choices
must be made. This is clearly different from the extension of Kuhn’s ideas we are
here exploring, since the point is not to analyse a forced choice between science and
religion but rather to see how one could have them both, while yet admitting that
they are in some ways incompatible. But here again Kuhn’s willingness to apply
his notion of incommensurability to different human languages suggests that the
extension would be permissible. (Kuhn would | think also allow that certain non-
competing scientific theories in different disciplines are incommensurable.) If this
analysis were correct, one might expect there to be particular challenges in holding
on simultaneously to both the scientific and religious worlds, but this is indeed what
we find. Moreover, Kuhn makes an observation about incommensurability which
suggests that the challenges, though real, need not be insuperable. He claims that
although incommensurable theories or languages are untranslatable, this does not
exclude bilingualism: you may be able to speak and understand both languages
without being able to translate the claims of one into the claims of the other.*

Kuhn thus offers us a suggestive resource for a distinctive account of the nature
of religious discourse and its relation to science, of particular interest to those who
wish to have their cake and eat it, with literal interpretation and acknowledgement
of conflict, yet no forced choice. At the same time, | do have reservations about this
resolution of the tension problem between science and religion. One is a general
ambivalence about the metaphysics of constructed worlds, whether in science or in
religion. In what sense is a Kuhnian world really a world? As | have noted, ‘different
worlds’ had better not reduce to “different beliefs’, lest we trivialize Kuhn’s claims.
Moreover, in the context of applying this view to the relationship between science
and religion, such a reduction would undo my attempt to find a way to accept
conflicting claims while avoiding conflicting beliefs. The promise that Kuhn’s many
worlds account offers is that, while my descriptions are incompatible, there is a
sense in which my beliefs are not, because they are beliefs about different worlds.
If “different worlds’ is just a hyperbolic expression for ‘different beliefs’, then we
seem back to square one.

I can think of two philosophical models that might help us to articulate the
nature of these phenomenal worlds. They only provide approximations to Kuhn’s

14 Thomas Kuhn, ‘Commensurability, Comparability, Communicability’, in his Road
since Structure, pp. 33-57, esp. pp. 48-9.
15 Kuhn, ‘Road since Structure’, p. 93.
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metaphysics, but they may be helpful nevertheless. The first is the model of a
traditional philosophical view of secondary qualities such as colours. According
to this view, colours are dispositions of the surfaces of objects to cause certain
sensations in us.'® Thus colours are not simply sensations — they are properties of
physical objects — but they are peculiarly anthropocentric properties, since they are
dispositions defined in part in terms of our sensations. Colours are on this view
phenomena, a joint product of the things in themselves (the surfaces of objects) and
the nature of our mind. (Kant himself uses secondary qualities as a model for his
view of the phenomena.'”) And if we imagine people who react to the same electro-
magnetic radiation reflected off surfaces with systematically different sensations, as
in classic philosophical thought experiments about ‘spectrum inversion’, we capture
a sense in which those people live in different worlds.

The second model is a kind of nominalism about the noumena.*® On this view,
in order to represent the world we must suppose it to consist of objects with various
properties. But while the objects are out there independently of us, the properties are
not: the world does not come pre-divided into kinds. So on this view the phenomenal
world — which is the only world we can represent — includes properties, but these
properties are our contribution, and indeed different people might divide up the
world differently, might contribute different and incompatible properties. Here too
we capture a sense in which the differences are not merely differences in belief
but differences in the world, since unless we suppose them to be features of the
phenomenal world we would not be able to see our beliefs about the world as
representing anything, which would be to say that they are not beliefs.

Both these models help to make sense of how some feature could be both of
the world and put there by our cognitive activity. And | think this leaves us with an
approach to science and religion well worth developing. But now | must confess
that | am not myself entirely happy with the application of the Kuhnian metaphysics
either to science, or to religion, for pretty much opposite reasons in the two cases. The
Kuhnian approach gives too little cognitive credit to science and too much cognitive
credit to religion for my taste. On the science side, as | have already confessed, | hold
out the hope for a realist model, according to which properties and natural kinds are
not put there by us but are features of the noumenal world that science may disclose.
Kuhn is unwilling to go this far. And if applied to religion, Kuhn’s ideas seem to go
too far. What is attractive about Kuhn’s account of science is that Kuhn combines
a kind of relativism with the insistence (even if this is not seen by all his readers)
that science is empirically constrained. For Kuhn, the fact that scientists believe
something does not make it so, even for ‘their’ world. Science is a game against
nature, an attempt to meet the relentless constraints that observation and experiment
impose. Indeed on Kuhn’s view nature always wins, because every normal science
tradition is eventually overthrown by an overload of recalcitrant anomalies.

16 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1979), bk. 11, ch. VIII.

17 Kant, Prolegomena, First Part, Remark I1.

18 lan Hacking, ‘Working in a New World: The Taxonomic Solution’, in Paul Horwich
(ed.), World Changes (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), pp. 275-310.



Science and Religion: The Immersion Solution 41

I do not see religion thus empirically constrained (though it may be constrained
by our needs and desires). | see religious texts as human productions which, although
obviously inspired by experience, have nothing like the close responsiveness to
the nature of the natural world to which empirical science aspires. This does not
absolutely rule out seeing those texts as providing descriptions of Kuhnian worlds.
For God might exist, have created the world in a certain way, and then informed us
about that creation. At the same time, it might be that, our intellects being what they
are, we are unable to take information about the noumena straight, so God ladens
the descriptions with a conceptual structure that both makes them comprehensible to
us and generates a phenomenal world that is their subject. In other words, although
the epistemology of religion might be non-empirical and thus radically different
from the epistemology of science, what is required for a Kuhnian world is not that
we know about it in a certain way, but that it includes the appropriate noumenal and
conceptual components.

But 1 still cannot go this far. For me, religious texts are much more akin to
imaginative writing than to scientific theories, different not only in their epistemology
but in what they are about, and they do not in my view satisfy the noumenal
constraints that a Kuhnian world requires. Novels do not create Kuhnian worlds;
they create fictional worlds. Religious texts do purport to describe the actual world —
they are not presented as fiction — but | maintain that the worlds they describe are
significantly closer to imagined worlds than to the worlds of science. At the same
time, | hold fast to the view that religious texts may have the deepest value, and that
this is best understood by finding a way of giving them a literal interpretation. So |
turn now to another antirealist model from the philosophy of science, to see whether
it suggests a religious analogue that may be, for me anyway, more congenial.

The Immersion Solution

This approach to retaining the literal content of both science and religion is inspired
by a position in the philosophy of science known as constructive empiricism, a
position developed and championed by Bas van Fraassen.'® Constructive empiricism
has three core components: semantic, methodological and epistemic. The semantic
component is that scientific theories are to be understood in the same way a scientific
realist understands them. They are to be given a literal interpretation: they are not
metaphors, and they are not shorthand for statements about observable states of
affairs. If a theory seems to be talking about invisible subatomic particles, then it
is talking about invisible subatomic particles. Moreover, these are descriptions of
a possible noumenal world, of the things as they might be in themselves, not of a
phenomenal world partially constituted by our concepts, as we have seen Kuhn to
have it. So that is the first component: a literal semantics.

The second and methodological component of constructive empiricism is
‘immersion’. To immerse oneself in a theory is to enter into the world of that theory
and to work from within it. This is not to believe that the theory is true, but it is to enter

19 The Scientific Image (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980), esp. ch. 2.
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imaginatively into its ‘world’. In some ways this is like Eddington’s familiar table.
Even if as a physicist one does not believe that tables literally have the qualities of
colour and solidity that commonsense attributes to them, one may immerse oneself
in the world of the everyday table: for everyday purposes we think about the table as
if it were as commonsense supposes it to be. Indeed we cannot help but do this. The
constructive empiricist makes the parallel suggestion for the scientific table. Here
we do have a choice, but the suggestion is that even though we are not to believe
everything physics tells us about the table, we are to do our science from within that
model, almost as if we did believe in those invisible atoms. Indeed one may wonder
whether immersion is in the end distinct from belief. On behalf of van Fraassen’s
claim that it is, we might focus on incompatible models, such as Eddington’s two
tables. One may consistently immerse in both, but not consistently believe both. And
incompatible models are common within science itself. Thus a fluid is sometimes
modelled as a continuous liquid, sometimes as a collection of discrete particles,
depending on which sorts of phenomena one is attempting to predict or explain.
Those are incompatible models, but the scientist may well use both, in some context
immersing (as it were) in the one and in other cases in the other, though she does not
believe both.

Immersion is distinct from belief, and this is important, because the third,
epistemic component of constructive empiricism is the suggestion that scientists do
not believe even their best theories. Scientists should only ‘accept’ them. To accept
a theory, in van Fraassen’s neologistic sense, is not to believe that the theory is true
but only that it is empirically adequate, that what the theory says about observable
things is true. As for the balance of the content of the theory — all that talk about
unobservable entities and processes — one is agnostic. So in accepting a theory one
is believing only a part of it, and the suggestion is that acceptance is the strongest
cognitive attitude one should take towards a scientific theory. There is neither
warrant nor need to believe more than this. This brings out the contrast between the
constructive empiricist and the realist, for while they share their literal semantics, the
realist is willing to believe more, in some cases the entire content of the theory, even
where that theory speaks of unobservable entities, properties and processes.

How much of a theory is one believing when one accepts it, in van Fraassen’s
sense? Along one dimension, a great deal, though still only a small part of the full
content of a high-level theory. For to accept a theory is not only to believe the part
of the theory that one has actually observed, but everything the theory says about
what could in principle have been observed, whether it is ever actually observed
or not. Thus in accepting a theory about dinosaurs one believes what it says about
the skin colour of long dead dinosaurs, because skin colour is observable, though
never observed by palaeontologists. At the same time, along another dimension the
part of the theory one believes by accepting that theory is very limited, according
to van Fraassen, because for him observable means naked-eye observable. A distant
planet is observable, because although it may never be so observed, it would be
visible by the naked eye if one were close enough. By contrast, a small amoeba is
unobservable, because even though it may be ‘seen’ clearly through a powerful light
microscope, it cannot be seen by our eyes without the instrumentation, however
close we get to it.
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What would it be to appropriate the ideas of constructive empiricism to
religion? We may consider the three core ideas: literal interpretation, immersion
and acceptance. First, literal interpretation. This would be to hold that the Bible
means what the Bible says: it is not an entirely metaphorical document. Thus when
the Bible says that God parted the Red Sea, what that means is that God parted the
Red Sea. Second is immersion. The idea here is that just as a scientist may immerse
herself in the world of the theory, so we may immerse ourselves in a religious text.
But here we might go even further than in the scientific case. We might understand
religious immersion as entering the form of life of religious practice and religious
thought. It involves a kind of participation and a kind of commitment to action.
It also involves a kind of identification and solidarity with co-religionists.

What about acceptance? This is the most difficult of the components to bring across
to religion, and it will require modification along the way. The governing idea behind
acceptance is the idea of partial belief, in the sense of believing some but not all the
consequences of a claim and remaining agnostic about the rest. But as the immersion
component of constructive empiricism makes clear, this is a committed agnosticism:
scientists are to deploy the theory as awhole, not just those parts of it they believe. In the
scientific case, the part of the theory to be believed is that part that makes claims about
observable states of affairs. Could we say that same thing in the case of religious texts?
Like scientific theories, religious texts seem to make claims both about observable and
unobservable states of affairs, for example about the nature of an invisible God and
about the observable consequences of God’s will and activity. So we might attempt
to keep the notion of acceptance constant as we carry it over from science to religion.
On this view, we are enjoined not to believe that the Bible is true, but only that what it
says about observable states of affairs is true.

This may be a coherent position, but from my point of view it is both too liberal
and too strict. It is too liberal, because it would require belief in the observable
factual content of miracles the Bible describes — for example a belief that the Red
Sea did part, a conspicuously observable state of affairs — though not the supernatural
aetiology. But | myself cannot believe that the miracles in the Bible occurred,
whatever their supposed causes and even if described in purely observable terms.
More importantly, this interpretation of acceptance would not solve the tension
problem between science and religion, because | take it that the factual claims
about some of the miracles contradict what our best science tells us about how the
world has behaved. Thus acceptance of religion in this sense and belief or even just
acceptance of science would still leave us with contradictory beliefs. That is why the
observability criterion is too liberal for my purposes. It is also too strict, because it
would remove from the believed part all the normative content of the Bible, since
norms are not observable, yet some of these I do believe.

This suggests an alternative account of religious acceptance, which would be to
mandate belief not in the observable content of the text, but rather in its normative
content. But here too | think we would end up both with too much and too little.
Too much, because | do not wish to endorse the entire normative content of the
Bible; too little, because | want to take more, in terms of belief, from the Bible than
its normative content. For example, | think that a religious text may be a powerful
resource for working out what to believe about one’s own nature and one’s relations
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to other people, and these results seem to go well beyond the strictly normative
content of the text.

To provide the epistemic flexibility | desire requires athird construal of acceptance,
where the class of consequences to be believed is given an extrinsic characterization
or, to avoid euphemism, where the characterization is more ad hoc. The reason this
is necessary is because, for the most part, | take it that the warrant for those aspects
of our religious text and tradition that we believe must come primarily from outside
the religious text. | say ‘for the most part” and ‘primarily’, because | give the text
itself independent epistemic weight in certain areas, for example where it enjoins
certain forms of ritual behaviour and where it in effect characterizes certain group
values. The source of that weight requires no divine role: in choosing to identify
with a religious tradition, | choose to give that tradition this weight. But for most of
the claims of my tradition, belief must be earned largely from outside the text itself,
and this includes most of the moral claims. That is, | do not accept that in general
something is made the right thing to do because the Bible says it is the right thing
to do; nor do | accept that the Bible has a moral authority (whatever the source of
values) that automatically trumps independent reflection and evaluation.

Accepting a religious text thus means believing some but not all of its claims,
but which claims we believe is largely externally determined, by moral reflection,
and in some cases by science. So the epistemology of religious acceptance as | am
construing this notion is importantly different from the epistemology of scientific
acceptance as the constructive empiricist construes it. For in the case of a scientific
theory, while we are only to believe its observable claims, we are to believe those
(in cases where we have not actually made the observation) because they follow
from the theory, which has itself been tested empirically. Here the warrant for the
observable consequences flows from the warrant for the empirical adequacy of the
theory, which flows from observation and experiment. By contrast, in religious
acceptance, as | have ended up construing it, the warrant comes mostly from other
places. We are thus moving quite far from van Fraassen’s notion of acceptance. In at
least one respect, | would move even farther, since ‘agnosticism’ does not describe
my own cognitive attitude towards the supernatural claims of the Bible. For it is
not just that | don’t believe them true, | believe them false. Where they contradict
scientific theories | believe, | have no choice; but even if there are some supernatural
claims compatible with that science, my epistemic attitude towards those claims will
be determined by what | take to be their warrant or lack of it. The question then must
be whether | have now have left constructive empiricism so far behind as to make
the analogy worthless.

I think not. In part that is because | wish to emphasize the other two components
of constructive empiricism, the insistence on literal construal and the advice to
immerse oneself in the world of the text. But the notion of acceptance also helps
me to articulate the religious attitude | wish to adopt. It captures the idea that one
may define an epistemic attitude of partial belief, involving the belief in some but
not all the content of a text. But as | have already indicated en passant, there is
more to acceptance than this, as Van Fraassen characterizes it, though the additional
element is closely related to immersion. Acceptance is not just partial belief; it is
also a kind of commitment to use the resources of the theory. In the scientific case,
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‘acceptance involves a commitment to confront any future phenomena by means of
the conceptual resources of this theory’.?

The religious case is not quite the same, but what | have in mind is that in
accepting a religious text we not only believe parts of it; we also commit ourselves
to using the text as a tool for thought, as a way of thinking about our world. The
scientist accepts her theory and her techniques and for van Fraassen that means she
takes the stand of using the theory and the techniques as tools that help her to come
to grips with the phenomena. Adapting constructive empiricism to religion yields a
perspective from which religious people accept their tradition and their texts as tools
for thinking through their lives, their projects, and their attitudes. For those inside
the tradition, the Bible is good to think with and to grapple with, and not just in the
parts of it that are antecedently believed. On this view, acceptance and immersion
are not passive activities, nor are they matters of all or nothing. In my view one
sometimes has to struggle with one’s religious text, not just in order to understand
it but in order to come to terms with its moral content. In some cases we may find
this content morally unacceptable. As a progressive Jew this will sometimes lead
me to reject clear moral content present in my religious text, but here too | would
continue to preserve its literal meaning. Nor is rejection to be taken lightly if we are
to preserve the constructive attitude of immersion in the text, but in my view the
difficult material is there to be struggled with, not to be bowdlerized or ignored.

The signal advantage of the immersion solution over the metaphor, value and
selection solutions is that it is preserves the integrity and hence the useful power of
the religious text. Recall that the metaphor view would have us construe all religious
claims in conflict with belief-worthy science figuratively, the value view would have
us construe the religious claims as without descriptive content, and the selection
view would have us excise whatever conflicts with the science. If a religious form
of life is of no interest to you, this may not matter. But for those of us to do wish so
to engage, the trouble with those three views is that they allow science to mangle
the text, and this would deprive it of much of its value. On the immersion view, by
contrast, we have the text to use in its full, unexpurgated form, the form in which |
believe it can do us the most good as a tool for thinking and for living.

Conclusion: Religion without Belief

This completes my sketch of what it might look like to adapt constructive
empiricism to religion. We construe our religious text literally, we believe only
parts of it but we use all of it and we immerse ourselves in the world it describes.
The point of exploring this approach is not to persuade those hostile to religious
activity that they should repent, but to consider a way those who find themselves
with a commitment both to a religion and to science might have it both ways. But
while the immersion solution will clearly help relieve the tension of incompatible
beliefs, are literalism, acceptance and immersion enough to do justice to religious
commitment? The immersion solution involves no distinctive religious faith and

20 Van Fraassen, Scientific Image, p. 12.
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no belief in supernatural power. Indeed isn’t it tantamount to treating the Bible as a
novel? After all, novels often invite literal interpretation, includes some claims the
reader believes, and may support a kind of immersion into a fictional world. Richard
Braithwaite, whose work has influenced my development of the immersion solution,
bit the bullet. He thought of religious texts as stories with morals, where ‘it is not
necessary...for the asserter of a religious assertion to believe in the truth of the story
involved in the assertions’.?

The immersion solution would have been enough for Braithwaite, but it is
obviously not enough for everyone with religious commitments. Many religious
people have difficulty seeing the point or value of religion without belief in God.
If that is what you need, the immersion solution is not for you. But the immersion
solution can provide a great deal, more than even the most enthusiastic book group.
The religious story has its life in the context of ritual observance and more generally
as part of a religious form of life. It is a story in which the reader herself is also a
participant, and it may provide extraordinary support for communal identification and
moral reflection. Consider the natural worldly benefits that religious activities provide
for the religiously committed, benefits that can be characterized independently of the
question of a supernatural source. The immersion solution will not support the belief
that their source is in fact supernatural, but it may support the benefits themselves.
For some religious people, the satisfaction they derive from their religion would
evaporate if they ceased to believe in the existence and influence of God. But for
others, it is not belief that is doing the work, but rather intense and communal
engagement with religious text and with religious practice. For those people, the
immersion solution may be enough.

On the immersion solution to the tension problem, religious commitment
and religious identification flow from the contents of the texts of one’s religion
literally construed. Some of the claims of religion may conflict with the claims of
science. The immersion solution does not aim to remove that inconsistency, but by
distinguishing acceptance from belief it finds a way to achieve consistency of belief
without effacing incompatibility of content. On this approach, we preserve content
by adjusting our attitude towards it. We have literalism without fundamentalism;
inconsistency without irrationality. There is conflict between some of the claims we
invoke, but not in what we believe. To some this may smack of hypocrisy, but in the
context of the relation between science and religion | myself think it is one route to
personal and intellectual integrity, a route which tries to preserve as much as possible
from both religion and science without ignoring the tensions between them.??

21 Richard Braithwaite, ‘An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief’,
The Eddington Lecture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955), p. 25.

22 | am grateful to Lorenzo Bernasconi, Paul Dicken, Wang-Yen Lee, Peter Ochs and
Andrew Pickin for comments on an earlier version of this essay.



Chapter 4

Religion and Ontology

Simon Blackburn

When theologians talk of ontology, | suspect they intend something very different
from philosophers, or at least philosophers in the tradition | respect and represent.
I suspect they often mean something along the lines of a ‘Ground of Being’, an
attempt to see beyond the world of the senses and of natural science to an ultimate
cause or final explanatory principle: the eternal light that streams out of the cosmos,
the tortoise at the very bottom of things and on which all the elephants stand, the
Atlas that holds up the world, the terminus of the cosmological argument, in fact.
There is always a problem for theology in connecting this whatever-it-is to the hopes
and aspirations of the ordinary believer in the pew. But if to the Timaeus, or Plotinus,
we add a Heideggerian despair about the partedness of man and God, witnessed
in the modern living that has driven us from the Garden and divorced us from the
Primal Ground of Being, we get a potent mix indeed, as if the turmoil of the times
(any time) bears direct witness to the accuracy of the metaphysics.

I shall have little to say about this kind of thought. I believe that Hume showed,
in his widely-misunderstood Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion that any quest
for this particular Holy Grail has no route to follow, no procedures to adopt, no
conception of an endpoint, and no measure of whether it is getting closer or further
away from it. It is like the quest for the snark, conducted with a blank chart on
an empty ocean: no quest at all, but a self-deception about the limits of meaning.
The Grail would have to be a “‘necessary existent’, a “‘causa sui’ on which the request
for explanation gets no purchase. And we are not capable of meaning anything by
that. The predicate ‘exists necessarily’ might as well apply to the whole empirical
cosmos as anything else. It is sometimes suggested that cardinal numbers form a
counterexample, but these abstracta are doubtful candidates for existence at all.

A rather different legacy of phenomenology is use of the notion of Being in
the description of consciousness and experience: the tradition that ruminates on the
way in which consciousness is frequently consciousness of absence, as much as
consciousness of existence, and that tries to parlay that into a message about death or
about the hole left when God absconds. I find it difficult to imagine this at the centre of
theology. Philosophers can and should respect Sartre’s or Heidegger’s insight that our
capacity for awareness of what is not the case or what is missing, lacking, absconded,
or absent is a salient feature of conscious life. But by itself this idea suggests no way
of distinguishing good apprehension of a lack or an absence from a fanciful one, as
when one imagines something absent that has either never been present or never
could be present. The experience of a loss of God, while meaningful enough to many
people, cannot be thought of as like experience of the loss of a favourite dog, when
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both the onetime presence and subsequent absence are real objects of memory and
perception. It is, rather, the awareness that what was once credible is so no longer.
It is awareness that there never was a dog. It is in fact tendentious to think of that as
experience of loss, since if the loss is phenomenologically real — that is, the ensuing
state is one of disbelief, then it cannot at the same time be held that the preceding
state was one of genuine apprehension. It becomes revealed to have been one of
delusion, and recovering from that is no loss at all but the beginning of health.

So in this paper, | am going to confine myself to philosophical approaches to
ontology from another direction, and from the traditions | know best. | appreciate that
this may be asking some readers to traverse some unfamiliar territory. But | deplore
the compartmentalization of philosophy, as if one could have interesting views about
religious ontology without having any views at all about numbers, possible worlds,
values, mental events, or other categories whose titles to a place in the halls of Being
are disputed. At the very least, it should be interesting to compare and contrast the
twists and turns of more general debates with any questions specifically belonging
to the philosophy of religion.

In fact, much modern philosophy has a no-nonsense way with ontology, or the
question of what there is. Following the broad path blazed by W. V. Quine, it asks
about the ontological commitments of a theory, or a discourse. It finds out these
commitments by what seems like a very simple method. You find what the theory
or discourse says there is. You find this out by laying out the logical structure of the
theory, which in practice means putting it into a form in which the kinds of inference
it allows are most easily detected. Once that is done, if the theory says that there are
things of some kind, then it is ontologically committed to things of that kind. If it is
your theory, then you are committed to things of that kind.

Finding the logical structure may involve an element of ‘regimentation’ or
cleaning up. For example, nobody is going to urge that sociology is ontologically
committed to the average person. The reason is that statements about the average
person are reducible in content to statements about sums of magnitudes in aggregates
of people. They involve only ordinary, empirically given people, not ordinary people
and average people besides. It is hoped that this kind of regimentation can proceed
without too much controversy, as in this example, although in practice this proves
far from the case. We need only think how controversial it would be to suggest, for
instance, that statements apparently involving mention of God can be paraphrased
by ones that talk only of love, to see how one person’s regimentation is to another
person the elimination of everything distinctive about a discourse or theory.
We return to this later.

Quine’s approach survives indeterminacy over the strength of commitment,
although that too has occupied a good deal of attention. If you think, for instance,
that it is best not to believe a theory, but only to hold it pro tem, or as a speculation,
then you may also think it best not to believe in the existence of things of the
relevant kind, but only to hold that pro tem or as a speculation. If, like the empiricist
philosopher of science Bas van Fraassen you think it often best only to hold that
theories are empirically adequate, but not to take the further step of believing them,
then you may equally think it best only to hold that the existence of the things talked
of by the theory is an empirically adequate hypothesis, but that you should not take
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the further step of believing in them either.? You could hold some existence claims
that are made by a theory with mare conviction than you hold the rest of the theory,
but only if they seem less contentious than the other parts of what the theory says,
or if they get some support from elsewhere. But what you cannot do is hold the
existence claims with any lesser conviction than that you attach to the theory that
delivers them.

This deceptively simple methodology leaves the philosopher somewhere at the
rear of the parade. The people who use the theory, or practice the discourse, direct
the show. If the philosopher does not like their commitments, then so much the worse
for the philosopher. If good mathematics tells us that there are sets of some size, or
functions of some type, or if good science tells us that there are waves or particles or
forces or fields, then who is the philosopher to pipe up otherwise? As David Lewis
forcefully argued, the philosopher taking any such line is apt only to make himself
look foolish. Considering the case of sets in mathematics, Lewis wrote:

Mathematics is an established, going concern. Philosophy is as shaky as can be. To reject
mathematics for philosophical reasons would be absurd...I’m moved to laughter at the
thought of how presumptuous it would be to reject mathematics for philosophical reasons.
How would you like the job of telling the mathematicians that they must change their
ways, and abjure countless errors now that philosophy has discovered that there are no
classes?

Philosophy simply has not got the track record of certainty, or utility, or progress,
or unanimity, to mount any such high horse. If it is a question of philosophy versus
physics, or philosophy versus maths, everyone knows which side to back.

It is a little unclear just which theories or bits of discourse get the protection of
this argument, which has become known as Lewis’s Credo argument. Suppose we
look at ethics, and find plentiful talk of duties, obligations, and rights. Can we say:

Ethics is an established, going concern. Philosophy is as shaky as can be. To reject ethics
for philosophical reasons would be absurd...I’m moved to laughter at the thought of how
presumptuous it would be to reject ethics for philosophical reasons. How would you like
the job of telling the ethicists that they must change their ways, and abjure countless errors
now that philosophy has discovered that there are no duties (etc.)?

Or how about this:

Religion is an established, going concern. Philosophy is as shaky as can be. To reject
religion for philosophical reasons would be absurd...1’m moved to laughter at the thought
of how presumptuous it would be to reject religion for philosophical reasons. How would
you like the job of telling the theologians that they must change their ways, and abjure
countless errors now that philosophy has discovered that there are no gods (etc.)?

Alot of philosophers will pause at this last, since post-Enlightenment philosophy has
typically felt rather proud of its role in undermining religious thought. Fortunately,
there is a principled way of drawing the distinction between the first two applications

1  Bas van Fraassen, The Scientific Image (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 1980.
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of Lewis’s Credo and this last one. Mathematics and ethics, it can be said, are in
themselves free of philosophical arguments. They are autonomous disciplines,
standing only on their own feet. It takes a mathematical argument to prove or
disprove a piece of mathematical reasoning, and an ethical argument to support or
attack a piece of ethical reasoning. But religion is not in the same way autonomous.
It constantly rubs up against philosophy. It purports to deliver philosophical results,
for instance about the immortality of the soul, or the nature of free-will, or the notion
of substance. And it may buttress itself by employing philosophical arguments, as
the traditional arguments for the existence of God are supposed to be. When it does
either of these things, it cannot at the same time claim immunity from philosophical
criticism, if the purported results, or the purported arguments, fail to commend
themselves. Actually, the original contrast with mathematics and ethics was slightly
overdrawn, because the same is true of some branches of ethics. If, for instance a
moral view depends upon some conception of responsibility and freedom, then it
cannot claim immunity from philosophical criticism, since finding and defending
such conceptions is a paradigmatic philosophical activity.

Before thinking further about that, however, | want to return to the approach of
which the Credo argument is a part. And the question | want to raise is whether it
really gives us a good way to think about ontology, either in mathematics, or science,
or ethics or theology.

The reason for doubt is fairly obvious. Quine’s approach makes it very easy to
determine something called ontological commitment. But should it be so easy?
And if so, what kind of commitment is in question, and what goes wrong if the
commitment is awry?

Quine and his followers thought that ontology was important. You should keep
your universe as little cluttered as possible, sharing his taste for desert landscapes.
But what is this importance? We can understand people arguing about whether there
are specific numbers — prime numbers between 17 and 23 for example. That’s a
mathematical question, soluble by mathematical means. We can understand people
arguing about whether there are duties of some kind: that is the stock issue in many
ethical debates, when one side supposes that moral perdition awaits the denial
of some duty or another. But what other perdition is there? What risk is purified
ontology supposed to guard against?

Consider a child learning elementary mathematics. Suppose the child says that
there is a number between five and seven, how many ticks should she get? One for
the arithmetic, clearly, but an additional one for the philosophy? Or might she get a
tick from the mathematics teacher and a cross from the philosopher, on the grounds
that her ontology has become over-inflated? After all, if there are two different things
involved, then presumably they might come apart, so that one is going right and the
other going wrong. But can one really believe in any such duality?

This way lies deflationism or minimalism, or what Paul Horwich felicitously calls
a world without -isms altogether. The idea is that people used to argue about, say
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platonism versus nominalism in the philosophy of mathematics, or realism versus
expressivism as a theory of ethics, or ‘onto-theology’ versus some postmodern
construction of religious discourse. But perhaps there is no issue. We either accept
the discourse, with as much conviction as we think it merits, in which case we find
ourselves saying its ‘there are....” claims, or we reject it in which case we do not
find ourselves saying any such thing. Or, we may not know which way to jump. But
those are the three alternatives. You may be religious or you may be an atheist, or
you may sit on the fence and say that you just do not know. But there is no room to
be either a postmodernist, or a specially robust ‘onto’ theologian. For such people
are each trying to mount theory where there is no theory to be had. They are trying to
jump outside their own skins, or stand on their own shoulders, or take up an illusory
Archimedean or sideways point of view, a view from nowhere.

Deflationism has its home in the theory of truth. An increasing number of
philosophers believe that there is simply no topic of truth: nothing to be said about it.
This is not because the notion is sublime or ineffable, but because it is too small, as it
were, to get a chapter to itself. Their idea is that we deceive ourselves when we think
that Pilate had a good question.? When Pilate asks ‘what is truth?” the right response
is not to attempt some large philosophical story, taking sides with Plato against
Protagoras, as it were. The right response is to say: what are you interested in? Once
Pilate specifies an issue (for instance, whether the prisoner in front of him committed
some specific act) then we can answer: it is true that the prisoner committed the act
if, and only if, the prisoner committed the act. That is what you have to discover or
judge to discover or judge the truth about this issue, on this occasion. Other issues
would see you having to discover and judge different things of course. But once you
locate the issue, the question of truth solves itself.

This is a disappointing answer, perhaps, but the deflationist point is that it is is
the only kind of answer you can get. As to the utility of talking of truth, it lies in
collecting and generalizing — bookkeeping rather than metaphysics.® For example,
suppose we want to thump the table (together with writers such as Primo Levi, or
George Orwell) and to insist that truth is important, that a pure worship of truth is
one of humanity’s greatest qualities, that the systematic degradation of truth is the
Achilles heel of democratic politics, and so on. It might seem that if deflationism is
right, these thoughts vanish. But this is wrong. According to the deflationist, these are
not illusory or fantastic goals, the product of false philosophy, as is alleged by some
postmodernists and perhaps most famously by Richard Rorty. Indeed, by making an
issue of them and opposing them the postmodernists reveal themselves to be under
just the same illusions as Platonists who cherish them as signs of the awful majesty
of Truth. According to the deflationist the serious, Orwellian thoughts are perfectly
in order, but we must be aware of what they mean. So, consider people who:

2 In my book Truth: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Penguin, 2005) I call the
section dealing with this, ‘Down with Pilate’.

3 Thebestintroduction to these issues has been Paul Horwich, Truth (Oxford: Blackwell,
1990). An overview is given in the introduction to the collection Truth edited by S. Blackburn
and P. Simmons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), which also contains a selection of
classic papers for and against deflationism.
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believe and say that dogs bark if and only if dogs bark
believe and say that Labour is working if and only if Labour is working
believe and say that God will look after them if and only if God will look after them...

And so on for as many issues as you care to write down. Then the table-thumpers
point is that it is better to be thus than to:

believe and say that dogs bark when they do not
believe and say that Labour is working when it isn’t
believe and say that God will look after you when he won’t...

Collecting and generalizing we can say that it is better to satisfy the schema
believing and saying that p if and only if p

as often as possible, than it is to satisfy the schema
believing and saying that p when not-p.

And that is all the worship of truth or fear of its declining lustre amounts to. Since the
instances and the schema generalizing them make no mention of truth, they cannot
be the subject of postmodernist scepticism or attack. This is why the polemic of
philosophers such as Richard Rorty misfires so badly. A Tony Blair who believes and
says that p pretty much regardless of whether not-p is as guilty in deflationist eyes as
he is in those of anybody else.

Obviously one can elaborate on this by distinguishing important from trivial issues,
or ones worth finding out about from others, or by distinguishing further, as Bernard
Williams does, between the vice of inaccuracy (leading to believing what is not true)
from that of insincerity (leading to saying what is not true). But the groundwork of any
such further reflections is laid by the deflationism.

Deflationism about truth is widely supposed to give us the kind of thought expressed above:
that there is no sideways perspective, no standing outside our own skins, no Archimedean
point, from which to conduct philosophical reflection on the nature of a discourse.
Our options shrink to the three mentioned: accept it, reject it, or sit on the fence.

An especially acute example of this deflationism in action comes from David
Lewis’s own special baby, realism about possible worlds.* Lewis records that when
he started to go around saying that he believed in possible worlds, real ‘concrete’
worlds just like ours, only possible and not actual, he was met by an ‘incredulous
stare’. It did not bother him very much, for as he remarked, he did not know how to
refute an incredulous stare. But now the question is whether those other philosophers
really had anything to stare at. Here is Lewis, saying that there is a possible world
unlike the actual world in containing talking donkeys. Since there is this one possible

4 See David Lewis, The Plurality of Worlds (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986).
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but not actual world, there are possible but not actual worlds — and if it proves
useful to do so, we can go on to discuss their properties and relations and number.
You might not want to talk like this, but then you have to decide how much modal
thought and talk you can tolerate. After all, is it not possible that there should have
been a talking donkey? And then Lewis will push you towards saying things that
are most elegantly said, or perhaps even only said, using full possible worlds’ talk.
What people wanted to stare at, after all, was not the utility of more or less complex
modal idioms, but the realism: the awful image of the pluriverse, the reality of a
dreadful infinity of worlds with their talking donkeys and kangaroos with no tails,
and worse besides. And this, as well, is what Lewis fostered and regarded as a bold
and powerful metaphysical position. But in the presence of deflationism both Lewis
and his staring detractors suffered from the same illusion: the illusion that there was
something called ‘realism’, a theory about the discourse as a whole, which was itself
an object of surprise and wonder, or, if you prefer, incredulity.

Here is another way of putting the point. Lewis supposed that if you took
commitments “at face value’ then you came to rest with his realism. This shifts the
philosophical burden onto those who would call themselves “anti-realists’. They face
the task of ‘reconstructing’ the discourse, perhaps regimenting it in some devious
and unobvious way, which usually goes wrong. For example, they might try to
reconstruct mathematics as not about sets, but about symbols. Or they might try
to reconstruct modal talk not as about possible worlds, but about inferences. The
trouble is that these tasks are not easy to accomplish, and all the while the ‘realist’
is presenting himself as a bland, straightforward kind of chap, doing no more than
taking things ‘at face value’. Similar positions have been advanced by ‘realists’ in
ethics, who first rest happy in our talk of duties, obligations, or values, secondly insist
that no further philosophy is necessary or possible, and thence draw the conclusion
that moral reality is a given — only deniable, in fact, by the immoral.

But in the presence of deflationism, this realist pose is shown to be hollow. The face
value of ‘there is a number between five and seven’ is that there is a number between
five and seven. You do not get two ticks, one for the arithmetic and another for giving
the remark the right ‘face value’. You might get a philosophical tick for eschewing the
devious reconstructions, but you get no tick for positive doctrine, and if you think you
deserve one then you get a philosophical cross instead, for thinking you have a theory
when you don’t. Similar remarks apply to ethics, when what are in essence deflationist
arguments are suddenly, miraculously, supposed to deliver a theory called realism,
again presented as a bland, straightforward, plain common-sense kind of doctrine. You
cannot take advantage of deflationism to defend yourself as having a ‘theory” where
deflationism precisely says that there is no theory to be had.®

5 In other writings | have called this taking advantage of the horizontal nature of
Ramsey’s ladder to climb it, and then announcing a better view from the top. See Ruling
Passions (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1998), p. 294.
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v

I believe that deflationism gets many things right, and one thing wrong. It is right
that the child that says there is a number between five and seven deserves one tick,
not two. It is right that there is no difference of levels between asserting the claims
made inside a theory, and asserting the existential consequences of such claims.
It is right that truth does not itself make up a topic. But it is wrong to try to take
everything: that is, to deny that there is space to stand on from which to gain a
philosophical perspective on a discourse, a perspective that might be ‘realist’ and
ontologically robust or committing, but might equally be no such thing. And I shall
argue that this space is one where there can be a debate between an ‘onto-theologian’
and a postmodernist opponent. Philosophy can flourish once again, rising from the
ashes to which it is reduced by deflationism. | fear, however, that in theology, when
there turns out to be such a debate, it also turns out not to be very interesting.

One reason philosophy or metatheory can continue is already latent in what we
said about regimentation. Quine’s ontological criterion is only to be wheeled up
when the regimentation is satisfactorily complete, but we can expect a good deal
of philosophical water to flow under the bridge before that happy day. However, |
am not going to concentrate upon that in what follows. This is partly because the
general mood in philosophy is sceptical of aggressive regimentations. Philosophers
in general prefer to leave the content of theories alone. They say what they say:
why expect there to be a better way of doing it? Mathematics appears to be about
sets: why perversely see it as being about symbols, or anything else? Ethics is about
values, duties and obligations: why expect there to be a way of moralizing that
eschews moral language?

The other point of attack for philosophical theory is more Wittgensteinian.
It is the activities associated with a use of language that come to the fore. The bland
realism we have met so far tacitly assumes that all discourse is there in order to
represent the way of the world. It is there to describe how things are, whether the
things in question are sets, values, possibilities, or Gods. But this only has to be stated
to seem doubtful. J. L. Austin is supposed to have estimated that there are between
one thousand and ten thousand things to do with language. | think he expected to
count them by listing so-called ‘illocutionary’ verbs: in saying something | may
threaten, cajole, praise, sneer, rhapsodize, dismiss...and so on. This method of
counting seems unnecessarily restrictive: if sneering is one thing, are not sneering
out loud and sneering behind someone’s back two further and different things, and
then how finely are we to subdivide? In any case, since we clearly lack a settled
principle for counting, anyone sensible will hold simply that there are a lot of things
we do. Some of them include or imply representation, and they are only “felicitous’
if things stand as we say. Those will include more than bare descriptions. A warning
of a bull in a field is felicitous only if there is a bull in the field. It is ontologically
committing. A supercilious attitude to someone only begins to be appropriate if the
belief that they know less or otherwise do less well than you do is true, and that is
in itself a representation of one fact about them. But is this representative function
there across the board?
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The question will be whether language has a non-representative function, forms
of words whose role is not to display how things stand, but to do other things instead
(not, other things in addition, as in the bull in the field warning). Wittgenstein was
an addict of this kind of thought. He thought that claims of necessity were not in the
business of describing an alien part of the universe as well as the rest (the non-actual
part as well as the actual part), but to lay down rules of description. He believed
that mathematical remarks were not so much descriptions of a part of the world
called numbers, as a kind of rule determining how to describe the (number-free)
world. He thought that first-person remarks such as ‘I believe’ or ‘I intend’ were not
self-descriptions of a shadowy sort, but avowals. He denied that there are ethical
facts, or that ethics purported to describe such facts, seeing ethics instead in terms
of commitment. He thought the activity of claiming and ascribing knowledge was
essentially practical, an announcement of what has gone into the archive, or now
forms the riverbed or the hinge around which enquiry can swing.®

Such views need a hearing. They are not to be dismissed by the bland assertion
that p is true if and only if p. For Wittgenstein’s views survive that point. All it brings
to the table is the idea, which he himself supported, that talk of truth will not advance
the discussion. It will not give us a key diagnostic to determine when we are in the
business of representing things, and when we are not. All it will give us is a slightly
longer statement ‘it is true that p’, with the same import as the original ‘p’, and about
which exactly the same questions can then be asked.

The deflationist will fight back. He will claim that Wittgenstein’s position gains
its identity by contrasting the other things we do with words with ‘representation’.
But, he will ask, why not go deflationist about representation? Just as ‘it is true that
p’ and ‘p’ come to the same thing, so do ‘p represents how things stand’ and “p’.
The former is a longer way of saying the same as the latter. Representation is not
a substantive, philosophically particular kind of achievement, had by some claims
and not by others. It is no more a robust ‘metaphysical’ notion than truth itself. So it
cannot sustain a debate.

| find this unconvincing, and certainly less convincing than the parallel noises
made about truth. The reason is that representation is a quite natural notion (not the
preserve of philosophical specialists) tied in with quite common-sense understandings
of how the world works. Its principal link is with explanation and its homeland are
cases where the state of the representing device or medium is explained by some
corresponding state of what is represented, and which can therefore be recaptured
or read off from the former. Petrol gauges, timetables, and marks on charts are in
this homeland. We understand the explanatory links, and we understand the symbols
as a result. If we trust the instrument, we believe in the linkage. If we act upon
the information presented, then the success of our actions is itself explained by the
same thing: the state of things that was represented in whatever sign with which
we were presented. Wittgenstein’s cases are ones where it is reasonable to doubt
any such explanatory linkage. We find it difficult to understand how our thoughts
about possibilities could maintain good explanatory links with unactualized possible

6 | detail these claims in Truth: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Penguin, 2005),
chapter 5.



56 Realism and Religion

worlds, and therefore how they could represent them. Insofar as we find values,
duties and obligations somehow alien to the natural world, we will find it hard to
see how our ethics could be explained by their nature and being, and the same is
true of sets and states of mind. And sure enough, those opposing Wittgenstein’s
non-representative account of these things have sought to play up their explanatory
credentials, arguing that only a misconception of natural facts, or a misconception of
values and the rest, or of sets or possibilities, generates an explanatory anxiety.

It is not my purpose in this paper to decide which position has the right of it
here, and the debates about explanation can themselves take different shapes in the
different areas. But the ground the contending parties have found to fight upon is, in
my view, the only ground there is. If it did not remain dry above the rising waters,
deflationism would drown everything.

\Y

How does all this affect theology? In the eighteenth century, David Hume noticed
the ‘somewhat unaccountable’ state of mind of the religious believer, with its
inevitable mixture of belief and lack of conviction. But if we bring in Wittgenstein,
the unaccountability turns into a wider indeterminacy, for the question becomes
what religious language does, and unfortunately the doings of religious sayings are
legion. Persons indulging in religious practices, and that includes saying religious-
sounding things, or using specifically religious language, may be doing any of many
things. They may be calming down, or working themselves up. They may be taking
a quiet moment out, sorting things out for themselves. They may be confronting their
own sins, or those of others. They may be solemnizing births, marriages, or deaths,
and we can see what they are doing in the light of social ritual. Perhaps we should
see religion in the light of poetry, symbol, myth, practice, emotion and attitude, or in
general a stance towards the ordinary world, the everyday world around us. Religion
is not to be taken to describe other worlds, nor even past and future events in this
world, but only to orientate us towards the here and now. Religious language is not
representational, giving an account of disconnected parts of the cosmos, regions of
space-time, or even of something like space and something like time, but in which
all kinds of different things are going on. It is symbolic or expressive, orientating us
towards each other, or towards ourselves, or towards our place in this world.

Let us call this interpretation of religious practice the expressive interpretation.
Like other anti-realist or anti-representational theories, it could be offered in
a number of different ways. It might be offered in the spirit | have here adopted,
as a description of the ‘somewhat unaccountable’ state of mind of the ordinary
practitioner in the pew. Or, it may be offered normatively: the people in the pew may
think of themselves as representing mysterious regions of space and time, but they
ought to see themselves as expressing stances. Following David Lewis we might call
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expressive theology the ‘“minimal unconfused revision’ of the confused state of mind
of the person in the pew.”

This would be the right way to develop the idea of theology without ontology.
Is it to be embraced? Unhappily, | believe not, at least as things stand in the Vatican,
or Belfast, Jerusalem or Riyadh or even Canterbury, although in this last the case is
less clear. | do not think that a purely expressive theology can be used to interpret
the ordinary believer in the pew, nor can it be suggested as a minimal unconfused
revision of his ‘somewhat unaccountable’ state of mind. When theology without
ontology came onto the scene in the United Kingdom, perhaps with John Robinson’s
Honest to God, some forty years ago, the general reaction was that churchmen
embracing it were ‘atheists in dog-collars’ and | have to say that | believe there is
something right about this reaction.

The reason is that for the person in the pew, religion typically offers not only
practices, music, poetry, emotions, attitudes, and symbols, and symbolic expressions
of them all, but also explanation and justification. “We want your land’ is a simple
enough expression of a desire. “Your land is our holy land” might function as a
symbolic or poetic way of insisting on the desire. And ‘God has ordained that your
land is really ours” has an overlapping function, certainly. It expresses the want, and
does so through a megaphone. But in the mind of the ordinary practitioner, it does
more than that. It is what enables and activates the megaphone. It justifies the want,
and it explains it. It functions exactly like an appeal to legal authority, even if the law
court in question is supernatural and invisible.

I do not believe you can have this justification and grounding without ontology.
Something must be true, there must be a way of things, a fact, even if a fact in heaven,
to which appeal is being made. It is not a question of an orientation towards the world,
but, in the mind of the believer, the explanation of an orientation. And explanation
takes us into the orbit of representation, and therefore the orbit of ontology.

Is this right? One orientation can justify and explain another. A dismissive attitude
to someone’s question might be explained and even partly justified by pointing out
that he gets on my nerves. And according to some philosophers of science, overt
fictions, models and metaphors, can play a valuable and indeed essential role in
explanatory theories. Can either of these interpretations be of help here?

I do not think so. If | want your land, what further stance am | drawing upon
if | say that the reason | want your land is that God gave it to me? | am, as | said,
repeating my demand, perhaps through a megaphone, or more accurately, in tones of
the pulpit, tones of conviction and self-righteousness. But there is nothing else, for
instance along the lines of ‘I can make use of it and you cannot’, which is thereby
brought to the table. There is no further worldly orientation or worldly belief drawn
into the discussion. It is not like, for example, justifying one policy by drawing on
our approval for some neighbouring policy, which is of course a perfectly legitimate
device in moral discussion. So | do not see the first suggestion as promising.

7  David Lewis, ‘Quasi Realism is Fictionalism’ in Moral Fictionalism, ed. Mark
Kalderon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). | try to rebut Lewis’s defence of moral
fictionalism, in ‘Quasi-Realism No Fictionalism’ in the same volume.
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The second may be more help. If it is legitimate, explanation-by-overt-fiction
would allow the man in the pew both to cite the gift of God as an explanation and
justification of his desire, in one breath, and in the next to admit that it is all a
fiction, a myth or symbol or piece of poetry, with no worldly solidity, no ontological
implications to which he need own up. But I do not think it is legitimate, and the
two-faced nature of the position gives it away. Even in these postmodernist times,
I cannot both say that | believe your baby was brought by the fairies, and | don’t
believe infairies. | can play along with the fairy fiction, or | can explain the appearance
of your baby by citing the doings of fairies, but | cannot consistently do both.

The scientific cases which bring some apparent credibility to the idea in fact
deserve different treatment. Suppose | explain, say, the refractive behaviour of light
by citing its wave composition, although I then go on to say that probably the theory
describing this wave composition is a model, or metaphor or fiction. Surely the right
interpretation is that I am confident that in its refractive behaviour light behaves ‘as
if”itis awave. The theory is good for prediction: whether it is the final truth about the
nature of light can be bracketed although we can also go ahead and use it. It might be
more accurate to say that we have systematization rather than explanation. But in the
theological case there is no parallel. | cannot cite an “as if” in the same justificatory or
explanatory role as the original appeal to the deity. | cannot amplify my demand for
your land just by announcing that it is ‘as if” God had given it to me, any more than
I can expect to impress bystanders by saying that | shall henceforward behave as if |
had a right to it, although | probably do not. That is the way thieves behave, and the
rigmarole would be heard as no more than the shameless announcement of a theft.

Asimilar diagnosis would emerge if we consider the use of idealizations as fictions
in science: frictionless planes, point masses and the rest. Idealizations are useful
when our empirical systems approximate to the behaviour which we can calculate
for them. But the idea of an ‘approximation’ to God having ordained the land for us
makes no sense. Nobody could be content with the suggestion that something a bit
like God has ordained the land more or less for us.

I believe, then, that expressivist theology cannot be true to the functions that
religion centrally serves. There is no evading the fact that the person in the pew
needs the ontological dimension. To repeat, this is for two reasons. The first is that
the ontology alone gives the explanatory and justificatory thoughts that are integral
to his or her understanding of what they are doing. The second is that the overt
empirical payoff, the practical result of invoking the language, could not be sustained
without it. If the talk of God did not function ontologically, it could not put the extra
amplification, or the self-righteous timbre, into the megaphone.

What is true, certainly, is that one can imagine a purged and purified religious
practice of which ontologically uncommitted theology was an adequate theory. This
might leave the best parts: the social solidarity, the ritual, the confronting of human
verities, the communions with the self, piety towards passed generations, resignation
or humility in the face of the cosmos, the music and the poetry, celebrations of human
reason and science, engagement in the here and now of human life and experience.
Perhaps this is how Eastern religions are, or could be. All that would be lost would
be superstition, such as the jealousy of the monotheistic gods, the distortions of
morals in favour of anger and guilt, and in favour as well of the duty of sectarianism,
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the elevation of ignorance and unreasons, and ethically what would be lost would be
the self-righteousness that comes from thinking of oneself as basking in the divine
favour. It sounds an appealing direction in which to progress, but at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, | am not holding my breath.
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Chapter 5

Scientific and Theological Realism

Alexander Bird

1 Introduction

In this paper | shall explore the parallels and contrasts between scientific and
theological realism. | shall start by providing an outline of the various aspects
of scientific realism before looking at these in more detail and in comparison to
theological realism. | hope that by this comparison with the well-developed debates
between various species of scientific antirealists and realists, some light may be shed
on debates concerning realism in theology.

The term “scientific realism’ covers a variety of related positions. These may
roughly be divided into the metaphysical and the epistemological. The former
concerns the subject matter of science. The realist and antirealist may disagree on the
correct answer to the question, ‘what is particle physics about?” Since such questions
may be couched in terms of the reference of the key terms of science, we may regard
many of the important debates concerning realism as debates about the semantics
of scientific terms. Epistemological realists and their opponents take positions on
what we can and do know in science or on whether our scientific beliefs are justified.
A third area that links with both parts of the realism debate concerns the question,
‘what is the aim of science?’

I shall briefly consider each of these three aspects of the scientific realism/
antirealism debate before looking at the parallels in the theological realism/antirealism
debate. My conclusion will be that metaphysical antirealism faces many obstacles
both in science and theology. If anything the obstacles are greater in theology,
even though antirealism is a popular option among theologians. Epistemological
antirealism (scepticism, agnosticism, atheism) is better grounded, but in science
there are strong responses that do not have theological parallels. Consequently, the
theological metaphysical realist is threatened by epistemological antirealism.

2 Metaphysical/Semantic Scientific Realism

I shall consider various claims that are typical of those made by scientific realists.
2.1 The World as Investigated by Science is Largely Mind-independent®

This claim is intended to rule out idealism. As such, this is a rather more general issue
in metaphysical realism and antirealism than one limited to the philosophy of science.

1 Cf. R. Boyd, ‘On the current status of scientific realism’, in R. Boyd, P. Gasper and
J. D. Trout (eds), The Philosophy of Science (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press), p. 195.
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Nonetheless many scientific realists assert this claim, for two reasons. First, because
general idealism is global it applies to the objects of scientific inquiry in particular. If,
for example, one holds that any entity is just some congery of ideas in the subject’s
mind, then cells, atoms, magnetic fields and so on are also only congeries of ideas in
the mind. This creates particular difficulties for entities the subject has not yet given
any thought to, such as some as yet undiscovered subatomic particle. On this idealist
view, since there is no idea corresponding to the undiscovered particle, that particle
cannot exist. Consequently, discovery is not so much a matter of coming to know
about something that previously existed but of whose existence one was previously
unaware, but rather it is instead a matter of bringing something into existence by
thinking about it.

It should be noted, however, that Berkeley’s response to an analogous problem
may cut the link between general idealism and scientific antirealism. If to exist is to
be an idea in the mind of God, then the distinction between genuine existence and
merely being thought to exist by a scientist (and between non-existence and ignorance
of existence) can be maintained. The entities of science would be dependent not on the
mind of any scientist or group of scientists but rather on the mind of an independent
being, God. Thus there could be room for the other debates we shall consider to be live
debates within a general idealist framework.

The second reason why scientific realists feel required to assertarejection of idealism
is that some writers in the ‘science studies’ tradition (though not any philosopher of
science of note) seem to adopt an idealism concerning the subject matter of our most
favoured scientific theories. According to social constructivists (or ‘constructionists’)
cells, atoms, magnetic fields, etc., are ‘social constructions’ the work of scientific
communities, rather than entities uncovered by those scientists. In this connection,
Kuhn’s comment that as a result of a scientific revolution the scientist’s world changes
also is often cited as an instance of this sort of view.? However, it is highly debatable
whether Kuhn was saying anything that implies that such entities, while genuinely
existing, are also brought into existence by the beliefs of the scientists. Paul Hoyningen-
Huene gives a Kantian reading of Kuhn that perhaps comes closest to this. According
to this view there is a world-in-itself that is unchanging but there is also a ‘phenomenal
world” the world of the scientists’ perceptions and belief, that does change. The
scientist is trapped within the latter and has scant if any access to the former. Another
view, which to my mind better captures Kuhn’s original intentions, is simply to regard
the use of ‘world” as metaphorical (just as it often is in everyday speech). A change
of ‘world’ is a certain kind of psychological upheaval, not any change to the cells and
atoms themselves. Similarly, it seems that when pressed the social constructivists may
be just expressing in a misleadingly dramatic way the view that our theories respond
rather less to the world than realists think and rather more to the social relations among
scientists (or between science and the rest of society). That is, social constructivists
may be taken to be making an epistemological point in metaphysical terms: what
explains belief in, for example, neutrinos, is not an objectively rational response to
the evidence but rather a set of social and political commitments that exist largely

2 SeeT. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1962), p.150.
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independently of any imperceptible micro-entities. In this epistemological guise | shall
consider social constructivism again below.

2.2 Names of Scientific Kinds and Properties are Genuine Referring Terms?

Here the idea is that when we talk of electrons, as in, for example, ‘electrons are
negatively charged’, we are talking about certain entities and ascribing a property
to them. The contrasting view is that this apparent logical form is misleading and a
proper analysis of the given sentence will reveal that it is not about such entities at
all, at least not about imperceptibly tiny entities that a naive view will take “electrons’
to be. The function of the sentence is not to ascribe a property to entities but is
rather to play a role in making predictions about the results of laboratory and other
observations. Percy Bridgman’s operationalism helps clarify this idea. According
to operationalism to say ‘the gas is at 1134 K’ is to assert that the observed result
of a properly conducted measurement using a thermometer of some specific type
will be 1134 K. We can generalize this for all theoretical claims. Thus ‘electrons are
negatively charged’ may be taken to assert something such as ‘the bright spot on the
phosphorescent screen of a cathode ray tube will deflect towards the anode, when an
anode and cathode pair are placed across the cathode ray tube’.

In general, for the antirealist of this stripe, it is only terms that relate to
observable entities and properties that refer. The terms of theoretical science, that
superficially seem to refer to unobservable entities and properties, must be treated in
a semantically distinct fashion. Thus we have, in effect two languages, a language
of observational terms and a language of theoretical terms. As regards the latter, one
possibility already considered is that it is analysable in terms of the former. And so
all scientific sentences are about something, only the things they are about are all
observable. An alternative, inspired partly by problems in implementing the first
proposal, is that the theoretical language is irreducible. In which case a question is
raised about the meanings of sentences employing theoretical terms. The answer
given was that individual theoretical terms get their meanings in a holistic manner,
via the roles they play within theories and that theories or groups of theories get their
meaning via the (non-reductive) links they have with observational language.

2.3 Theoretical Assertions are Truth-apt

If, according to the antirealist we have just been considering, theoretical assertions
are not about theoretical entities, and they are also not reducible to assertions about
observable entities, what then makes the assertions true (or false)? One possibility
is to adopt an holistic approach paralleling the holistic, theoretical-role view of
meaning just considered; this would be coherentism about truth. But an alternative
is simply to deny that strictly speaking theoretical claims have truth-values at all
(to deny they are truth-apt). The function of truth-apt assertions is to describe, whereas
the function of theoretical claims is not to describe but to provide a means of making
accurate predictions. Theories may be adopted or rejected on the grounds of being

3 Cf.R.Boyd, ‘On the current status of scientific realism’, p. 195.
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reliable instruments for prediction or unreliable. But acceptance is not acceptance as
true, nor is rejection a matter of taking to be false.

Thus a realist rejecting this view will claim that theoretical assertions are either
true or false. The realist may go further in asserting that truth for theoretical claims
is the same as truth for observational claims, rejecting the view that the former
should be given a coherentist account whereas the latter should be given some other
account. More generally still, the realist will assert that the semantics for theoretical
expressions and sentences containing them should not differ from the semantics for
observational expressions and sentences. The realist’s claim that scientific terms are
referring terms (discussed above) may be seen as an instance of this (if it is held that
observation terms are referring terms).

3 Epistemological Scientific Realism

We have briefly examined the debate between the realist and antirealist as regards the
content of scientific, typically theoretical, claims. | shall now turn to epistemological
matters. The term “scientific antirealism’ covers both metaphysical/semantic issues
and epistemological ones. Epistemological antirealism is typically not called
‘antirealism’ outside of philosophy of science, but rather ‘scepticism’. Nonetheless,
as we shall see, there is an intimate relationship between metaphysical antirealism
on the one hand and scepticism on the other, in such a way that it makes sense to
regard them as different sides of the same coin.

The epistemological realist will want to say something positive about a ground
for belief in our best theories, while the antirealist will take a more sceptical line.
In such debates metaphysical/semantic (scientific) realism is typically assumed. For
example, one might be sceptical about the theory of neutrinos because neutrinos, if
they exist, are unobservable and very difficult to detect in other ways. But to assert
such grounds for scepticism is to accept that the existence of neutrinos is independent
of our beliefs, that claims about neutrinos are truth-apt and that ‘neutrino’ is a referring
term.* Note that the dependence of scepticism on metaphysical/semantic realism
provides a motivation for metaphysical/semantic antirealism. The metaphysical/
semantic antirealist is able to claim that there is no problem in knowing the truth
of theoretical assertions since (on one view) they are equivalent to observational
assertions. Or (on another view) the problem of knowing just doesn’t arise, since the
assertions are not truth-apt (and knowledge or otherwise requires truth-aptness).

3.1 It is Possible for Science to Provide Good Reasons in Favour of Theories®

The above is a very general and reasonably weak expression of the epistemological
optimism of the realist which can be strengthened or extended in various ways.
Most obviously it can be supplemented by the claim that the possibility mentioned is
actual, that as a matter of fact modern science does give us grounds for preferring some

4 Note that a term can be a referring term without succeeding in referring — for example,
‘phlogiston’.
5 Cf. R. Boyd, ‘On the current status of scientific realism’, p. 195.
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theories over others. A stronger claim is that our reasons can (and do) give us reasons for
believing a theory, and yet stronger is the claim that these reasons can (and do) give us
scientific knowledge. A strengthening in another dimension is to claim that the theories
that make the above assertions true include theories concerning unobservable entities.

Epistemological antirealism will reject in some measure some or all of the optimistic
claims made above. Thus some kinds of antirealism may be sceptical as regards theories
concerning the unobservable but not as regards the observable. The grounds for sceptical
antirealism are many. | shall briefly mention the major ones.

3.1.1 Inductive scepticism Those convinced by Hume’s problem of induction will
inevitably be sceptical as concerns pretty well any scientific theory, since almost all
theories make assertions (so it seems to most philosophers) that go beyond the evidence
in the sense that the theory is not deducible from the evidence. Popper was the most
prominent advocate of inductive scepticism in the philosophy of science. Nonetheless he
did not hold himself to be an antirealist; he believed that the some kind of epistemological
optimism may be retained thanks to his falsificationism. The consensus now is that if
induction is rejected, falsification cannot provide a basis for optimism.

3.1.2 Rejection of inference to the best explanation Many philosophers of science
hold that many of our most important inductive practices can be aptly described by the
phrase ‘Inference to the Best Explanation’ (IBE). One reason why IBE is significant is
that it appears to be the mechanism whereby we justify our beliefs in the existence of
unobservable entities. For a long time physicists believed in the existence of neutrinos
because they best explain mass and spin discrepancies in beta decay. There are various
reasons why an antirealist might reject IBE: (i) why should “better’ explanations be
more likely to be true?; (ii) the criteria of ‘goodness’ (for example, simplicity and
elegance) are too subjective to be a reasonable basis for inferring the truth of a theory;
(i) it is unlikely that the true theory is among those we have considered — so choosing
the best will typically be to choose a false theory.

3.1.3 Underdetermination of theory by evidence The third complaint against IBE
draws upon a more general problem advanced by antirealists. It is alleged that
our theories are radically under-determined by the available evidence. That is, the
evidence we actually have and could reasonably hope to have is such that many
theories (infinitely many) are consistent with that evidence. Such a claim needs
supplementation for it to have any sceptical consequences, for it needs to be shown
that there are infinitely many hypotheses that explain the data equally well.

6 Arguably the last claim isn’t stronger than its predecessor, if one holds that one should
not believe something unless by believing one would know it.
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3.1.4 Pessimistic (meta-)induction  Previously well-confirmed theories are typically
rejected by later developments. Therefore we can expect our current (and future)
best theories to be refuted in turn.”

3.1.5 Epistemological social constructivism Science is merely a social construct,
similar to the arts or a political system, differing primarily in that it makes a claim
to have privileged access to an objective truth. But this claim is only a political
manoeuvre to claim corresponding privileges for scientists. As in these other areas
of activity, developments are explained by social and political forces, and are not the
outcome of an impartial examination of an objective nature.

3.2

In favour of realism, many realists (but by no means all) subscribe to the No Miracle
Argument (NMA): “‘Realism ... is the only philosophy that does not make the success
of science a miracle.”® The NMA can be understood as an instance of IBE. The
only satisfactory explanation of the success of science is that science is an effective
mechanism for getting to the truth. The various epistemological antirealist claims
considered above can be read as attempts to undermine the NMA. Objections to IBE
are objections to the form of inference employed by the NMA. Underdetermination
raises the possibility that many false theories would be equally successful. In which
case the truth of our best theories is not the best explanation of their success. Social
constructivism alleges that the best explanation of the ‘success’ of science is that
this so-called success is measured by the scientists themselves. For example, we are
told that Quantum Mechanics is the predictively most successful theory of all time.
But its predictions concern the behaviour, primarily, of sub-atomic particles. So the
predictions are assessed by scientists on the basis of abstruse scientific theories.
Thus the success of quantum mechanics is not independent of science but is itself
part of science.

4 Realism and the Aim of Science

Another area where antirealists and realists disagree concerns the very aim of
science. Realists will typically claim that science aims at the truth, hoping to achieve
at least increasing nearness to the truth. Realists may even claim that science aims
at producing knowledge. Antirealists may claim that science aims at less than
truth. Thus van Fraassen takes the aim of science to be empirical adequacy — the
theories of science should have only true observable consequences (science does
not aim to assert truths concerning the unobservable).® This reflects a long-standing
empiricist and positivist tradition. Others such as Laudan and Kuhn take science to

7 Psillos discusses and rejects the pessimistic induction; see S. Psillos, Scientific Realism:
How Science Tracks Truth (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 101-14.

8 H. Putnam, Mathematics, Matter, and Method: Philosophical Papers Vol.1
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 73.

9 See B. van Fraassen, The Scientific Image (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980).
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be in the business of solving scientific puzzles.'® Note that they do not require that a
puzzle-solution be true to be an adequate solution, only that it fit in with the current
practice of science. Lastly, social constructivists will claim that the aim of science
is the perpetuation of science itself (or, more bluntly, the scientists themselves and
whatever class or other political interests they have).

5 Metaphysical Realism in Science and Theology

The scientific realist takes the scientific claim “electrons are subatomic entities too
small to be perceived that are negatively charged and are constituents of atoms’ at
face-value. ‘At face-value’ means that the sentence should be understood as on a
par with “pips are the parts of an apple that may grow into a tree’ or more generally
that the semantics of that claim and other scientific claims should not differ from
the semantics of the bulk of non-scientific claims. Thus, taking it for granted that
‘apple’ refers to a kind of tree or its fruit, then “electron’ refers to a kind of subatomic
particle. In each case we do not think that what it is for entities belonging to the kind
to exist is dependent on human thought. Correspondingly the theological realist will
take claims about God’s existence, nature, and actions at face value. Thus when the
Nicene creed opens, ‘“We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of Heaven
and Earth, and of all things visible and invisible’, the realist holds that the belief in
question is a belief about God and the belief is true only if God did make Heaven and
Earth, in just the same sense as when some one says, ‘I believe that Phidias carved
the Elgin marbles’, that statement is about Phidias and is true only if he did indeed
carve those marbles. The metaphysical realist, qua metaphysical realist, is not strictly
committed to the truth of such assertions, but is rather committed, primarily to claims
made about what would make the assertions true. In this sense most atheists are
metaphysical theological realists. They agree that what would make the assertion ‘God
made Heaven and Earth’ true is the existence of a divine creator amongst whose works
are Heaven and Earth — they just deny the existence of such a creator. For this reason
the relevant kind of realism is best expressed in semantic terms. Theological claims
should not receive a special kind of semantic analysis just in virtue of being theological.
Theological language is not distinct in this sense from the rest of our language.

5.1 Projectivism

Metaphysical social constructivism in science is difficult to take seriously. But
a theological parallel has influential support. Non-theism (a version of which is
Contemporary Christian Humanism) takes God to be the Sum of our Highest Ideals.
Such a proposal originates with Feuerbach.* More generally, religious projectivism
proposes that God and other elements of theology are projections of some human or
social entity.

10 See T. Kuhn, Structure of Scientific Revolutions and L. Laudan, Progress and its
Problems: Towards a Theory of Scientific Growth (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977).

11 See L. Feuerbach, Ludwig Feuerbach’s Sémmtliche Werke (Leipzig: Otto Wigand
1846-1866).
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Broadly speaking projectivism can be taken in two ways, an epistemological or
causal way and an ontological way. The epistemological/causal way takes the ‘God
is X" equation as shorthand for a causal explanation of religious beliefs and activities.
Thus, if it is proposed, in this way, that God is the Sum of Our Highest Ideals, then
it is being suggested that the psychological importance of our ideals causes a belief
in God. Or, as in another of Feuerbach’s proposed projections, God is the projection
of the human longing for significance. This is consistent with a literal, semantically
realistic view of the content of what is believed. A religious, Christian belief in God
has the content that an all-good person created the world, loves us, and so forth.
This epistemological projectivist view is nonetheless epistemologically antirealist
because it follows that, since the cause of the beliefs is a human/social cause rather
than a supernatural cause, the beliefs cannot amount to knowledge.

The nearest to projectivism in the philosophy of science is Comte’s account of
the metaphysical stage of the development of knowledge.?* According to Comte’s
‘law of three stages’, human knowledge starts with a theological stage, whose
explanations are religious. This gives way to the second, metaphysical stage, whose
explanations are in terms of essences and imperceptible entities, such as forces.
The third and final stage is the positive stage, which concerns only correlations among
what is observed. Note that Comte’s view concerns not all science but only certain
parts of science or ways of doing science (those which invoke the unobservable).
According to Comte, the projection that is a belief in unobservable entities is not
simply analogous to the projection that is a belief in God, but is a hangover from it.
While the unseen supernatural causes have been eliminated they have been replaced
by unseen natural causes. Whether Comte’s account is strictly projectivist is perhaps
a moot point. For it is not clear where projectivism ends and a socio-psychological
account of belief allied with an error theory begins.** Karl Marx’s account of religion
falls more obviously into the latter category. Marx also suggested that Darwin’s
theory of evolution through natural selection owed its origins to Victorian capitalism.
Although the suggestion was not developed by Marx himself, subsequent social
constructivists have sought political and other social and psychological explanations
not only of the origins of scientific ideas but also for the acceptance of those ideas.

The metaphysically projectivist reading of ‘God is X’ takes that statement to
assert a genuine identity (where X =the sum of our highest ideals, etc.). Consequently
some religious beliefs will come out to be true — for example ‘God exists’ (because
there is a sum of our highest ideals). Some reductive versions of empiricism provide
an analogue to this view. If we have a positive view of scientific enquiry we may
hold that the cause of a scientist’s beliefs is the observational evidence she has.
So one way of making science reasonable without invoking unobservable entities is

12 Strictly one could have such religious beliefs caused in this way that turned out to be
true, and so such views commit one to agnosticism. But the position is a natural one for an
atheist to adopt, and it is natural to call such an account an “error-theory’ of religious belief.

13 See A. Comte, Cours de philosophie positive (Paris: Société Positiviste, 1892).

14 The distinction | have in mind is this. The cause of the belief in the projectivist case
is something inner, an individual’s own psychology, whereas in the social constructivist case
the cause is something outer, for example, something political or social.
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to equate the observational and the theoretical. Optimally we would have identities
of the form “electrons = X’ where ‘X’ is an expression employing only vocabulary
that describes observable things and properties. This would be parallel to the idealist
claim that physical objects are congeries of ideas. Thus any claim about electrons
would be really a claim about observable things and qualities. The gap between the
causes of our scientific theories (our evidence) and the theories themselves would
not be a gap between the observed and the unobservable, but rather, at most, a gap
between the actually observed and some generalization thereof (which may cover
the unobserved but nonetheless observable). Operationalism, we saw, expressed this
view with respect to theoretical quantities, regarding them as identical to the outcomes
of measuring operations. Such proposals run into difficulties when we attempt to
work them out in detail. For example, there are many distinct ways of measuring
temperature (mercury thermometer, gas thermometer, Galileo thermometer, resistance
thermometer, as well as various spectroscopic ways of measuring temperature,
among others). So strictly there should be, according to operationalism, not just
‘temperature’ but a variety of different kinds of temperature, one for each mode of
measurement. Furthermore, theoretical ideas do not relate directly to observational
ones. A statement about electrons doesn’t have any direct observable consequences.
It has such consequences only in conjunction with other scientific propositions
which will typically themselves involve further theoretical concepts. Thus a claim
about the mass of an electron will typically require supplementation by an auxiliary
hypothesis about its charge (and much else besides) before it has an observable
consequence, because what one measures is the ratio e/m of the charge to the mass
of the electron. The relation between theory and observation is not piecemeal but
is holistic. For this reason there is no hope of making an equation of the form
‘electrons = X’ for an observational X. More generally theoretical claims are not
reducible (equivalent) to observational ones.

5.2 The Meaning of Scientific and Religious Language

One might adopt one of two responses to the problems mentioned, both invoking
a distinction between theoretical language and observational language and their
semantics. According to the first option, a strict instrumentalism, sentences involving
theoretical terms are strictly meaningless. Theories function solely to produce
accurate empirical predictions (predictions concerning the observed), so the literal
meaninglessness of theoriesis of nosignificance. However, the literal meaninglessness
of theoretical language is difficult to square with both the phenomenology of
science (the language seems meaningful) and the fact that the language is treated as
more than gobbledegook when drawing inferences from theories to