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Introduction
This is a book of philosophy; its development follows the lines of the philosophical methods
known in linguistic analysis and phenomenology. However these philosophical methods are
employed here in consideration of a theological problem: the meaningfulness and reasonability of
that which Christians say about God.
Obviously, such a philosophical undertaking is fraught with problems. Does philosophy have
the capacity to comprehend theological matters, matters which rely on divine revelation? What
authority does philosophy have on questions of the significance and the reasonability of faith and
of theological argumentation? Apparently none!
However, since we human beings are capable of understanding what God has revealed, even
if not with complete, interior comprehension, divine revelation must occur in human language and
must thus be accessible to the general tools of linguistic analysis and logic, as well as to those of
a phenomenology of the contents of human consciousness. Moreover, the material object of
philosophy is unlimited: all of actual and possible reality – "being qua being". Logic too can and
must occupy itself with every argumentation. Certainly there are precedents for a philosophical
treatment of theological issues; it suffices to recall not only Augustine and Aquinas, but also
Maimonides, and the Arab theologians of the Middle Ages; in modern times Hegel, and in our
own century Ricoeur, Levinas, and Rosenzweig.
However, philosophy can consider a theological issue only if it is permitted to approach the
issue as it would approach any other issue; philosophy cannot presuppose truth on account of
divine revelation. At the same time, philosophy must respect the specificity of the theological
terrain — as we shall see.
We intend to discuss the significance and reasonability of that which Christians say about God
in general, in a broad sense. We need however to distinguish two levels of Christian discourse
about God. On the one hand, a part of what Christians say about God is common, in some form,
to other religions as well and as such has been considered philosophically from the time of Plato,
Aristotle, Plotinus and others. However, another part of Christian discourse is born exclusively of
revelation, as when we speak of the Trinity or the Incarnation. Clearly these two ‘parts’ cannot be
legitimately separated; revelation as such has always been ingredient in the philosophical
reflections of Christians, and the way in which a Christian speaks of God is, in the concrete
instance, always seamless. Precisely for this second reason the object of our philosophical
endeavor here is Christian discourse in the broadest, ‘global’ sense – a ‘given’ which is specific,
historical, religious, Christian, and in some fashion already theologically elaborated.
This book is articulated in three parts, for which I have chosen three articulations of
philosophical reflection upon Wittgenstein.
The first part, chapters 1 to 3, is a semantics of religious language.
The second, chapters 4 to 6, considers a logic of Christian discourse on God.
The third and final part attempts a pragmatics of the faith.
The philosophical methods employed in our analysis of Christian discourse are: first, that of
logical-linguistic analysis, referring back to Ludwig Wittgenstein and predominating in the first
five chapters; and second, that of phenomenological reduction, adopted in the sixth and seventh
chapters and deriving from Edward Husserl.

But before we introduce the methods of our analysis we need to speak further of the object of
the analysis — the philosophical facticity of Christian discourse about God.

Chapter One

Christian Discourse on God
A Negative Delimitation
‘Religious language in general’ does not exist. Religious language is found only in a concrete
and historical form, whether Greek, pagan, Buddhist, Islamic, Jewish, or, as in our
case, Christian discourse. The generalized ‘religious discourse’ referred to by philosophers of
religion is an abstraction performed upon the material of concrete instances of religious discourse.
The question arises whether this abstraction takes all religions into account or rather has been
based upon certain religions selected according to certain criteria. And it is also possible that the
abstraction has been constructed — an ‘ideal’ religious or pseudo-religious discourse
along humanistic, illuministic or idealistic lines, possessing a certain number of similarities with
concrete religious discourse. Moreover, the term ‘religious language’ is sometimes used to refer
to the ‘meta-language’ in which one speaks about diverse forms of concrete religious language.
But here we are concerned neither with the variety of concrete extant or historical religions
such as Buddhism. Islam, Hebrew, Greco-pagan, etc., nor with ‘religious discourse in general’,
but rather with the form of religious language in which Christians, and specifically, practicing
Roman Catholic Christians, express themselves.1 This is by no means intended as an exclusion
of the way in which religious discourse is used by other Christian confessions or denominations.
Between the language of Catholics and, for example, Lutherans, there are interesting differences
of style, of argumentation, and of historical-cultural connections. From a logical and structural
point of view these differences are minimal when compared with the differences which occur
between the religious speech of Christians and the religious speech of non- Christians.
Nevertheless they do make themselves felt.
A Positive Delimitation
Religious discourse consists in that which Christians say both institutionally and de
facto about God. We can ‘deduce’ neither philosophically nor theologically what religious speech
is or what is its essence. We don’t even want to propose a definition. We will not say, "religious
language should be this way . . .", or: "One ought to speak thusly. . . ." Here we want simply to see
how people, and specifically how Christians, use language in the context of their faith, i.e., when
practicing their religion. (This does not of course exclude the ‘normativeness’ imparted by the
rules of a specific religious discourse, especially Christian discourse – a normativeness which in
any event is essential to any language.)
We have to ask: "What is a ‘religious’ use of language? What is a religious practice? What is
a religious context?" In this case we are asking Christians how they use the word ‘religion’, the
word ‘faith’, or other terms that refer to the same thing. What for them makes a situation, a context,
a practice ‘religious’?
When a Christian speaks, he does not always use the language of his faith, though he might
well make the claim that his entire life is, or ought to be, a life of faith, a life of testimony to the
faith, etc. But linguistically this faith does not make itself continuously apparent, anymore than it
does behaviorally. It can be the case that the daily language of a Christian is more or less colored
by his being Christian. Nonetheless, not all daily speech can qualify as religious discourse. In

particular, scientific speech and technical discourse — engaged in of course also by Christians —
are wholly free of any religious shadings; it is simply illegitimate to import elements of religion
into a strictly scientific or technical discourse. To be sure, there are borderline instances, but the
man or woman forever giving a religious coloration to any and every subject of daily speech is
generally considered strange, bigoted, boring and perhaps fanatical.
It is an easy matter to tick off some typical cases of the religious use of language on the part
of a Christian: to preach and to listen to a homily, to make a profession of faith, to participate at
the Liturgy, to pray publicly with others or privately, aloud or in silence, to teach religion and to
take a course in religion, to speak of the faith and discuss it with others, also with non-believers,
to study or teach theology, and so on. It is also an easy matter to list some typical cases which no
Christian would spontaneously classify as ‘religious’: to go over one’s accounts, to teach
mathematics, to ask the time, to play ball. . . .
However there are the borderline cases. These include expressions originally Christian but
absorbed into the general linguistic-cultural baggage and now used not only without thinking about
the origins, but often without even knowing them: local place-names (San Francisco), names of
persons and of things, farewells (God be wi’ye = good-bye), curses. Indeed, borderline cases exist
precisely because the borders of the various linguistic games are not fixed, and even the borders
themselves depend on use. The words: religion, faith, etc., like the majority of words in fact, do
not have a unique and ‘fixed’ meaning, but rather a certain ‘fuzziness’ around the edges. Thus
even the significance of ‘religion’, ‘faith’, ‘Christian’, ‘language’, ‘religious language’, ‘Christian
discourse’, etc.,2 is to be determined by the institutional use of these words within a given
linguistic community,3 and not by means of a definition of their singular ‘essences’. We can for
the moment then leave aside the question of whether and how far the word ‘religion’ is applicable
to Confucianism, Buddhism, or to a religious ‘feeling’ purely interior and private, to a conviction
of the existence of God which is purely philosophical ("natural religion"), to humanitarian and
socialistic ideologies, etc.4 It has to be said that their respective discourses bear a resemblance
among each other and also with the discourse that is used in the context of the great religions,
including Christian discourse. However there are also noteworthy differences, of which we will
speak in Chapter 3.
The Facticity of the Linguistic Religious Behavior of Christians
Every method, every reflection, every type of philosophical endeavor must have a datum to
which it is then applied. In our specific case the datum to be considered consists in the social and
historical reality of the religious linguistic behavior of the Christian, i.e., in the language actually
used and spoken by Christians in the context of their faith. This behavior is describable and
analyzable not only by sociology but also by philosophy — which is to say, by logic,
phenomenology, and existential analysis.
But we need first to pose a preliminary question here. Who engages in Christian religious
discourse? Who are the Christian Catholics? This question too is to be treated in the same way as
our preceding question, ‘What is religion?’ In other words, how are the words ‘Christian’ and
‘Catholic’ used in our language?
Normally it is clear that one is a Christian when one acts and speaks as one. And it is quite
evident that the amplitude of the terms ‘religious’, ‘Christian’ and ‘Catholic’ gradually narrows.
One cannot legitimately use the term ‘Christian’ without a historical reference to Christ. Moreover
the term "Catholic" is employed almost exclusively today to refer to an organized and institutional

group of Christians which is called the "Catholic Church."5 It would appear to be legitimate also
for this group to declare in a normative way: "This person has (or does not have) the right to call
himself ‘Catholic’; this doctrine or behavior is Catholic (or is not)." Of course here too we
encounter fuzziness around the edges. Whether or not a ‘Christianity without religion’, an
‘atheistic belief in Jesus’, a ‘Catholicism without the power structure’,6 are still to be called
‘Christian’ or ‘Catholic’ is a question of linguistic use and therefore a question of convention, and
thus often a pedagogical, polemical, and political matter of no small importance.
Thus it is clear that the datum of Christian discourse about God is a positive, historical,
socially shared, institutional and in some way supernatural datum. This fact is the subject of our
linguistic analysis here.
Christian Discourse about God — a Positive Fact
The datum ("that which is given") of any philosophical reflection always precedes the
philosophical reflection itself, and the same holds with regard to an analysis. If nothing is ‘given’
to me, then I have nothing to analyze, nothing on which to reflect, nothing to order, organize or
systematize. The ‘data’ of philosophical reflection as such are not the product of that philosophical
reflection. In this sense, philosophy, of whatever branch, always and necessarily begins a
posteriori.7
Christian Discourse on God is a Historical ‘Given’
A language or a speech form, in our case, religious/Christian/Catholic speech, is a reality that
is born and develops historically. It is not developed according to logical rules, nor according to a
project conceived of a priori, nor within the Divine Mind.8 In a philosophical analysis we must
accept Christian-Catholic discourse in its accidental and historical concreteness. Perhaps it might
have developed differently, but in fact it developed as it did. This actually-existing speech is the
only speech which interests us because it is the only one which is ‘given’ us. Considering that its
existence is historically contingent, there is always the possibility that in the future it will take
another direction,9 but to us it is ‘given’ in the form in which it has developed to date. What ‘could
be’ or ‘will be’ is not yet given to me, and therefore I am not able to analyze it.
For the analysis of a particular form of discourse, especially of the religious-Christian kind,
one must take into consideration the way in which this speech form arose and how it developed
historically. Nevertheless the meaning of a linguistic expression consists not in its origin, nor in
its development, its history or its etymology, but in its actual use. (And here, in the comprehension
of its actual use, the history of a linguistic expression can be of considerable assistance.)
For an understanding of religious-Christian discourse, we need to recall that this discourse has
its ‘normative’ origin in scriptural speech – in the Old and, even more to the point, the New
Testaments.
One additional point in the context of the historical givenness of Christian-Catholic discourse:
the normative truth of the dogmas of the faith is to be understood according to the historical
linguistic usage of the times in which a particular dogma was formulated.
Christian discourse about God is a social given

No language, no speech form, no mode of speaking is purely personal. The use of a linguistic
expression — that which determines the expression’s significance — is its use in the
language.10 i.e., how an expression is used, and not how I use it. This applies not only to a natural
language but to every type of speech form — to the terminology of physics, of mathematics,
medicine, of logic, and of philosophy itself. The religious/Christian/Catholic forms of speech are
among the speech forms especially determined by their history, insofar as there is no possibility
of indicating the objects which they are to signify, i.e., God, grace, etc.; in addition, Christians,
and especially Catholics, in using their religious language, understand one another as a community,
as ‘Church’. This is to say that they understand one another insofar as they practice their religion
and communicate in their religious language.
Christian discourse about God is an institutional given
This point merely amplifies the preceding one.11 The different languages, and especially the
various forms of discourse, which differ historically, culturally and socially, are a reality
which institutionally precedes the actual use to which a speaker puts them. Indeed a given speaker
creates neither his language nor his various speech forms but learns them — because they are
already spoken. The individual learns not only his mother tongue but also a variety of special forms
of discourse – Christian-Catholic discourse, for example in a process of linguistic socialization.
These tongues and speech forms already exist, which is to say, they are already spoken. The
individual human being acquires these languages precisely in the manner in which they are already
spoken. Only as a consequence is it possible to make of this learned speech form a personal use,
given that human speech is fundamentally open and elastic.
The human being cannot speak if not by using languages and speech forms already existing
actually, and using them in the way in which these are institutionally used. This is to say that the
human being cannot speak, giving a significance to what he says such that others can understand
and such that he himself knows what he says, except by using the language according to its
particular common rules. Anyone can of course speak in a personal fashion, in an individualized
style, even inventing new words. But this very individualized speech is possible only in
dependence upon an institutional language already existing. Personalized speech is something that
must be acquired in the using of a language.
At the same time, a speech form is clearly not an immutable reality. Language changes,
develops and is transformed. Human beings themselves change it – but in the plural. An individual,
separated from all others, divorced from the linguistic community, could never introduce a
linguistic change. Moreover, even the evolution of a language takes place according to rules.
Christian discourse about God is a ‘supernatural’12 given
For a Christian, not only does Christian religious discourse have a historical origin but this
historical origin is determined by the specific intervention of God, who is the causa
principale. Certainly, the biblical and therefore ‘supernatural’ aspect of Christian discourse
regards its contents, and not so much its expression or semantics, nor its logic. But here again, the
border between these two aspects cannot be very sharply drawn.
We can say this much: in applying ourselves philosophically to a datum which is,
theologically, a supernatural datum, we are not committing a methodological error. It is indeed
rare that the datum of a philosophical analysis is itself a philosophical datum. On the other hand,

we cannot presuppose that Christian discourse is in fact a supernatural datum, nor can we ‘take it
on faith’ that that which Christians say about God is true, and we certainly do not intend
to demonstrate it. We must however take into consideration as simply a fact, that Christians
consider that which they say about God as true, because that is a part of the ‘givens’ of their
discourse, of the significance of what they actually say.
Notes
1. Here, ‘‘practicing Catholics" means specifically: those who attend Mass regularly, pray
regularly, and attempt to deepen their faith. This is not without significance, for simple baptism
and a childhood aquaintance with the catechism do not at all guarantee a competent use of religious
language and, without continual practice, can lead to linguistic deformations.
2. See Chapter 3.
3. Cfr. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (PU), n. 43.
4. We can recall here the ‘religion of Reason’, proclaimed by the French Revolution, the
‘positive religion’ put forth by Comte, and the ‘Positive Christianity’ of Hitler and Rosenberg.
5. Originally, and until the Protestant Reformation, the term ‘Catholic’ meant simply
‘universal’.
6. Cfr. Carlo Huber, S.J., ‘‘Christianismo senza Dio," in Christiano oggi, ed. Paoline (Rome
1977), pp. 91-118.
7. For this reason philosophy was known as the ‘scientia verspertina’.
8 We must be careful not to think of the Divine Intellect as a computer or a Super Brain!
9. The specifc limits upon the possibility of developement and change in Christian/Catholic
discourse are considered in K. Huber, Critica del Sapere 8.313, pg. 155f.
10. Cfr. Wittgenstein, PU 43.
11. Cfr. However, Huber, Critica del Sapere, 8.3, pp. 153-159.
12. ‘Supernatural’ here is not intended to signify ‘miraculous’ nor does it refer to one of the
many theological theories of ‘the supernatural’.

Chapter Two

The Philosophical Methods of Our Discussion
Logical Analysis and Phenomenological ‘Reduction’
To the object of our discussion, Christian discourse about God as we have determined it in the
preceding chapter, we will be applying primarily two philosophical methods – linguistic analysis
as elaborated by Ludwig Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations, and phenomenological
‘reduction’ as developed by Edmund Husserl. Given the intricacy of these two methods we need
first to explain the methods themselves and call attention both to their potential and to the limits
of their specific usefulness for an analysis of the Christian discourse about God.
I. Logical Analysis of Language: Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1889-1951
To speak about Wittgenstein and his philosophy means to speak about speech, about the
philosophy of language, and specifically about linguistic analysis — a philosophical movement
that has profoundly conditioned today’s philosophical climate. At the same time, to speak about
linguistic analysis as a philosophical ‘method’ means to speak principally of Wittgenstein. To be
sure, not all of the philosophers who practice linguistic analysis follow Wittgenstein strictly. An
approach or style closely resembling Wittgenstein’s would be difficult indeed, given the elasticity
and non-systematic character of Wittgenstein’s second period of philosophical development.
However all the philosophers who engage in linguistic analysis have come under the influence of
Wittgenstein in one way or another: the Vienna Circle and Neopositivism in general were inspired
by the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. The "Common Language Philosophy" of Ryle, Austin,
and others was at least in part stimulated by Wittgenstein’s manuscripts, the "Blue Book" and the
"Brown Book", which circulated among Cambridge and Oxford students during the 1930’s and
40’s. All of the current research and publications in the field of linguistic analysis stand under the
influence of the Philosophical Investigations.
As we shall see, the analytical method of this work of Wittgenstein’s second period is not a
part of a philosophical system; indeed its method is resoundingly anti-systematic. Moreover the
method itself is quite complex, as we also shall see.
Even generally speaking, one does not truly comprehend a method unless one knows how it
relates not just to one single area or field but to a variety of fields. This general rule becomes
especially true in the case of the analytical method of the Philosophical Investigations. Since we
will be making frequent use of this method during the course of our analysis of the way in which
Christians speak about God (indeed, we have employed it already in Chapter One), we need to
examine that method in some detail. This obliges us also to look, if only briefly, at
the systematic philosophy of Wittgenstein’s earlier period, that of the Tractatus LogicoPhilosophicus.
The Atomistic Ontology of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus
One cannot grasp the Philosophical Investigations without a thoroughgoing familiarity with
the Tractatus. Not only is there a certain continuity between the Tractatus and the Philosophical
Investigations, but even more importantly the opinions discussed, attacked and refuted in

the Philosophical Investigations are, with some exceptions, exactly those expounded by the
younger Wittgenstein in the Tractatus.1
The argumentation of the Tractatus is closely connected with not only its contents, but also
its structure.2 The point of departure for a reading of the Tractatus is the proposition which
Wittgenstein puts forth in the Preface: "That which can be said, can be said clearly." In other
words, the Tractatus assumes that human language is meaningful. The fundamental thesis of
the Tractatus is that a proposition is meaningful only if its meaning has been fully determined. A
reading of the work should thus begin with Thesis.3 Everything which comes before and after is
an articulation of the presuppositions that one must necessarily make if the proposition is to have
a determinate significance.3 These necessary conditions for the possibility of a proposition’s
determinate significance include:
a) The foundations of language are the ’atomic propositions’, which are not at all dependent
upon one another and are joined solely by means of external or extrinsic relations in an extensional
logic.
b) Assuming a realistic interpretation of language, language then has a refigurative function
with respect to reality: the proposition must be a picture of a fact.
c) So as to guarantee this refigurative function to the atomic propositions, which are the
foundation of the significance of speech, reality must be composed of ‘atomic facts’, that are
themselves the conjunctions of simple objects. In other words one presupposes an atomistic
ontology.
Wittgenstein never gives an example of these propositions or of these atomic facts: they are
not empirical data but are as it were a "transcendental condition" for the possibility of making a
significant proposition, and they form part of that which cannot be said but which shows itself.
The doctrine of "that which cannot be said but which shows itself" is essential to the Tractatus.
It applies not only to Wittgenstein’s famous ‘mystical’ (6.522), to values and ethics (6.43), and the
‘transcendental subject’ (5.62-5.641), but to the whole primordial, elemental structure of reality
and of language itself (3.22-3.23, 3.262), to the structure of the logical picture and of the
proposition, the form of the refiguration, the logical form (4.022, 4.121), the internal and formal
relations, the formal concepts (4.122-4.126), and even to the meaning and truth of the singular
picture of the singular proposition, and to the very existence of the elementary propositions
(5.5562-5.5571). This distinction between that which can be spoken, and that which cannot be
spoken but which show, revives a central theme of transcendental philosophy: this corresponds to
the Kantian division between the object of the intelligence ("Gegenstand der Verstandserkenntnis),
i.e., the domain of the ‘pure reason’ on the one hand, and the idea of the reason, i.e., the domain
of the ‘practical reason’, on the other. In the Tractatus this latter in fact comprehends the ultimate
structure of the universe, the transcendental subject, ethics and the beyond.
In recent years the resurgence of interest in the relations between logic and ontology has
brought a renewed attention to the Tractatus. But quite apart from this, the Tractatus’ speculations
on linguistic analysis, logic, ontology, and epistemology have secured it the reputation of a
masterwork of analysis.
For an analysis of religious language the approach expounded in the Tractatus can be
employed in the sense of a negative and apophatic theology: the specific significance of religious
language cannot be said but rather shows itself. This echoes an ancient theme in both philosophy
and theology, very evident in the whole of the neoplatonic movement. One must however take

pains not to reduce all that shows but cannot be stated to the ‘mystical’ and then that to ‘God’. In
any case one needs to respect the ‘elucidations’ ("Erläuterungen") which Wittgenstein continually
made in the Tractatus.4 And obviously an ontology which is exclusively atomistic is unacceptable
— and Wittgenstein himself, precisely by virtue of the doctrine of that which cannot be said but
which rather shows itself, does not propose it. For our own inquiry however the Philosophical
Investigations of Wittgenstein’s second period are more significant.
The Philosophical Investigations
The philosophy which emerges in this later period is profoundly and deliberately
nonsystematic, even anti-systematic, to such a degree that it is erroneous to speak, for example, of
a ‘philosophy of language games’. Thus the following observations do not in any way constitute
the central ‘theses’ of the philosophy of Wittgenstein’s latter period. They serve solely as points
of orientation.
The meaning of linguistic expressions does not consist in their being names of real things, or
of sense impressions, or of mental images, or of ideas or of contents or of anything.5 "Naming’ is
a special linguistic game, often used as a preparation for the use of words within a determined
context according to their customary function as, for example, is the case when teaching words to
children. The ‘ostensive definition’,6 so important to Bertrand Russell, can neither guarantee nor
impart a foundation for speech. The ostensive definition is not univocal and can be misunderstood.
More importantly, even to understand an ostensive definition, a certain prior linguistic
competence must be assumed: to learn a word, whether by means of an ostensive definition or by
any other means, I must at the same time learn how to use the word later. This is to say that for
any given word a place in the context of speech must already exist where it can be situated.7 To
say that words are signs all of which have a meaning is not to say very much, given that the very
word ‘meaning’ can be used in a number of senses. Linguistic expressions have ‘meaning’ and are
‘significative’ in many different ways inasmuch as they have many and varied functions. This
functional diversity of linguistic expressions is particularly apparent in the fact that we use them
in diverse language games.
Unquestionably the concept of ‘language games’ is central to the later Wittgenstein’s thought
— which is not to say that Wittgenstein elaborated a ‘theory of language games’. Rather, what is
intended is an analogy between the term ‘language’ and the term ‘game’. Through this analogy he
wants to insist on the following points:
As is the case with playing, speaking is an activity. Speaking is moreover a complex
activity that unites diverse elements, both linguistic and non- linguistic. Speaking, which is to say,
using language, is a multiform activity, in a way analogous to the multiformity of that which we
call ‘playing’, and as a multiform activity it is not reducible to some ‘common essence’ of speech.
Moreover it is an activity intrinsically subject to public rules, which are more or less rigid
according to the type and object of a given linguistic game. One must be aware however that for
Wittgenstein, ‘following a rule’ is something which is public and institutional, and does not
consist in feeling oneself directed or led by a rule. The significance of any single expression
depends on its relation with other elements in the same linguistic game and thus on the logic, or
on the ‘grammar’,8 specific to the linguistic game in question. In addition, a number of language
games pertain to a certain "form of life",9 whereas speaking, i.e., using language in general,
comprises part of the ‘natural human story’.10 The term ‘linguistic game’ refers both to the totality
of speech and to singular ‘games’. Wittgenstein considers speech as an integral part of the total

picture of human behavior.11 ‘Private language’, in the sense of expressions whose significance
are wholly private, is non-sense.
Meaning. "The significance of a word is its use in language" runs the well-known dictum of
Wittgenstein. But here too we need to take care to be precise, for this dictum is not a definition of
meaning, but a functional description and analogy, given that "the use" can be most varied.
Moreover, the use of which Wittgenstein is speaking is the institutional use which the word
possesses in speech, not the personal use which one may make of it. Meaning is never something
psychological and private, but always a reality which is public, social and cultural. Also, the
exception of which Wittgenstein speaks in this context12 refers to the fact that the words ‘meaning’
and ‘significance’ have various meanings. (For example, sometimes ‘meaning’ means
‘importance’.)
In contrast with the philosophical position of the Tractatus, the Philosophical
Investigations abandons the idea of certain ‘ultimate elements’ of language that would be
intrinsically simple, i.e., not susceptible of further analysis and to which all linguistic expressions
could be reduced by means of the appropriate analysis. For the later Wittgenstein not only the
words ‘simple’, ‘compound’, but also ‘identical’ and ‘diverse’, have no absolute meaning but a
meaning which varies according to the context of their appearance in various language games.
One uses the same word in speaking of various things not because all these things have a
common essence or certain definable common characteristics, but rather because there exists a
certain ‘family resemblance’ among the things13. We find no fixed limits separating diverse
concepts; the borders of a concept is rather a question of use. It follows that questions of essence
then are questions of grammar.14 That which is considered as ‘essence’ depends upon the special
logic of the linguistic game to which the concept in question appertains. Note that this does not
negate the possibility that for the specific use of a word in a determinate language game, the use
of the word – its content – becomes more rigorously fixed.
It follows then that the various concepts we humans employ are not the results of individual
abstraction operations, but rather we acquire them in learning a language. The intellectual aspect
of the formation of concepts consists in the intelligent appropriation of them which is demanded
in order to learn a language. As a consequence all our everyday concepts are analogies. Only
technical locutions which are part of a scientific terminology approach a certain univocality.
All this notwithstanding, Wittgenstein is no simple nominalist; the use of a word has reasons
which are both objective and actual. However he is certainly no longer the ultrarealist of
the Tractatus.
Psychological vocabulary is worth special attention. The words which refer to human mental
states, such as ‘to feel pain’, ‘to want’, ‘to think’, ‘to understand’, and so on, have meaning not
insofar as they refer to an activity, to an event, or to a psychic state (i.e., something private and
interior to consciousness), nor insofar as they refer to an external, observable behavior; the
mentalist explanation of the Cartesians is as inaccurate as the comportmentalist explanation of the
behaviorists. The psychological concept of pain, for example, is one but it is asymmetrical: its
grammar for the first-person present indicative is different from its grammar in the other forms
("He feels pain" but also different from the first-person past tense: "I felt pain"). In the first instance
("I feel pain") the grammar is similar to that of the sheer expressions "Ow", "Ouch" — there are
no criteria possible here; it makes no sense if one says: "I am certain that I am in pain", or " I’m
probably in pain." (Though of course it is possible to tell a lie and to sham it.) In the other cases
however there are criteria, and there exists the possibility of error, as well as the possibilities of

doubt and of certainty. The concept however is single; such a concept is acquired and used – it has
meaning – as a single concept though with asymmetrical use – not as two distinct concepts.
The importance of Wittgenstein’s observations here for an elaboration of a philosophical
anthropology are apparent, but we must leave them aside.
The method. The method employed in the Philosophical Investigations is still that of
linguistic analysis but with important differences. The method is no longer reductive as in
the Tractatus, but descriptive, expository. He puts forth a theory of logical function, not of
psychological function, a ‘depth grammar’ of various language games, not that of language in
general.
In this, his method is not one of putting forth an argument, whether causal, physical,
psychological, metaphysical, still less that of an inquiry into the existential determinations of
speech or human communication. Nor is his method explicative in the way a scientific method
attempts to explain facts or phenomena. Wittgenstein rigorously distinguishes philosophy from
science and rejects any ideal ‘scientific philosophy’. Linguistic analysis is concerned solely with
meaning.
Considered positively, the method of the Philosophical Investigations is analytic; in his
reflection on the multiform reality of speech he deliberately avoids generalized considerations. He
describes various language games, indicating some similarities among them but emphasizing the
differences.15 Such a way of doing philosophy does indeed lend itself to a global and synthetic
vision, but in this case that certainly does not entail a system to which everything can be reduced
and from which all can be deduced; rather what we have here is an image of an ancient city in
which one has learned to find the streets with ease. Wittgenstein never draws conclusions from nor
abstracts a ‘Summa’ from his analyses; he does not, for example, pull together the various ways
in which language functions in an attempt to make a statement about human nature. His method
doesn’t permit such an enterprise. For Wittgenstein the existence of a linguistic game is something
ultimate, about which it makes no sense to ask why.
The point of the later Wittgenstein’s linguistic analysis is primarily therapeutic-critical, not
only against the sterile generalizations and one-sided nature of philosophy, but even more against
the spontaneous errors inspired by the superficial grammar of our language. In reply to the
question, What is the intention of your philosophy?, Wittgenstein said, "To show the fly the way
out of the fly bottle."16
The ultimate utility of the linguistic analysis of the Philosophical Investigations does not end
here, however. Its great contribution is clarificatory, bringing to light the way in which language
games actually function, the relationships among them, and the illimited variety of speech.
If one wishes to elaborate a specific logic for a linguistic game, one must first compare the
use of the linguistic expressions in this game with their use in other, similar games, indicating
however the differences. In a second move, one must look in other language games for usages
similar to those which, in the original case under analysis, seemed at first glance unique and simple.
Thirdly, between the usage in the case under analysis and the other different uses, one must search
for intermediate cases, even inventing them,17 to create a continuum of these ‘family
resemblances’.
Now what are the characteristics of Wittgenstein’s logical-linguistic method which make it
useful for an analysis of Christian discourse about God?

1) The method of the Philosophical Investigations is a philosophical method. The method of
linguistic analysis is neither philological nor sociological nor psychological. The question posed
by Wittgenstein is a philosophical question: how is it that a linguistic expression has
a meaning? How is the activity in which human beings engage when speaking, understood? This
method is not a method specific to positive theology, which is to say, it is not an exegetical method
of immediate usefulness in the interpretation of Sacred Scripture or of official documents of the
Magisterium. Nor is it a method of speculative theology insofar as its function is neither one of
hermeneutics nor of synthesis.
2) The method of the Philosophical Investigations is a descriptive method. This is to say that
the method of linguistic analysis makes no claims to being normative. We observe how people
speak, how they use their words, what meaning is had by that which they say. We cannot prescribe
how they ought to speak, ought to use their words, or what meaning should be had by that which
they say, according to a previously conceived norm. Precisely for this reason the method of
Wittgenstein is not reductive. If the language is used in a determinate manner, i.e., if it has a
determinate significance for those who use it, then this is simply to be accepted as a matter of fact,
as a given. This is not the same as saying that all which is said is true, nor that the using of speech
in this determinate manner is useful, advisable or necessary.18
For the Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations it is not legitimate to say: "Such and
such a linguistic expression cannot have this meaning, because the language cannot have such a
meaning; thus the ‘true’ significance of certain linguistic expressions must be some other" — e.g.,
empirical, social, economic, political or simply poetic, mythical, etc. — that is, the ‘true
significance’ must be one of the meanings which are admitted in virtue of a philosophical,
religious or other position taken up a priori.
(3) The method of the Philosophical Investigations is an analytical method. It serves only to
arrive at syntheses whose scope is relatively limited and specific; it makes no attempt to reach a
global systematization in which everything — world, human existence, history, or even simply
language — is embraced by means of one grand perception.19 Wittgenstein was on guard against
any such attempts.
Undoubtedly, the method does serve to elaborate partial syntheses, and is not confined to pure
observation and analysis of single instances. Wittgenstein wanted to elaborate the special logic
of various language games. But one does not achieve this through a perception of the essence of
the respective games, nor by means of a simple abstraction of the general concept in a certain
number of singular concrete cases. One needs instead to analyze single examples, comparing them,
confronting examples of this game with examples from other similar games, and bringing to the
fore in this way the similarities and dissimilarities. What is thus attained is not a perception of a
fixed and stable essence, but something similar to the rules of a game that one can continue to play
in common.
In a certain way the method does yield a global vision — not in the sense of a ‘mother idea’
– some generative concept, like a law of formation in mathematics (ax–by=c),20 but in the sense
of a map, or better: the ‘global vision’ of a city possessed by one who has lived there for years.
Thus the method can serve as a preparation for new knowledge, perceptions and innovations. It
can yield a rather precise picture — precise because detailed and, even more: nuanced,
"analogical", one might say — of the relational ‘sets’ which are speech, science, knowledge, and
also theology and the Christian faith.
4) The method of the Philosophical Investigations is a therapeutic method. When one begins
to reflect upon language, the seeming immediacy of its structure can be delusive. Wittgenstein

named this deceptive immediacy its ‘superficial grammar’. This can especially happen when one
transposes a speech form from its original context to a different context, as for example: when
everyday language, or biblical language or the language employed in evangelization is brought
into philosophy or theology. Problems then appear which in actuality do not exist. It is thus
essential to dissipate these problems by demonstrating the real functioning of these linguistic
expressions in their ‘natural environment’, which is not philosophical and not theological — that
is, in the respective language games to which they originally belong.21
This kind of philosophical and theological problem is quite frequent. Often we encounter it in
the guise of a difficulty of comprehension or communication. The ‘solution’ consists not so much
in argumentation with respect to the truth or falsehood of the given statements but in a clarification
of the meaning of the linguistic expressions. Certain apparent problems dissolve when it is
demonstrated that they simply do not apply. In this sense Wittgensteinian analysis has a therapeutic
scope, inasmuch as it throws into relief how various speech forms are really used. It is ‘therapeutic
critique’ not so much of language itself as of the spontaneous and uncritical acceptance of language
which can prove very misleading. To this end Wittgenstein rigorously distinguishes
between actual problems and logical/linguistical/grammatical problems.
Uses and limitations of the method. Generally speaking, one can borrow the analytical method
of the Philosophical Investigations as the first move in any philosophical or theological
undertaking, and often even for enterprises which are apparently scientific. At the same time it is
obvious that this method remains one philosophical method among other philosophical methods
which continue to be indispensible. Not all philosophical problems can be resolved or even handled
by linguistic analysis, and not all can be ‘cured’ as if they were just so many maladies. It remains
legitimate and necessary to do philosophy in ways other than those followed by Wittgenstein, to
do things that philosophers have been doing for almost 2500 years with very different methods:
the phenomenological method which seeks the structural unity of conscious human life in the
world; the transcendental method which seeks the conditions of possibility of experience; the
traditional metaphysical method which analyzes reality in analogical principles such as the
principle of non-contradiction. However, linguistic analysis as Wittgenstein proposes it can well
constitute not only a first pass, but also a continual test of meaningfulness, without which one falls
all too easily into pseudo-problems.
In all this, but especially in the context of religious Christian discourse, the distinction between
actual problems and other, logical-grammatical problems — a distinction so dear to Wittgenstein
— must not be considered absolute and satisfying in all respects.
Ii. The Phenomenological ‘Reduction’: Edmund Husserl 1859-1937
The phenomenological method of Edmund Husserl has been often adopted, even if in a
synthetical way, and for some time has found interest and application also in the theological sphere
thus our exposition here can be briefer.
Husserl’s philosophy has a mathematical origin. He originally studied mathematics and
quickly became engrossed in the conflict between the psychologists who sought to give a
psychological foundation to the fundamental concepts of mathematics and the formalists who
renounced any foundation, philosophical, psychological or otherwise, considering mathematics
purely formal. In his first book, On the Concept of Number, the problem for Husserl is the
mathematical ‘one’ as the fundamental concept not only for all of mathematics, but even for simple

counting. This concept of ‘one’ has no meaning if not that of not being the ‘other’ – settting aside
for a moment the question of any additional differences. The reduction of number to psychic
process related to simple counting, inspired by the Brentano’s notion of genetic reconstruction,
leads Husserl to the concept of the pure ‘something’, without any differentiating qualification, as
the foundation of the ‘one’. And this concept of ‘something’; would emerge from the unifying
psychological act of identifying something as a one.
Husserl later abandoned the attempt at genetic reconstruction, whether of the fundamental
concepts of mathematics or of any objectival content of consciousness. The horizons of Husserl’s
philosophical reflection became universal and all-inclusive. The center of his attention became the
content, which is to say, the datum of consciousness in its pure objectivity ("Die Sachen selbst").
In the first part of his Logical Investigations Husserl poses the problem of the meaningfulness of
signs — linguistic now as well as mathematical — and he confronts this problem by ‘bracketing
off’ both the communicative moment and the sign’s naturalistic reference. Husserl is seeking the
pure reality of the ‘logical’, which he calls the ‘essence’ ("Wesen") — the reality of the pure
phenomenon as such, as it presents itself to consciousness. This ‘Wesen’, the ‘essence’, is
a unity which is no longer a simple ‘something’, but rather a unity of sense — it includes the
perceiver; it is the reality of logic because logic as such already implies relational structures. At
the same time, it is a ‘phenomenon‘, describable as it presents itself, in a form, to consciousness.
One refrains then from any interpretative identification of it, whether with the natural reality of
things or with the reality of psychic acts. For this reason Husserl calls not only his method but his
whole philosophy ‘phenomenology’.
Immediately the problem of method thrusts itself forward. How does one arrive at and grasp
this ‘phenomenon’ in its objectival purity? In the Logical Investigations Husserl uses the term
‘abstraction’, though not in the Lockean sense of simply putting aside concrete, particular and
sensible differences – abstracting from them. Husserl, on the other hand, intends abstraction rather
as a ‘bracketing off’ or ‘switching off’ ("Ausschalten") of that which he calls the natural attitude
("die natürliche Einstellung") – an attitude which leads us to consider a datum of consciousness
either as a natural physical reality or as an event in the psychological development of the mind.
Husserl wants thus to concentrate on the pure presence of content, i.e., on the phenomenon. This
phenomenon is, of course, a content of consciousness; however, what counts is not the content of
consciousness as such but the phenomenon in itself. At the same time Husserl continues to say
with Brentano that the consciousness is intentional, that is, it is a consciousness of something; it
is ‘cogitatio’ in which "ego cogitatio cogitatum qua cogitatum."
The Mature Phenomenology of the "Ideas on a Pure Phenomenology"22
In the "Ideas", Husserl deepens his phenomenology. The center of his attention is clearly the
content of consciousness, now characterized as "that originally and absolutely lived", anterior to
any predication with factual interpretative references. The term used for this ‘content’ is
first ‘noema’,’Eidos’, and then later ‘essence’ ("Wesen"), which is to be understood as the
intelligible structure of the contents of consciousness (and not in the Aristotlean-thomistic sense
of an ontological element constitutive of the finite singular being).
Husserl’s phenomenological method continues to be refined and in a certain way takes a turn
towards a subjective pole. If in fact the datum of consciousness must be purely objective, one must
pass beyond the abstraction from the sensible and the particular. One must ‘put in parentheses’
the double existence of the datum: its psychological existence in me, and its realistic existence in

itself, since both are contingent. "Bracketing off" or "switching off" ("Ausschalten") and "putting
into parentheses" thus receive a new significance as the key word becomes "epochè"23 – epochè
not only from the act and from the subject, i.e., from my experience, but also from its concrete
existence. With this Husserl’s philosophical reflection takes a turn towards the subjective pole. Of
interest now is not only the noema but also the noesis, which is to say, the diverse relationships of
the subject, the manifold of his ‘intentionality’ towards the diverse kinds of content. The end of
phenomenology remains, however, the same: the pure description of ‘essence’, i.e., of the unity of
sense in every field of experience, from the most restricted to the most cosmic. But the experience
is always essentially of an intentional character. Thus the ‘rigorous science’ towards which Husserl
leans must have a twofold character: the description of the objective pole demands that we commit
ourselves also to a description of the subjective pole.24 Only thus, in the reference of the pure
noesis to the pure noema does one come to the full ‘adaequatio’ of truth, and doubt ceases because
one has all the evidence. The is the real sense of epochè.
The essential moment therefore in Husserl’s method is the ‘phenomenological reduction’, by
means of which one passes from the ‘natural attachment’, in which our attention is immediately
and spontaneously drawn to the things in their natural existence, to the ‘eidetic vision’, i.e., to the
vision of the logical forms constitutive of this world.
Husserl’s chosen terminology has not only a Skeptic but also a Cartesian flavor (epochè —
> methodological doubt). Not only does it therefore bring with it the problem of the subject as the
counterpart of the ideal content, but also a turn towards the transcendental becomes explicit,
precisely because the ideal content is not to be understood in a Platonic key. At the same time, this
content is an absolute content, and thus the pure ‘cogitatio’ has need of a pure ‘ego cogitans’; thus
the subject cannot be other than transcendental. This level of the problem becomes clearly
apparent in the Husserl’s "Ideas",and indeed many of the faithful disciples of the Master of
Göttingen felt themselves betrayed by this ‘transcendental turn’ which seemed to be a return to
Kant.
We must leave aside Husserl’s last and ultimate exploration of a transcendental
phenomenology for despite its importance it does not address our own interests here. We need now
to examine the application of Husserl’s method to religious discourse.
The Application of Husserl’s Method to Religious Discourse
In the first place, Husserl’s phenomenological method25 deals with objects, or rather
with objectuality. For Husserl himself that which remains important is the paradigm of number,
the idea of meaning, and in general the eidos. But in the disciples of Husserl we encounter the
‘community’ ("Gemeinschaft"), the ‘society’ ("Gesellschaft"), the ‘state’ (Scheler and Stein) and
also the ‘sacred’ (Rudolf Otto); we do not however encounter ‘language’ or ‘religious language’
as the focus of attention. On the other hand, Husserl himself, and even more so his disciples,
undertook the analysis of diverse types ofintentionality on the part of the subject (the ‘noesis’),
towards the ‘noema’, the content of consciousness. Thus in a second move the phenomenological
method of Husserl can be applied (and has been so) to intentional human actions (Stein: empathy;
Merleau-Ponty: sensibility; Ricoeur: will, etc.) Such intentional human actions would include, for
example," to believe", "to pray", "rite", "sacrifice", etc. This is obviously most important for a
phenomenology of religion and especially for a phenomenology of the Christian faith, in which
there is a strict correlation between content and act of faith.

Only in a third move does this method serve to determine a global reality such as ‘society’
(Scheler) or ‘religion’, and then it must be supported by results from the first and second levels of
application of the phenomenological method.
In the use of the phenomenological method at the first two levels, one seeks to individuate an
objective structural reality, distinguishing in its specificity from all others. This reality is neither
individual nor collective, but simply objective. In a reductive act one then eliminates from this
every singular and particular aspect, and also every dependence on the subject, whether individual
or collective. For this very reason an application of the phenomenological method to problems of
faith should lead neither to a psychologization nor to a sociologization of theology. At the same
time however it precludes a naturalistic realism with regard to the contents of the Christian faith.
In the context of this book the phenomenological method will serve us not so much to
determine religious language, but rather the objects and acts specific to the Christian faith. We
will employ it most fully in the last two chapters.
Methodological Pluralism
As distinct from linguistic analysis, the phenomenological method reduces a concrete
diversity to a single unique structural essence, and does not seek to make the institutional rules of
a game manifest. Moreover, this structural essence becomes determined as unitary, not as
multiform, and it tends to distinguish precisely this essence from other similar ones.26
At this point one could justifiably ask why two methods so diverse could be used together in
an analysis of Christian discourse about God. For quite some time I have been of the opinion that
there is no such thing as one philosophical method; rather there are a plurality of methods which
are to be used in philosophy: besides the logical-analytical and the phenomenological methods
there are also the classical aristotelian-scholastic method, the transcendental method, etc., etc. One
needs to have a variety of methods at one’s disposal – not only in the various branches of
philosophy but also for each particular philosophical problem.
Moreover the differences between Husserl’s phenomenology and the linguistic analysis of the
later Wittgenstein are not so great as may appear. In the latter part of the Philosophical
Investigations one finds formulations very similar to Husserl’s. And certain paragraphs on
linguistic meaning in the Logical Investigations and in the Ideas resembles those of Wittgenstein.
More importantly, however, the way in which the logic of a linguistic game is to be understood is
not unlike the ‘eidetic vision’ of an ‘essence’. Both require a labor of methodical preparation which
is both long and difficult, but in the end ‘comprehension’ is achieved. Both treat of the ‘vision’ of
a whole, not reducible to its parts and not ‘reconstructible’ from them.
Common to both phenomenology and linguistic analysis is also their object, which is generally
if not exclusively: meaning. In this lies their common limitation as well: neither phenomenology
nor linguistic analysis can offer foundational arguments. Both analyze what a moral duty is or
what religious faith is, but with neither of the two methods can one demonstrate the existence of
God or the bindingness of a given moral imperative. Both the datum of consciousness and the
linguistic game with its rules are, as it were, ultimate, and in this inheres their fatal attractiveness
today. For if all of philosophy is exclusively phenomenology or linguistic analysis or both
together, then we lose metaphysics, and with that we lose any attempt at an ultimate
foundation. Neither Husserl nor Wittgenstein suggest this, but certain of their distant followers do.
Notes

1. Cfr. Philosophical Investigations, intro. and no. 46.
2. The Tractatus is arranged by means of a decimal system from 1.000 to 7. See PG. 27
excerpts from tractatus.
3. The use of Kantian language here is deliberate and the reasons for its use will shortly
become clear.
4. Cfr. for example, Tractatus 6.54.
5. Cfr. PU 1, 5, 26, 27, 40, 361.
6. An ‘ostensive definition’ refers to the presentation of a word by means of a verbal indicator
("this"), or a non-verbal indicator (pointing with the finger, etc.), while stating either a singular
name ("This is Napoleon") or a general name ("This is a horse").
7. Cfr. PU 13,31,33,38.
8. Wittgenstein employs these two terms in an almost identical way.
9. Cfr. PU 19,21,241.
10. Cfr. PU 7.
11. The distinction between various language games is not absolute. According to the aspect
under consideration, various language games can be considered as distinct or as one single unique
game.
12. PU 43: "For the great number of cases, even if not for all cases, the word ‘meaning’ can
be defined thusly: The meaning of a word is its use in the language."
13. Aristotle, in Book IV of the Metaphysics, speaks of a variety of similar terms as ‘pollachos
legontai’. Aquinas translates this as ‘multipliciter dicuntur’.
14. Cfr. PU 371: "The essence is expressed in the grammar." Cfr. also 1, 46,65,92,97,113,116.
15. "I will teach you differences", he announced to his classes.
16. See: Garth Hallett, "The Bottle and The Fly," Thought, 46 (1971), 83-104.
17. These singular linguistic games of which Wittgenstein treats are either natural and
realistic or simplified or even invented, impossible for human beings as we know them and
therefore absurd. We see then that the philosophical method of the later Wittgenstein is not purely
descriptive, and in a certain sense is similar to the method of phenomenology.
18. Here lies an essential difference between the method of linguistic analysis and that of
phenomenology and existential analysis, which insists on the diverse authenticity and existential
value of certain ways of speaking.
19. Here is another fundamental difference between the method of Wittgenstein and that of
phenomenology and existential analysis.
20. Descartes’ ‘clear and distinct ideas’ are recalled here.
21. Biblical exegesis accomplishes something similar when it seeks to identify the Sitz im
Leben of Gospel passages.
22. The name phenomenology is not taken so much form the Kantian distinction between
"phenomenon" and "numenon" as from the "Phenomenology of the Spirit" of Hegel, and even
more from the ancient astronomy that speaks of "sozein ta fainomena".
23. The term epochè is borrowed from the vocabulary of the ancient Greek sceptics, where it
meant: to abstain from any affirmation so as to avoid the danger of falling into error. In Husserl,
however, the meaning of epochè is to put into parentheses both the natural existence and the
psychological existence. The function of the epochè is methodological. In this, Husserl comes
quite close to the methodological doubt of Descartes.

24. This commitment to the subjective pole is quite distinct however from the psychologism
with which Husserl began his career and which he was later to radically criticize).
25. There are other methods which go by the name ‘phenomenological’, but we will be using
Hussserl’s, and using it rigorously insofar as that is possible.
26. In all this one can note Husserl’s affinity not only with Plato, but also with the ‘clear and
distinct ideas’ of Descartes.

Chapter Three

The Concept of Religious Language
It is not possible to analyze the religious speech form ‘in general’, as we already noted above,
because religious discourse exists only as Christian discourse, Islamic discourse, Buddhist
discourse, etc.
Now however we arrive at a different problem. How is religious discourse, and especially
Catholic discourse, different from other, non-religious speech forms? More precisely, how are we
to distinguish the way in which Christians speak, that is, the way in which they employ language
in the context of their faith, from the way they speak outside of the religious context?
To clarify this problem we will use the analytical method of Wittgenstein, as set forth in the
preceding chapter. The first question we need to answer is: does there exist a Christian religious
discourse alongside of common speech? The response to this question is in the negative!
There Does Not Exist a Christian Language to One Side of Ordinary Language
If, on the level of ‘superficial grammar’,1 we compare the way in which Christians employ
language in the context of their faith with the way in which they speak outside of this context, we
do not note real differences. For the most part, any concrete religious language — in our case,
Christian religious language — does not differ from the non-religious, non-Christian speech forms
which human beings, Christians included, commonly speak. Christian religious speech, and other
religious speech forms as well, does not differ from ordinary non-religious discourse as spoken by
these same Christians or by adherents of the other religions. As we shall see, this is rather
important, but it does not however dispense us from a further analysis at the level of ‘deep
grammar’, which will reveal genuine differences between the use of religious language and nonreligious language.
Religious Language Does Not Differ from Ordinary Language as Regards Its Vocabulary
The words used in a Christian religious context are the same that one uses in daily speech:
‘father’, ‘grace’, pardon’, etc., etc.
The specific technical terms of the language of faith that are used in Christian discourse are
relatively rare and not indispensable, because they are explainable by means of common terms.
Examples of such technical terms would be: ‘prayer’, ‘salvation’, ‘redemption’, etc. A goodly
number of these terms specific to Christian discourse are of a practical and juridical nature, for
example: ‘church’, ‘parish’, ‘chalice’, ‘bishop’, etc., and in a number of cases are taken from other
languages, notably Latin and Greek.
Theology, on the other hand, as the reflective science of faith — or as Wittgenstein would say,
the grammar of the language of faith2 — has, as does every science, a number of special terms:
‘transubstantiation’, ‘circumincession’, ‘trinitarian’, etc.
Religious Language Does Not Differ from Ordinary Language as Regards Its Grammar
The grammar which Christians employ, even when doing theology, is simply that of the
language which they speak — Greek, Latin, Italian, English, etc. It is not true that religious

discourse is grammatically ‘strange’.3 An error in English grammar is an error even when found
in a book of theology.
Religious Language Does Not Differ from Ordinary Language as regards Its Style
In a religious context, also and especially in a specifically Christian context, one can use all or
almost all of the styles that are used in any other context: poetical or prosaic; elevated or everyday
or banal; infantile, adolescent or adult; learned or simple; correct or poor.
Religious Language Does Not Differ from Ordinary Language as regards Its So-called Language
Games
Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical Investigations, offers the following list of what he calls
language games,4 a list that is obviously incomplete and indeed cannot be completed:
To command and to act according to a command.
To describe an object according to it speech appearance and dimension.
To construct an object according to a description (design).
To make hypotheses concerning a phenomenon.
To elaborate a hypotheses and submit it to a test.
To make up a story and read it.
To recite in the theater.
To sing in nursery rhymes.
To solve riddles.
To make a joke; to tell it.
To resolve a problem of applied arithmetic.
To translate from one language to another.
To ask, thank, beg, greet, pray.5
Certainly not all language games can be ‘played’ in all situations, and therefore not all can be
played in religious situations either. One such example from the above list would be "To represent
the results of an experiment by means of tables and diagrams". But that fact in itself is not what
makes up the special character of religious language. Moreover the overwhelming majority of the
language games of everyday life are in fact played also in a Christian religious context. To be sure,
in such cases there are specific nuances at work and sometimes even a special name, different than
the name given when these games are played in a non-religious context: for example,: "to request
- to pray"; "to declare a conviction - to make a profession of faith", etc.
"Religious Language"6 Does Not Differ from Non-Religious Language in the Way That German
or French, for Example, Does from English
A Christian Englishman does not speak two languages: English and ‘Christian’. One does not
translate from ‘Christian’ into English, just as one does not translate from scientific language into
English. At the same time, there is no translating from religious language into empirical or ‘lay’
language, nor from ‘Christian language’ into common language.

Religious Language Does Not Differ from Non-Religious in the Way That a Dialect Differs from
the Official, Accepted Language
Religious Language Does Not Differ from Non-Religious in the Same Way That the Jargon of a
Particular Group Differs from Other Types of Speech
There exist forms of discourse peculiar to guilds, social groups, age groups, etc. All of these
differences are found within a religious, Christian, Catholic use of language as well. A Catholic
youth group develops its own group language. Indeed every church movement has its jargon. The
great and varied forms of Christian spirituality have all developed their own terminology. These
speech forms too must be learned, and their diversity can create problems.
The way of using language in the context of a particular religion (and also within a particular
movement), with words of special significance (grace, Eucharist, penance) and with a predilection
for certain expressions (way, path, exodus) servealso as a means of identifying the group and the
individual within the group. Precisely for this reason this specific way of speaking is acquired by
means of a process of linguistic socialization.
Religious Language Does Not Differ from Non-Religious in the Same Way That a Technical/
Scientific Language Differs from Common Language
In addition to Christian-Catholic discourse exists also the discourse of theology, which is often
a technical language. Even practicing believers, with a good religious formation, do not generally
possess a linguistic competence in this special language — notwithstanding that they are in
possession of a true common linguistic competence in the context of their faith.
There Is a Special Way of Using Language in a Religious Context
The above notwithstanding, it is a fact that the way of speaking in a religious context is a
specific way, different from the way of speaking in a non-religious context. This is seen in
the difficulty in understanding the special linguistic usage within the various religions, even within
Christianity and among the diverse Christian denominations, as for example, between Catholics
and Evangelicals. Even a person who genuinely possesses full linguistic competence in his or her
given language can not understand this faith-specific way of speaking, especially today. If he lives
in a culture which has not been determined by Christianity, then he will surely either misunderstand
or simply ignore the Christian way of speaking about God. Therefore one has to learn,
acquire religious linguistic usage. Often this occurs in a normal process of religious socialization.
In the case of Catholics the catechism and the preparation for the sacraments of "Christian
Initiation" also serve this function. Notwithstanding, even among Catholics there is too often a
lack of reflective competence with respect to the religious language they use, with the consequence
of not infrequent misunderstandings, and even superstitions.
Conclusion
1. Not only the term ‘language’ but also ‘religious language’ are analogous terms, sometimes
even ‘equivocal’ perhaps, but in no case univocal.

2. Religious discourse stands in strict relation to common everyday discourse. In this regard
the structure of Christian religious language mirrors the relation between faith and life and
between grace and nature, according to Aquinas’ statement: "Gratia supponit et elevat naturam."
3. The differences found between the Christian religious usage and other uses of speech are
to be determined positively:
a) because of the central role played by the word "God" or its equivalents;7
b) because of the special significance that all other expressions acquire when use in reference,
direct or indirect, to "God".
Notes
1. Wittgenstein, PU 664: In the use of a word one can distinguish a ‘superficial grammar’
("Oberflächengrammatik") from a ‘deep grammar’ ("Tiefengrammatik"). That which expresses
itself immediately in us, with the use of a word, is the way it is employed in the construction of a
proposition ("im Satzbau") – that aspect of its use which, so to speak, we grasp with the ear.
2. Cfr. PU 373.
3. Cfr. J.T. Ramsey, Religious Language on an Empirical Basis (London: SCM, 1967).
4. Cfr. PU 83, passim.
5. PU 23.
6. It would be preferable to say "the way of speaking in a religious context", but for simplicity
we will continue to say, "religious language".
7. See chapter 4.

Chapter Four

The Role, Use and Significance of the Word "God"
At the conclusion of the preceding chapter we indicated the centrality of the word "God" with
respect to religious linguistic usage. Eliminating the word "God" from religious language alters
the significance of all other expressions. These then lose their meaning, simply retaining perhaps
a psychological, sociological, political, or poetical significance. All other expressions, even if not
the sum total of them, can be eliminated or changed without causing the religious significance of
discourse to disappear. Perhaps the type of religion would change: If Christ were eliminated from
Christian discourse, such discourse would no longer be a Christian discourse, but it could be still
a Jewish discourse.
All the other expressions, not only of Christian discourse but of any religious discourse,
possess a significance specifically religious by means of their relation, direct or indirect, to the
word "God".1
With respect to Christian discourse about God, the word "Jesus", which linguistically is a
proper name, has a similar centrality and systematically substitutes for the word "God" in many
contexts. The most patent example is the "Holy, Holy, Holy" sung during the Eucharistic Liturgy.
In the Book of the Apocalypse, from which the liturgy has taken it, it is proclaimed of Jesus, but
in Isaiah it refers to Jaweh.2 One quickly observes however that the substitution of the word "God"
with the proper name "Jesus" is not possible in all contexts. The Christian doctrine of the "Trinity"
develops linguistically, precisely out of the fact of insubstitutibility, when for example, Jesus
himself addresses the Father. An explicit reflection on this subject from a logical/linguistic
viewpoint constitute be found in the elaboration of the "communicatio idiomatum" by the Fathers
of the Church.3
The Use and Meaning of the Word "God" in Christian Discourse
The function of the word "God" in Christian religious discourse is in many respects similar to
that of a proper name; this is not however to say that for this reason the word "God" is actually to
be considered as one proper name among other proper names.
According to certain logical-linguistic theories words are all names, either proper names of
particular individuals, or common, general names of a class of individuals.4 The distinction
between proper names and qualities can be considered in this light, since ‘qualities’ — for
example, ‘red’, ‘heavy’ — would be names common to a class of individuals. In such a case proper
names are "indicators" and serve only to indicate a single object, but have no informative content
which could tell us what kind of individual this is. That, on the other hand, is the function of
"common names", whose content is informative inasmuch as they describe an object
by classifying it.
Now if the word "God" were a proper name in this sense, it would have no informative content.
In consequence one could use the word "God" only to speak to God, that is, to pray, but it would
not serve to tell us who God is.
Given then that God is unique, which is to say, absolutely singular, we cannot attribute to Him
other common or general names insofar as He cannot be ‘classed’ – He is not a member of a class
of objects, together with other members. One could then speak to Him but never about Him,
whether in catechesis, theology, preaching, or other contexts.

Is the Word "God" a Proper Name?
In the light of certain aspects of ‘superficial grammar’ the word "God" in Christian usage
would seem to be a proper name: the word "God" is written with a capital letter as all other proper
names. It is not used, except in rare instances, with an article ("The God"). Nor is it employed in
the plural, or with an indeterminate article: "a God", unless with respect to a pagan divinity or in
a negative form: "Apollo is not a true God."
On the other hand the word "God" is translated (Theos, Deus, Dio, Gott, God) while other
proper names are not translated, at lest after they cease being descriptions and become proper
names ("Peter"="rock"). At the most, proper names become transliterated from one language to
another, in conformance with phonetical, grammatical, and orthographical rules of the other
language: Mediolanum=Milano=Mailand=Milan; Karl= Carlo=Karel=Charles.
What is a Proper Name? At this point we need to ask ourselves how the words we ordinarily
call ‘proper names’ function within the usage of our language. The fundamental error of a linguistic
analysis unilaterally determined by ‘superficial grammar’ and by formal logic consists in
considering exclusively the indicative function of certain proper names within a singular
proposition: "Socrates is mortal," whereas the words we generally call proper names are used not
for one unique function but for a complex of overlapping functions.
The proper name is used to address a particular person;
The proper name is used to speak about a particular person to others;
The proper name is used to identify a particular person: "This is Mr. Smith";
The proper name is used to call a particular person: "Harry, come here."
The proper name is used to introduce an individual to others, allowing them to address him in
turn: "This is Mr. Smith." "And I am Mary Jane Jones" — and there are still other possibilities
with yet other purposes. Already in this brief exercise in analysis of the actual usage of proper
names, conducted in the style of Wittgenstein, one sees just how reductive is the position of Russell
and the others mentioned above.
A proper name serves all of these functions together, especially that of speaking to a person
in his presence and of speaking about a person, often in his absence. One cannot correctly use a
proper name if one doesn’t know that this same name can be used for all the other functions
enumerated above. This is true also when for cultural-linguistic reasons one uses a diversity of
expressions in different contexts, for example: "The last president of the USSR", "The last
Chairman of the Central Committee", "Comrade Gorbachov", "Mikhail". For a correct use in these
cases it is necessity that the reference of the various expressions always be the same.
In certain situations a proper name can also serve to communicate information. For example,
I have already given some information about Frank Smith, who is unknown to my hearers, and
afterwards I present him to them, saying: "This is Frank Smith". In that case the use of the proper
name is informative, though it remains true the mere name "Frank Smith" does not give this
information.
Nonetheless it remains true that the word "God" as used by Christians and by all those who
believe in one God has something important in common with proper names: they refer to
a unique object; at the same time, the functions of the word "God" within Christian religious
language are multiple, as with the functions of proper names.

The Word "God" as an Expression Has a Unique Reference
Besides the word "God", there are other such linguistic expressions which have
a unique object. We need to look at them briefly.
Proper names. Proper names, as we have seen, are the most noteworthy member of this group.
There are times however when the mere use of a proper name is not sufficient to guarantee its
function of identifying a unique object, but only creates equivocal situations. At the university
where I teach, for example, there are two professor Huber’s, such that it is continually necessary
to add first names, if known, or descriptions, of which we shall shortly speak, or employ other
linguistic instruments, for example: numbers, demonstrative pronouns, indicative gestures.
We need to add that one doesn’t use proper names to refer to all singular objects. Proper
names are used only for persons, for certain domestic animals and certain material objects, for
cities and countries, for stars, mountains and rivers, hurricanes, etc. When, on the other hand, one
refers to other singular objects, one uses other linguistic instruments of unique reference.
Full Descriptions. Describing a particular object by means of diverse characteristic, each of
which is common to a class of objects, but which taken together belong to this particular object
only, one arrives in fact at the identification of a unique object. How complex and extensive such
a description should be is not a logical problem, but a practical one. A ‘logically complete’
description is an absurdity. The completeness which is both practical and necessary depends on
the context and the situation, and cannot be determined a priori. It is sufficient to say, "Give me
the yellow book" if among all the books in the room only one is yellow.
Singular Personal Pronouns. "I", "thou", "you", "he", "she", when concretely employed, have
a unique reference. Their linguistic-grammatical function is that of substituting, in certain contexts,
proper names. Thus they have come to be called "pro-nomi". If – as can happen in philosophy –
they are used abstractly ("the I", "the Thou"), they then generally lose their identification function.
Numbers. The use of the cardinal number ‘one’ guarantees singularity, and thus a unique
reference, but does not serve for purposes of identification because every singular thing is ‘one’.
For this reason one takes pains in logic to distinguish the singular proposition from the universal
and particular propositions. Ordinal Numbers ("first", "second", "third", and so on) have a unique
reference and serve to identify a unique object if they refer to a determinate class of objects, either
explicitly or by way of a context or situation. This holds true also for the word "unique". And in
certain branches of mathematics a cardinal number, in a way both absolute and abstract, can be a
proper name of the respective number, or also of the respective abstract set: "the two", the "six",
and so on.
The following linguistic expressions can refer to a unique object when they occur not by
themselves but together with other linguistic expressions:
Demonstrative Pronouns. The most general of linguistic instruments, while at the same time
fundamental for referring to a singular object and therefore the most concrete, is the use of
the demonstrative pronoun together with the general name of a class: "this dog", "this man".
Already Aristotle identified this as the fundamental mode of speaking of something

determinate: "tode ti", "hoc aliquid", "this such". From this way of speaking about reality,
Aristotle arrived at the necessity of the idea of "prote ousia", the ‘primary substance" – the unique
concrete reality, the this – which is not reducible to the "deutera ousia", "the secondary
substance", which is expressed with a universal term, a class name – the such.
Possessive Pronouns. In certain contexts the unique reference is guaranteed through the use
of the possessive pronouns "my", "our", etc. — "my house", "your father". Also the determinate
article "the", when used in an absolute sense, can function this way: "the father", "the house".
Titles and Names of Unique Functions. In certain contexts titles and names of functions, for
example, "king", "lord", "father", but also "doctor", "professor", "pastor", and so on, have a unique
reference: in this context and for a variety of reasons they exist only one at a time. These titles and
names of functions may perhaps be qualified by the determinate article "the pastor", or better, with
the possessive pronoun: "my father", "our king", "our rock", "my refuge". But at times the
function is unique per se: "the King" — because there is no other.
The Singularity of the Word "God" in a Monotheistic Context
Also the word "God", as used in a monotheistic context, has a unique reference, and in this
respect forms part of the group of words under consideration. For reasons then of "superficial
grammar" the word "God" is indeed similar to proper names, of which we have spoken above. All
pertain to the class of words with a unique reference. The similarities vary however according to
the various kinds of the words which have a unique reference, listed above.
In this context certain similarities of the word "God" with other terms of unique reference are
of special importance.
First of all, there are the terms used in Sacred Scriptures when they speak of God. There are
the "titles of God" in the Old Testament: "Lord", "King", "Shepherd", but also "The Holy One of
Israel", and others; then there are also the "Christological titles" of Jesus which are, moreover,
often taken from that same Old Testament: "the Christ", "the Messiah", "the Redeemer", "the Son
of Man", "the Son of David", "the Son" (used absolutely), "the Son of God", "the Son of the
Father", and others. Precisely in this context arises the theological-philosophical discussion on the
"Divine Names", from Dionysius the Areopagite to Ockham: God has need of a name, because he
is unique; but God does not have a name in the same way as do the persons of this world, who are
to be distinguished from one another. God has many names, all of which however refer to the
Same.5 This discussion has been continued in Apologetics and in "Fundamental Theology" in the
traditional section on "Christological Titles".
The linguistic usage of the Sacred Scriptures, particularly of the Old Testament, gave rise to
a consideration of the use of personal pronouns for God. The Old Testament often avoids not only
the word "Yahweh", particularly forbidden by the Second Commandment, but also alternative
linguistic expressions, substituting the word "God" with a pronoun "He": "He has done marvels
for us." The use of personal pronouns, especially the "Thou" with a capital letter, has a biblical
foundation in prayer, especially in the psalms, but receives speculative elaboration in the modern
philosopher-theologians of a personalistic orientation: Rosenzweig, Buber, Levinas and others.
But historical precedents for the use of personal pronouns for God, at least as "I", are found already
in Augustine, Descartes and Kant.

Of no small importance in this context is the fact that also the term ‘universe’ is a term of
unique reference. Even in contemporary cosmology the term "the Universe" is a ‘singularity’.6
"Universe", as also "world", is a term of unique reference because it is a term which points to an
unlimited totality or, as Kant would say, an Idea of the Pure Reason. Precisely for this reason the
term "Universe" has a specific logical similarity with the term "God", which Cusanus pointed out7
even before Kant.8
Conclusion
All that we have said in this chapter not only does not constitute a ‘definition’ of the word
"God", but still does not impart any content to the term. We have set forth the significance of the
word "God" only in the sense of its central importance for Christian religious discourse and
it logical function as a term of unique reference. In the next chapter we will take up the
contentual significance of the term "God" by way of God’s attributes and the special way of using
them. We will return however to the "names" of God in the eighth and ninth chapters when we
turn to a consideration of the various horizons of transcendental opening in human experience and
thought, and how they come to center upon God or how they come to focus around God.
Notes
1. See Chapter 5.
2. Cfr. Is. 6: 3, and Apoc. 4: 8. Out of this linguistic convergence one can make an argument
for the divinity of Christ in Sacred Scripture.
3. See for example, Thomas Aquinas, Lect. II in 1Cor 2, and Summa Th.Q. 16a.4.
4. See for example, John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, iii, 1-3; but
also Carnap, The Logical Syntax of Language (London, 1951); and especially, Bertrand Russell,
"The Philosophy of Logical Atomism," The Monist, 1918.
"Onoma" in Aristotle and its definition in Peri hermeneias, chapter 2, has a different meaning.
Cfr. Also Petrus Hispanus, Summulae logicales (Venetiis, 1610), Tractatus primus, p. 17.
5. Cfr. Aquinas S.T.I. q.13 a.2-11. — Ockham, S.L. I,63; Quodlibet III q.2. — Suarez, Disp.
Met. XXX sect. 6; De divina substantia, lib. I, chaps. 10-14.
6. Cfr. B. Kanitscheider, Kosmologie (Stuttgart, 1984) (with an extensive bibliography); S.W.
Hawking, Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam, 1998), p. 72, passim.
7. Nicholas Cusanus, De Docta Ignorantia, II, 4, 112ss.
8. Kant, Crituique of Pure Reason, A 367-394: The Transcendental Dialectic: Book 1, "On
the Concepts of the Pure Reason".

Chapter Five

The Logic of the Attributes of God
The role and significance of the word "God" as Christians — and others — use it it cannot be
explained by reflecting only on this one word. The word "God" is always used in a context, even
if one is only exclaiming, "Oh God!". To determine then not only the meaning of what Christians
say about God, but also to understand the meaning of the very word "God" we need to analyze what
is said about God, that is, how are the diverse words of human speech used to speak about God.
To do this we will take up a discussion already alluded to in the preceding chapter — the very
ancient discussion on the "Divine Names".
As with all words, even those terms of unique reference, the word "God" is not used in
isolation but as a subject with logical-linguistic functions. Something is said about God, and is
said in diverse ways, even when saying something to God, i.e., praying.
We will take into special consideration propositions in which the term "God" functions
primarily as subject; but what we shall say will be equally valid for inquiries, disputations,
requests, etc., that contain the word "God". In all these ways of speaking about God, one uses, in
various ways, other terms as attributes, connecting them with the term "God".
"Attribute" here is intended in a logical sense, that is, as any predicate (function) that can be
united with the subject "God", as that subject has been determined in the preceding chapter.
Linguistically, the attributes, or predicates, of "God" can be:
nouns: "God is the universal King", "God is the father of all", "God is the Absolute";
Adjectives: "God is good", "God is one";
Verbs: "God loves us", "God has saved us", "God became man";
The reference to God can be immediate: "God is good", or indirect: "the goodness of God",
or also "to ask God".
All these attributes can be used in propositions, either affirmative or negative, or in
disputations, questions, requests (prayers) and so forth.
We generally distinguish attributes which are direct and concrete — attributes of the first
degree: "Father", "merciful" — from formal attributes — attributes of the second degree, so called
because they implicate an explicit reflection on the way in which God is spoken of: "transcendent",
"one", "triune", etc. This distinction is not wholly satisfactory however, as we shall see.
Both kinds of attributes may be either of a natural order: "just", "transcendent"; or of a
supernatural order: "Son", "Holy Spirit", "triune". Obviously this distinction is not entirely
satisfactory either.
It is in the natural attributes of the first degree that we see most clearly the basic structure of
the analogical passage from significance of the human order to significance which refers to God.
"Natural" Attributes: The "Model"
When we speak of God we necessarily use the words we already know and which, within the
tongue we speak, have a meaning – that is, are used – without however the specific shading they
acquire when these same words are used as functions of the subject "God".1 This non-religious
significance of a word constitutes the model for it use in speaking about God.

"Model" here is intended in a sense very similar to the sense intended by Ian T. Ramsey,2
as the commonly known, recognized meaning of a word used in speech,3 which permits one to pass
to a similar but less common significance, not recognized by all.
For these attributes of God we must obviously use words existing in human language. Not all
human expressions can be used as attributes of God, however, but only those that have certain
characteristics. The linguistic expressions which are used as attributes of God must have:
a positive connotation;
a horizontally analogical meaning — that is, at the level of human significance.
gradations of significance already at the human level.
Let us now look more closely at these three ‘musts.’4
Linguistic Expressions Used as Attributes of God Must Have a Positive Value
In order to be used as an attribute of God a linguistic expression must have a positive meaning,
which is to say, it must express a value. This can be of the moral order ("just"), social order ("king",
"shepherd"), or even economic ("rich"), among others. Non-positive expressions for God can be
used only in the negative: "God is not evil", "God is not dependent on anything", etc.
One must however pay attention to the linguistic context, whether general or particular, that
determines the mutable connotative value of the words: for example, the word "master" once had
a positive value; now it has a negative value. In a situation where the children have been abandoned
by their father, even the word "father" can have a negative connotation. The positive connotation
is however always recoverable, and in the case of the word "father" it is necessary to recover it: "I
too would like to have such a father!" Even an expression which is ordinarily negative can be given
a positive value: "Christ humbled himself, and made himself obedient even unto death" "God died
for us", etc.
Neutral expressions, such as "red", "heavy", "long", which do not have any valuation, cannot
serve as attributes of God.
The exclusion of negatively-valued expressions is reflected in the moral prohibition against
blasphemy. The exclusion of neutral expressions on the other hand, is reflected in the prohibition
against magic and superstitions.
Linguistic Expressions Used as Attributes of God Must Have a Significance Which Is Analogical
on the Ordinary — Horizontal — Semantic Level
Only expressions which can be used analogically in non-religious discourse can be used as
attributes of God: "good", "one", "rich", as well as "father", "son", "spirit". This then precludes the
use of technical — and thus univocal — terms which belong to specialized terminologies such as
physics, economy, politics, informatics. It is however possible for a univocal technical term to
acquire or reacquire analogical potential, as for example, "energy", "liberation". But it is also
possible for a term to lose its analogical significance. One needs only to think of "Unmoved
Mover".
A subsequent vertically analogical employment of a word through its qualification5 toward
the infinite, must therefore presume the possibility of a ‘horizontally’ analogical use of the same
word in a non-religious context. Indeed speech forms of faith presuppose and guarantee the multidimensionality of language and of human life against any scientific or political totalitarianism.6

Linguistic Expressions Used as Attributes of God Must Have a Graduated Significance at the
Common Semantic Level
This is already implicit in the discussion above: for a term to be an attribute of God, it must
be have a positive value-connotation and admit to being used analogously on the horizontal level.
Let us look more closely however at graduated significance.
The Qualification of the Model. The positive and analogous model, taken from ordinary, nonreligious language, needs to be ‘qualified’.7 This occurs in ever-expanding stages, until the point
where the significance of the word in question has been expanded to infinity.
The term in question must be usable in a comparative mode: "more merciful", and also "the
father of more children".
The term in question must be usable in a progressive mode: "More merciful...still
more merciful...yet more merciful"; also: "the father of more and more children".
The term in question must be usable in a negative way: "not so merciful as other merciful
ones"; also: "not a father like other fathers".
The term in question must be used in asinotic mode:8 "infinitely more merciful", and also "the
father of all in every possible respect". This is to say that the difference between "infinitely more
merciful" and the immediately preceding "more merciful" cannot be expressed in any determinate
fashion – that is: finitely – because the distance is itself infinite.
The term in question must be usable in a transcendent mode: "infinitely merciful", and also
"eternal Father". This is to say that "infinitely merciful" is not the summum of a series of
‘mercifuls’, but is infinitely beyond the whole series.9
The Infinitizing of the Model. The "infinitization" of the meaning of a term is found not only
in religious language, but is also fully acknowledged in other fields as well. In mathematics, for
example, the ‘limit’ is not only a wholly accepted term but is indispensable in certain branches.
Moreover, the rules for its use are elaborate and recognized: the 3 is the limit of2.9999.... The
circle is the limit of the square.
In mathematics the movement towards a limit is quite elaborated. But this infinitization of
meaning is not lacking in other types of discourse as well; even in poetry one finds it fairly
frequently. And in the extrapolation of certain terms in the exact sciences one can discern
something similar — a graduating movement towards an unspecifiable limit.
To be sure, this infinitization takes away the possibility of indicating with any precision both
the passage from the progressive gradations to the actual limit itself, and the limit’s distance from
every preceding moment, since this distance is itself infinite. Nonetheless the direction of the
infinitized meaning remains determinate: the circle is the limit of the square, not of the rectangle
(whose limit would be an ellipse); in the same way, the ‘infinitely merciful’ and the ‘infinitely
good’ do not coincide as concepts. They coincide in the divine subject.10
The "Revealed" Attributes
Regarding ‘revealed attributes’, and especially those concerning the Trinity, one needs
logically to make a second infinitization– almost the reverse of the first – as a restriction.

‘Father’. "Father of all", as well as "Father of his Chosen People", and even more: "Father of
the King (David) and of the King’s House", "Father of the Just"; and in a very special sense:
"Father of Jesus" (John 20, 17), "Only Father of the Only Son".
‘Son’. What occurs here is a process correlative to ‘Father": "All are sons (and daughters) of
one divine Father" . . . "the only son of the only Father".
‘Spirit’. A two-step procedure is to be made here: both from the scriptural meaning of ‘Spirit’
("ruah", "pneuma" – not the customary meaning of ‘spirit’ in our own languages), and from its
customary meaning in our languages: the spirit of a person, of a people, of an era . . . performing
first the ‘infinitization’ of the term, and then the restriction to Christ and to the Father.
–– And with regard to the special significance of other terms which derive from ‘Revelation’:
after performing the necessary infinitization, one must explain their meaning in relation to
the ‘reductive’ significance of Trinitarian terms.
The "Formal" Attributes
Certain terms used as predicates of the word "God" have, at least in part, a significance which
is formal-grammatical — they function as a ‘linguistic rule’:
"God is good": in speaking of God, as we noted earlier, one can only use ‘positive’ attributes
and only negate ‘negative’ attributes.
"God is one": the word "God" is not used in the plural, except in special contexts mentioned
earlier.
"God is infinite": with regard to terms used as predicates of "God" one must perform the
‘infinitization’.
"God is transcendent": for terms used as predicates of "God" one must go ‘beyond’ the infinite
series of the infinitization.
The Special Case of "God Exists"
If "being" is taken in its ancient and medieval sense as "perfection", then it is an attribute,
which is to say, a predicate: then the process of infinitization can even be applied to the attribute
"being ", right up to "esse subsistens", "actus (essendi) purus". If "being" is taken in this sense –
as an attribute subject to gradations – then the ontological argument, beginning with the "the id
quod maius cogitari debet" and "id quo maius cogitari nequit," is possible but fails to demonstrate
actual existence.11
If on the other hand, "being" is taken as "actual existence", then it is not a predicate, as Kant
saw clearly, and thus it is necessary to treat it in another context.12
Conclusion
What we say about God — the ‘names of God’ — are human names, words that belong to
human discourse, but when they are used to refer to God, their significance is ‘qualified’ to the
infinite. In this sense, the "logic of the attributes of God" presupposes the normal logic of human
language: it does not render superfluous but indeed contains it; however it is distinct from it and

surpasses it. The infinite ‘extendability’ of human meaning thus guarantees not only the religious
significance but also, though secondarily, the specifically Christian significance.
The "logic of the attributes of God" directly determines the functioning of Christian
communication, as we shall see in chapter Six.
And the infinite extension of human meaning has a correlative even in human existence itself,
as we shall see in chapter Eight.
Notes
1. This holds true also indirectly for the words deliberately coined for the purpose of speaking
about God. The "possest", invented by Nicholas Cusanus as the exclusive attribute of God,
presupposes the ordinary significance of the Latin "posse"("to be able") and "est" ("he is") in order
to say about God that "He is all that is able". Cfr. Nicolas Cusanus, De possest.
2. Ian Ramsey, Religious Language: An Empirical Placing of Theological Phrases (London,
SCM Press, 1957). Especially: Chapter 2: "Some Traditional Characterizations of God: Models
and Qualifiers," pp. 49ff.
3. Ramsey, however, does not speak of "the meaning of a word", but of a "situation": "A
‘model’ . . . is a situation with which we are all familiar, and which can be used for reaching
another situation — with which we are not so familiar — one which, without the model, we should
not recognize so easily". But he himself uses as examples: "cause", "wise", "good", and "creation".
Character Ramsey, op cit, p. 61ff.
4. Here and in what follows, "must" is obviously intended to be understood as a ‘linguistic
rule’ ("Sprachregulung").
5. The term ‘qualification’ was introduced by Ramsey and is analogous to the logical term
‘quantification’: to any term "T" can be assigned either an existential quantification (T = "there
exists at least one T") or a universal quantification (T = "for all T’s"). But in the case of the use of
a given term with respect to God, ‘qualification’ is that of the infinitization of the term’s meaning.
Cfr. Ramsey, op cit, p. 62.
6. Cfr. Karl Huber, "Zeichen Gottes - Zeichen der Kirche," Wilhelm Sandfuchs, die
Kirche (Würzburg, Verlage Echter, 1978), pp. 11-24.
7. Cfr. Ramsey, op.cit., p. 62.
8. The term ‘asintotic’ is borrowed from the geometry of the hyperbole, that is, of a curve
whose shape approaches ever nearer to a right angle. Its ‘asintotic’ however is achieved only
at infinity.
9. Cfr. Plato, Symposium; 209e-211c; Thomas Aquinas, S.T., I. q. 2, a. 3.
10. And they coincide in him in a simple mode, with no composition or division, although for
us this mode remains incomprehensible.
11. Cfr. Appendix.
12. See chapter 8: The justification for speaking about God ‘realistically’.

Chapter Six

The Role of the "Divine Names" in Christian Communication1
Levels of Linguistic Meaning in Christian Communication
All forms of communication which are specifically Christian –catechesis, for example, but
also theological study – occur on three distinct linguistic levels: the human, the religious, the
Christian. The same word ("peace", "father", "love"), the same symbol (water, oils, bread)
have three meanings, interrelated but distinct: a human or "lay" significance, a religious
transcendent significance, and a specifically Christian significance.
For example, "father"
I. Common, "lay" level
transition:
a) acquisition of a positive significance
b) acquisition of a multivalent, analogous significance "father" in its everyday sense
II. Transcendent- religious level
transition:
a) universalization: father of more, and more, and more children --> of all children.
b) totalization: father in an ever-increasing number of respects --> in all respects.
"father" of all in every respect
III. Christian level
translation:
limitation: Father more and more . . . specifically.
Only "Father" of the Only Son, eternal;
"Our "Father", as brothers and sisters of His only Son.
There is a twofold dynamic at work here: an ascending from the level of human significance
to the Christian, and a descending from the level of Christian significance to the human.
As we see in the table, there is a twofold dynamic in Christian communication, especially in
catechesis, which is operative at three linguistic levels. The fundamental dynamic is the first one,
the descending dynamic. This is theological and descends from the Christian message to its human
comprehension and realization. Given that the Christian message comes to us in words, and
subsequently in symbols (sacraments and others), the descendent dynamic must continue to the
point of human experience.2 This theological dynamic is fundamental for catechesis, because
faith does not come from human experience or reflection, but from listening to the Word of God.
The second dynamic ascends: from the customary significance of our words and, ultimately,
our human experience, towards the hearing and acceptance of the Word of God; this dynamic
is pedagogical.3
In preparing his instructions the catechist has to proceed by the first dynamic — the
theological. One must begin with the Christian message, which must be considered in its ‘global’
aspect, and not only in its particularities. But at the same time one must reach the level
of human significance, be it of the child, the student, or the adult.

In practical catechesis, on the other hand, the ascending, pedagogical dynamic comes to the
fore. This is especially important when the catechesis is part of a general education process, where
the catechesis, or better: an education in the Christian faith, is one of several activities or moments
which themselves are not specifically religious. Even here one proceeds according to the order of
the dynamic. As far as possible one must begin from the human significance recognized by one’s
listener, bring that significance to infinity, and finally concretize that with a text or episode from
the Bible.
A thoroughgoing Christian initiation needs both of these dynamics: the upward movement
towards God, and the downward movement towards the human being.4
Let us look at some examples of these three levels of linguistic significance.
The Level of ‘Lay’ Significance
Not only the words but also the symbols that are used in the context of Christian faith and thus
in religious education, have a profane significance before having a religious and Christian
significance. The reason is simple: a religious significance – for example, grace, divine aid
— cannot be directly explained. "No one has seen God."5 Thus, religious meaning is introduced
into human language only indirectly, which is to say, departing from profane meanings and
analogously to them. Obviously this is not necessarily to say that we are using identical words:
"grace" can be explained by "help", as "to pray" can be explained by "to ask". Words which are
used predominantly or exclusively in a Christian religious context (grace, penance, sacrament,
Mass, Church, etc.) have a special need to regain their analogous profane significance, departing
from which they can then be explained. Otherwise they actually cannot be understood, as
unfortunately happens often enough in our present cultural-historical context. Thus in the working
out of any type of catechesis, this profane significance generally needs to be presented in an
explicit and conscious manner. This ‘passage’ should ordinarily constitute the first stage of any
catechesis.
At the level of profane meaning, the expressions used in a faith context have a polyvalent
significance. "Love", "aid", "pardon" are not univocal terms, and do not signify one sole thing but
have a multitude of interrelated uses. They are analogous terms. Even the word "father" doesn’t
refer only to the biological parent but to the multiple functions of the figure we call "father":
"Father of the nation", "adopted father", "spiritual father". Usually this polyvalence must be
pointed out and explicated so as to overcome the one-dimensionality of teenager speech; for them
"love" often has only one association, and "help" can simply mean "give money".
Moreover, one must keep in mind that the expressions which in one way or another refer to
God need to have a positive connotation. Thus if the word "father" has acquired a negative
emotional freight in a particular case, one must make that conscious. Only then can a positive sense
of the word be recognized and recovered. "God is a different kind of father." "What kind of father
would you like to have?" Other examples of this problem are: "humility", "lord", "servant", etc.
The Level of Religious Transcendent Meaning
The meaning of a phrase to be used in speaking about God must be capable of being gradually
stretched to infinity:

"Lord": "Lord of all the people —> for always —> Lord of all peoples —> Lord of all
creatures —> in all possible respects";
"Father": "Father of the nation" —> father of all people —> "father of all creation —> in all
possible respects";
"salvation": "God saves us not only from this or that danger, but from all and definitively";
"liberation": "God frees us not only from political or economic servitude, or from neurotic
complexes, etc., but from sin, from every lack of liberty";
"bread": "bread of eternal life"; "bread for the life of the world": "eucharistic bread".
Without this expansion of the word’s or symbol’s meaning — an expansion to the infinite, the
absolute and total — that which is told about Jesus remains at a human level: just one lovely story
among so many others. Only if Christ is God must one choose life or death before Him.
A direct passage from the profane, human level to the Christian is not however possible. And
thus the message of the Gospels cannot be truly comprehended without the mediation of the Old
Testament — in whose gradual ‘pedagogy’ we see the passage from a profane ( religiousreductive) level of meaning to one which is religious-absolute.6 Catechesis thus demands a
competent and ongoing use of the Old Testament. The concept of the Creator and the figure of
Father must be presented in a clear manner alongside the figure of Christ and the concept of Lord.
The Level of Christian Significance
To express the specific contents of the Christian message, the religious and transcendent
significance of certain words and symbols must be applied or at least placed in relation to Christ.
This application constitutes a final linguistic passage that changes the meaning of the words and
symbols in question: Christ is God, and thus the significance of words used in relation to God are
also true of Him.
But Christ is also a human being such as we, and thus the meaning of words used about one
of us are also true of Him: to live, to love, to be near, to forgive. In the language employed in
catechetical work one needs to continually present this twofold value of every word and symbol
that refers to Christ, God and man.
God is the father of all human beings and therefore also the Father of Jesus. We all are sons
and daughters of God and so also Jesus is Son of God. Already in the Old Testament we begin to
find gradations in the significance of certain words. The king, the holy one, the "servant of
Yahweh", etc., are children of God in a special way, and God is Father in a special way of the
Jews, of the House of David, of the King, of the holy one, of the prophet, of the "servant of
Yahweh". Moreover, Jesus is "Son of God" in a manner different from all the rest of us, in a way
that is special, unique.7 Precisely here arises the new way with which we too, brothers and sisters
of Jesus, are children of the Father, and among ourselves we are all, in a way which is new, brothers
and sisters.
If this passage from the religious and transcendent level to the specifically Christian
dimension of God is not made, then speaking about Christ, and consequently of everything he did,
and of all that refers to him in the Gospels, and of the profound, absolute and transcendent
significance of Christian faith and life, remains incomprehensible.
On the contrary, only by seeing the Absolute and Infinite in Jesus can I then discover the same
in the Church, in the events of history, in my own life, and in my brothers and sisters.

Notes
1. The preceding chapter has not exhausted the logic of the attributes of God. We will develop
this theme now, even at the cost of some repetition, in the present chapter, examining the matter
from a different angle — that of communication.
2. We will take up this aspect in the next chapter.
3. In calling this dynamic ‘pedagogical’, we are reaching back to a very ancient precedent:
The Alexandrine Fathers, especially Clement, called both the Old Testament and Greek philosophy
"paidagogos" — a pedagogy on the part of God which was to lead to Christ.
4. At various points in the development of a mature and personal faith, one or the other
dynamic will be dominant. In catechetical work at the parish level the theological, descendent
aspect will predominate, and this is all the more true at the level of academic instruction. But in
work with youth groups or within the family it is generally the pedagogical, ascending dynamic
which prevails.
The essential complementarity of the two movements is the reason why a truly thoroughgoing
faith education has need of diversified and distinct ‘agents’: school, parish, youth group, family.
In some cases, one of these agents must make up for the lack of another; but in no case should any
one of them have a monopoly. Equally unfortunate is the attempt to create an alibi for oneself:
"The school will take care of it; the parish will take care of it."
5. John 1: 18.
6. We shall return to this consideration in Chapter 7.
7. John 20, 17.

Chapter Seven

Experience, Symbol and Concept —Their Specific Function in
Religious Language
Experience — Symbol — Concept1
Both the language and the meaning of all that we say is connected to human experience,
individual or collective. This is true also, and in a special way, of religious language.
Many aspects of the problem of the actual dependence of linguistic meaning on human
experience can be left to psychology and philosophical anthropology. There is however a concrete
dependence of conceptual knowledge on experience that is especially important for us: that which
is necessarily mediated by symbols.
Experience
As instances of human experience which are of interest to us here let us take the following
examples which are simple, very common, yet fundamental:
to be hungry and to eat food, for example, bread;
to be thirsty and to drink water;
to experience darkness and to see light;
to be cold and to feel the warmth of a fire;
to be dirty and to bathe.
These are ‘total’ experiences, in the sense that they involve the human psychophysical unity as
such. Hunger, thirst, darkness, warmth, are corporally experienced through our senses. But since
hunger, thirst, cold, are experiences, the human being is conscious of them, even if in diversified
ways.
These are specifically human experiences, not only because they are generally conscious, but
also by virtue of their content. To be sure, they are found in many animals — not in all! — but in
the human being they form part of a behavior which is not only natural but also cultural. The
preparation of food and drink, the cultural diversity in farming methods, cooking, dwelling and
clothing, even in the use of fire. In other words, even the most simple and fundamental experiences
that we human beings have, we have learned to have within an ‘ensemble’ of human behaviors,
that are only in part determined by natural biological and psychological factors. Indeed, insofar as
they are human experiences they depend all the more on cultural factors. Thus these experiences
are integrated in a structure of meanings, which constitute, so to speak, a ‘text’.
The experiences of thirst, hunger, light, etc., can be particularly strong: after a long journey
without water, thirst can be acute, and the first glass of water is delicious. After a day of fasting,
hunger can be acute, and in eating a morsel of bread one discovers the special flavor of bread; after
a demanding walk one is particularly tired and dirty, such that upon showering or better: taking a
dip in the sea, one knows the freshness and softness of water, and dressing in clean clothes one
feels renewed.
Notwithstanding, however, that human experiences are determined by cultural factors, they
cannot be communicated, especially when one is dealing with strong and profound experiences.

One can only recount a personal experience. An experience is had in the first person, even if it can
be made in a group. The personal experience in itself is not communicable.2
When I listen to another’s account of his experience, I can myself experience something which
is for me strong and profound, but it will always be a different experience from the one recounted
to me.3
On the other hand what can be done (and in religious and also moral education should be done,
especially with young children and youth) is to create the conditions and situations in which others
can have their own experience.
The Symbol
A deep experience of hunger, thirst, darkness can acquire a profundity that surpasses the
ordinary aspect of this experience, especially if my powers are reduced to the point where I am
afraid, where I understand that if I do not eat and drink something I will die. Then my whole
existence depends on water, bread, fire. I can also be so utterly filthy and stink so badly that I
become repulsive to myself, and I regain my human dignity only by bathing and donning fresh
clothing. In such situations it is not a matter of this hunger, this thirst, this filth; of this bread, this
water, this fire, but of something total, absolute: this hunger, thirst, etc., comes to
represent all hunger, even all desire. This bread, this water source, this fire represent life,
happiness, and so on. My hunger and thirst is for life, I want to be free, I seek to recover youth.
In this way my powerful experiences acquire a symbolic value. Thirst, hunger, no longer refer
only to this thirst, this hunger. They refer to something larger, more profound and total: the
experiences have a meaning that transcends them, even if this meaning is not yet apprehended
precisely and reflectively.
If, moreover, this powerful experience is accompanied by words or by a gesture which is
explicit and conscious, an authentic and specific symbol is born. Coming at last upon a spring, for
example, I can refrain from drinking first so as to offer the opportunity to another. Or the last piece
of bread is shared by all in the group. In such cases the source of water, the piece of bread, the fire,
are used in a conscious way to express something more, something other than itself. "This water
is an expression of my friendship", "this bread we share is a sign of our community".
The difference between the meaning-value of the kind of powerful experience of which we
have been speaking, and that of an authentic and specific symbol does not depend on the greater
awareness and precision of the latter, but lies in the fact that the symbol is accompanied by a
gesture, and by means of this gesture is part of what can be called a rite.4
This placement within a rite confers a repeatability on the symbol, guaranteeing it a
preliminary communicability, or better: the possibility of being shared. By its nature a symbol is
communitarian and intersubjective. It lives not in the mind of an individual, as an experience does,
but in a constituted group, even if only a small one. Indeed, there are family symbols, even symbols
between a pair of lovers, or friends.
But for a symbol to be intersubjective it must be intersubjective from the beginning. As our
examples show, the birth of a symbol, however powerful the experience behind it, always requires
the intervention of another, even if only one other individual. But he/she doesn’t intervene as
simply another individual, as simply ‘subjectivity’, with his or her ‘personal experience’, but as a
member of a group within which a rite is constituted — we might say: within which the rules of a
‘game’ are determined.

For this reason, "I" do not count by virtue of my experience in my subjectivity, but by virtue
of my being the ‘other’ to another. Nor does this deprive the other of his subjectivity — his being
a subject, an "I"; indeed his being an "I" for me, and my being an "I" for him, are the conditions
of possibility for any intersubjective communication. Without a common and commonly lived
world of language and symbols5 another cannot be another "I" for me, and I cannot be one for
him. In different terms: only when together we begin to play according to the rules are we
constituted as subjects and able to communicate intersubjectively. Edmund Husserl elaborated this
in his famous Fifth Cartesian Meditation.6 The constitution of a world for consciousness is the
condition of possibility for the constitution of another "I" for this consciousness. It follows then
that an immediate relation between subjects is not possible and that the mediation between subjects
as such cannot be itself subjective but is, above all symbolically objective.
The Concept
Without the words which express it an experience, however profound, cannot be confronted.
Only the words that conceptualize and generalize the experience render it really communicable and
permit an encounter.7 Without a concept, therefore, my experience cannot even have a meaning
for me; it vanishes and I immediately forget it. Thus I have no possibility of verifying it. Without
a concept I can have no fear of darkness, for example; nor can I be hungry for something — indeed,
there isn’t even any hunger, but only a kind of suffering.
A symbol then without a concept is not understood, and loses its symbolic power. This is to
say that symbols have need of explication. Only the words that impart a determinate significance
to them integrate them in a clear context of communication.
In this way a symbol born of experience acquires a universal value and can be repeated. We
divide bread among ourselves even when we are not hungry, and we do it every time we come
together.
Application to the Meaning of Christian Religious Language
"An experience without a concept is blind; a concept without an experience is empty."8 This
is especially true in the domain of religion, and particularly so for the Christian faith, insofar as it
is a revealed faith. But given that we can never have a direct experience of God in this life, nor of
all that is expressed in the literal meaning of religious language, only the kind of profound
experience described above can in some way give a content to the concepts of Christian language.
Precisely because the specific content of religious and Christian language cannot be experienced
directly, the recognition and the meaningfulness of the symbol for religious language in general
and Christian language in particular becomes utterly essential.
We should recall however that already at the ordinary level of the consciousness and
meaningfulness of language, the necessary order is: experience à symbol à concept, and
not: experience à concept (idea) à (which is then expressed by means of a) symbol. The symbol is
not the expression of an idea or a concept by means of an abstraction from the concreteness of an
experience, but is the mediation from the experience to the concept.
At this point a diagram similar to the one given earlier for the three levels of meaning, will be
helpful:
Hunger Bread Eating

1. Moment of the Experience
passage:
a deepening within consciousness of ordinary experience:
strong hunger last piece of bread the taste of bread
2. Symbolic Moment
passage:
the significance of an experience which has been undergone is expressed:
strong hunger last piece of bread sharing it with another
3. Conceptual Moment
passage:
the meaning of the symbol and of the experience becomes determinate.
(This thus includes an initial reflection upon the experience by way of ascertaining it)
strong hunger9 piece of bread sharing it with another,
saying: "This is a sign of our love."
In the case of Christian language the mediation between experience and concept-word is not a
mediation from experience to concept, but rather a ‘re-mediation’ from the concept-word to the
experience! The specific meanings of the Christian faith are given to us by way of a message, a
revelation, a Word — that of the Sacred Scriptures and tradition.10
Precisely for this reason the function of the symbol for the comprehension of the specific
significance of Christian language becomes even more important and indispensable; one can think
here of the sacraments, the various rites and the whole liturgy. What occurs by means of these
symbols is that the message of the faith is linked to and placed within human experience. One
needs though to keep in mind the double mediating function of the symbol: that which begins with
the Word, and that which begins from experience.
Conclusion
The function of the symbol for human intelligence is essential. The symbolizing capacity of
the human intellect frees thought from its reputed11 total dependence on experience and confers
upon thought its creativity, whether in art or in mathematics. Only through the mediation of the
symbol is human thought open to the infinite and to transcendence – which is to say, one can think
even that which is not experiential. It is precisely through the mediation of the symbol that thought
is really open to the infinite and to transcendence.12 It follows then that one can think God and
speak about Him. But it also follows that thinking God and speaking about Him necessitates the
mediation of the symbol.

Notes
1. Cfr. Carlo Huber, Critica del Sapere, 20.5, pp. 331-336.
2. Cfr.. Huber, Critica del Sapere, pp. 114-118 and 137-141.
3. This last observation is critically important in the acceptance of religious and moral truths
— for example: in the comprehension and reception of an episode form the Gospels. To listen to
the Gospel proclamation, especially when it is proclaimed as the "Word of God", can in certain
circumstances constitute a strong and profound religious experience, but not necessarily.
In no case however will the listener’s experience be that of the Apostles when, for instance, they
encountered the risen Lord. As its foundation faith has not our experience, but rather a testimony,
a witness, that becomes accepted as true. On the other hand, every acceptance of a religious faith,
and even every authentic acceptance of an ethical value, needs to be personally experienced — this
is called a ‘religious experience’, a ‘faith experience’, a ‘moral experience’, but it remains forever
a personal experience, incommunicable as such, similar to a profound sense experience.
4. Note that here we are not so much concerned with significance or with
specifically religious symbols. Powerfulness, profundity and breadth of meaning are found also at
the profane and ‘lay’ level; indeed, in a certain sense they are found here in the first place.
5. This not only does not cast doubt upon the reality of the world, but presupposes it.
6. Husserl, Cartesianische Meditationen und Pariser Vorträge, vol. 1 (Haag: Husserliana,
1963).
7. The communicability of the symbol is merely a preliminary communicability.
8. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A 51.
9. In this conceptual moment the originary experience can be quite distant. Where the symbol
is a symbolical action ("dividing the last piece of bread", etc.) the conceptual clarification is often
given by the situation and has no need of words.
10. Conc. Trid. sesssion IV (Denz. 1501) : "hanc veritatem et disciplinam contineri in libris
scriptis et sine scripto traditionibus".
11. In this consists the radical error of every empiricist theory of consciousness, especially the
conception of language put forth by Locke. Cfr. Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book
III, "Of Words".
12. Perhaps the limit of Kant’s thought consists precisely in this, that he has not seen the
symbolizing function of the sensible ‘schematism’. Cfr. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, B 177ff.

Chapter Eight

The Justification for Speaking about God Realistically
Introduction
If the symbolical mediation from experience to thought gives to the latter its creative liberty,
it also places it at the junction between truth and falsehood: one can think that which does not
exist, and even more: one can think that which cannot exist. Lewis Carroll’s Red Queen, every
morning before breakfast, thought seven impossible thoughts.1 We can err and we can lie.2
Obviously this is also and in a special way true for that which we say about God. The sheer
diversity of religions is the visible confirmation of this. The fact that one can speak about God
does not guarantee the existence of God. The ontological argument for the existence of God,
whether Anselm’s3 or Descartes’4 or even less Bonald’s5 , is not valid. The mere existence of
Christian discourse about God is no guarantee of the truth of the Christian faith. On the other hand,
not only Christians but other religions as well lay claim to the truth of that which they say about
God. This is particularly true in the case of the foundational assertion of every religion: that God
exists. It cannot be the task of a logical or phenomenological analysis to demonstrate the existence
of God. Another philosophical method would be needed for that. On the other hand, it is the proper
task of logical and phenomenological analyses to determine what sense and what importance a
"demonstration of the existence of God" has, and what its role is within Christian discourse about
God.
The Realistic Sense of Christian Discourse about God
When a believing Christian says something about God, he intends what he says in a real way:
not only the historical facts essential to the ‘Salvation story" (the life, the death, and the
resurrection of Jesus), but also that which he says about God is intended realistically, especially
the assertion of God’s existence.6 Every non-realistic "interpretation" – psychological,
mythological, philosophical, etc. – changes totally the meaning of the whole discourse to the point
where the specifically religious meaningfulness of the discourse is lost.7
On the other hand, the realism of Christian discourse is not an empirical realism: in the
expression "God exists", the word exists does not have the same sense it has in "Kangaroos exist"
(in Australia) or "Dinosaurs existed" (millions of years ago) or "Subatomic particles exist"; nor
does it have the same sense as "Unicorns exist" (in fable) or "Frodo exists" (in literature). The
word exist is an analogous term.8 To speak of God in a Christian sense, which is to say,
realistically, means to accept a meta-empirical reality, non-sensible, non-experiential9 yet
nonetheless real and factual.10 At the same time, the realistic meaning of Christian discourse
about God, especially the assertion of the real existence of God, demands a link, a connection of
some kind to experience. Such a link to experience is necessary for all human thought which would
otherwise be lost in fantasy.
The Analogical Link to the Totality of Human Experience (In Realistic Discourse about God)
For the analogical connection between realistic discourse about God, on the one hand, and
the totality of human experience, on the other, we must turn to that which we said earlier

concerning models. This time, however, we will use the term ‘model’ not for the linguistic
significance of a known word, but for special situations11 wherein a horizon is opened up.
The Opening of a Horizon
There is a phenomenon specific to human intellectual life which goes by a variety of names
used analogously: "the opening of the horizon", which borrows the term horizon from Husserl;
"alteration in the state of consciousness", inspired by Kant and by psychology; "intellectual
conversion", which uses a term of Christian faith but makes it available for an analogous use.
These expressions all describe a rather common phenomenon in life and in human intellectual
development. I.T. Ramsey calls it ‘disclosure’ or sometimes ‘discernment’.12
Let us say that one meets a person for the first time of whom one has already heard much and
about whom one already possesses a good deal of information. In the meeting, one may not acquire
‘new’ information, yet all that is already known takes on a new meaning.
After having listened to many musical fragments, one hears a particular selection and says:
"Now I understand Bach" or "classical music" or "jazz".
One finally manages to solve a particular type of mathematical problem and one says, "Now
I’ve got it." And in fact from now on he or she is able to solve other problems of this type.
In these and similar examples it is not so much the matter of a single experience but rather
that in this particular experience one comprehends a whole, a totality: a new horizon is opened.13
These openings of new horizons have a certain similarity with the ‘powerful experiences’
discussed in the preceding chapter, in which a symbolical repeatability is born. Here too, this
phenomenon of the opening of a new horizon or an alteration in the state of consciousness needs
to be conceptualized and ‘tested’. A part of this ‘testing’ or verification consists in the possibility
of acquiring and subsequently understanding the rules of the language game under consideration
— in this case, the interrelated rules of Christian discourse about God.
All-Inclusive and Infinitely Open Horizons
Obviously the examples we have just used pertain to finite and limited horizons. The horizon
within which one can realistically speak about God, within which even an act of faith in God is
possible, must necessarily be a horizon which is open and unlimited.
There are horizons which by their nature are unlimited: one’s own life14, one’s
consciousness15, knowledge, history, the universe, and also intersubjectivity and language,
especially freedom. It would be almost better to say: these horizons can and must be unlimited,
since they are all too often thought of as finite and limited, and one needs to show the contradictory
nature and even the absurdity of the latter notion.16 Not only is this possible but it constitutes an
essential passage for the opening-up of a horizon within which one can speak realistically about
God.
The Opening of an Unlimited Horizon and the Semantic Universe. The issues involved in the
opening of an unlimited horizon can be seen very well within the context of the ontological
argument of St. Anselm.
The true atheist does not deny God, but in fact doesn’t think Him. He moves in
a different semantic universe, a universe where there is no place for the terms "id quo maius
cogitari nequit" and "id quod maius cogitari debet". How is one to demonstrate the inevitability of

a true concept of God? One needs to open up a horizon within which the word "God" has a possible
use, even a necessary use — and then to demonstrate that this horizon is a necessary condition for
the possibility of any speech and all thinking.17 This is precisely what Kant did with regard to
"the ideal of pure reason" – that is, the idea of God – demonstrating that the regulative use of "the
ideal of pure reason" is a necessary condition for the possibility of any reasoning process.18
Since a semantic universe is at the same time a socio-cultural reality, the task of changing,
enlarging or opening up such a universe is surely an educational and catechetical task. Even so,
the opening of a new dimension of thinking is still a primarily philosophical task.19
Now if what Wittgenstein says is true, that "the limits of language are the limits of my
world"20, then a change from one semantic universe in which the expression "God" or rather, "id
quo maius cogitari nequit", has neither use nor sense, to another semantic universe where this
expression possesses both a meaning and a use, implicates a change of the whole world and the
whole life.
How is such a change possible? Wittgenstein says: "The world of the happy is another world
than that of the unhappy."21 And again: "If a good or bad will can change the world, what it
changes is only the limits of the world."22
Now, is the change from a linguistic universe that does not include the expression "id quo
maius cogitari nequit" to one which includes it a moral act, an act of freedom, that constitutes the
whole of a world? Or will it be — also — a salvific act of God that redeems and restores language
from its fallen state and from its continued tendency to fallenness, as He has redeemed human
social nature and freedom?23
The ‘Center’ or ‘Limit’ of a Limitless Horizon
The opening up of an unlimited horizon is not itself sufficient for the passage from a universe
where the word "God" has no sense to one where this word possesses a realistic significance. In
Christian discourse about God, as well as in the discourse of other religions, the word ‘God’ does
not refer to any horizon however unlimited, but directs one beyond it. God is neither freedom, nor
the order of the world, nor the rationality of history; nor is He (except in a very analogous way
which must be carefully qualified) the meaning of life. We already examined this in Chapter Five
with regard to the attributes of God: their significance is not the summum or the culmination of an
infinite series; their significance is rather the transcendent God who is beyond any infinite series.
The word ‘God’ is used to refer to One who is totally distinct from every other thing, even from
every totality, be it ever so unlimited.
All this notwithstanding we do speak about God, and the word "God" is part of human
language. Moreover, we speak about God using ordinary linguistic tools — religious language
is not a special language which is to be distinguished from the everyday language we use
otherwise. God, as that who is beyond language and beyond every unlimited horizon as well,
nevertheless belongs to and is found within this one. Otherwise we would not be able to speak
about God and He would remain completely inconceivable. In that case Wittgenstein would be
right in saying: "As the world is, it is a matter of absolute indifference to whatever is higher than
it. God is not made manifest in the world."24 Indeed in the language of the Tractatus’ logical
atomism one cannot speak of God.25 In the Christian faith, however, and in other monotheistic
religions, God is conceived not only as beyond all, but also as distinct from every single reality of
this world. This is precisely what has already been seen in the similarity of the word "God" to other

proper names and in the membership of this term "God" within the group of terms having a unique
reference26. The word "God" is, so to speak, a ‘pro-nome’ which points and refers beyond itself.
For this reason the place of God within the manifold of possible unlimited horizons cannot be
simply any place – on the same plane with and similar to the place of other realities. God’s place
within the horizon can only be the center, which is a special position, unlike any other position.
The center of a circle is in fact not a point in the circle, but is the origin of the circle, or its
total concentration; within the Cartesian system its coordinates are x=0; y=0.
Geometric and Pictorial Figures
In other words, that which is beyond the series, beyond any and every series, reveals itself as
the center. This is what we saw in Chapter Four: the word "God" is not simply one word among
the other words used in religious discourse but is this discourse’s semantic center, determining the
specific sense in which all religious language is used. To better understand how it is that the
‘center’ of an unlimited horizon can and indeed must be conceived as beyond this very horizon –
or: how it is that that which is beyond a horizon can manifest itself as its center – we can examine
two analogous situations, one geometric, one pictorial. Nicholas Cusanus argued the ‘conjunction
of opposites’ in God, illustrating the correspondence between ‘infinitum maximum’ and ‘infinitum
minimum’, and brought in the geometric analogy of the circle, better still: the ‘infinite
sphere’27 and its center: in this case the circumference is not located at any particular position
and the center is everywhere.28 More or less at the same time as Cusanus lived, the artists of the
Renaissance, rediscovered perspective, making use of it in sophisticated and symbolical
forms.29 The perspective in a painting goes beyond the painting towards infinity, but departs from
its perspective center –the figure in which coincide not only the attention of the viewer but also,
in Christian iconography, the sense of the infinite: for example, the face of Christ in DaVinci’s
Last Supper, or the host in Raphael’s Dispute over the Eucharist. The center, which as limit both
belongs and does not belong to the complex of forms and figures, brings all the figures and forms
into focus.
Beyond the Horizon
After this rather theoretical exposition, we must turn to the existential and experiential level.
If a Christian, or any monotheist, wants to give to the word "God" a realistic meaning the unlimited
horizon needs a center, and that which is beyond the horizon must manifest itself as its center.
Thus one can say: my entire life has a sense; the story has an end; the universe has a cause; freedom
is a call, and so on.
This is the reason why the pure fact of limitless and open horizons is not sufficient. This fact
does indeed guarantee the possibility of speaking, thinking, being free, etc. But at this level of
consciousness this opening remains merely implicit. For it to become explicit demands
the awareness of a center. Reciprocally, in order to individualize a center in an limitless horizon
at least a preliminary awareness is necessary — an awareness of the openness and the limitlessness
of the respective horizon, the discovery of the horizon as open and limitless.30 Otherwise I
remain unaware of it and I am unable to say: "My life has a sense."
But it is important to notice that these limitless horizons are not discovered to be selfgrounding; rather they are discovered as simply given. If this then gives them a reality for

consciousness it does not give them a grounding or foundation, certainly not in consciousness
itself.
Only a center to their very limitlessness, which at the same time is beyond it, gives them their
limitlessness, gives them a ground or foundation,31 which as a result guarantees also their
openness. Without such a transcendental center these horizons close up.32
The mere discovery, however, of the limitlessness of these horizons is not a simply intellectual
act, and even less does it give any indication of their center. These depend at least in part on
the will, and belong within the domain of choices.33 Nonetheless we are dealing here with
reasonable and often well-reasoned choices. Thus it is quite possible for the discovery process to
occur during a course of study, especially the study of philosophy, even if afterwards one speaks
more of an ‘intellectual conversion’. In any event, the process has both elements of experience and
elements of reasoning. Here again Kant’s dictum is quite applicable: "The concept without
experience is empty; the experience without the concept is blind."34
The traditional "proofs for the existence of "God"" form the logical skeleton of an intellectual
process. But without the experience of a real opening up of a limitless horizon and then the further
identification of its center, the arguments are mere bones without flesh. Precisely for this reason
these proofs can be logically, speculatively and philosophically valid, but alone they generally
remain unconvincing.
The Identification with "God"
One essential move is still missing for a full rational justification for speaking about God in a
realistic way. Aquinas does not conclude his quinque viae with: "Ergo Deus existet" but with: "et
hoc omnes dicunt Deum"!35 This last move is no longer a forensic move, but a move in semantic
identification.
Today this move is certainly more problematic than at the time of Aquinas. Many today would
not be inclined to consider "God" as the "meaning of life". Precisely for this reason we need more
profound information as to the true significance of the word "God" in Christian language.
We need to look again at the role and central function of the word "God" in religious
language.36 Directly or indirectly, the term "God" determines the entire semantic universe of
religious language, especially Christian language. The opening of a limitless horizon and then the
recognition of its center is, as we’ve discussed, a process of discovery, a process of awareness, but
the semantic universe of religious language is a linguistic, semantic, social-cultural and historical
structure which precedes the process of awareness. In a process of socialization and tradition, one
comes to know and learn both the semantic universe of religious language and the structure of this
universe as it is focused upon and determined by the word "God".
If this identification is made in the first person37 — "and this I call ‘God’" — it is certainly
what J.H. Newman called a ‘real assent’.38 The certainty of this identificative assent resides not
in the premises of an argumentation that can lead one merely to a ‘notional assent’, but in the ‘real
apprehension’ of a limitless horizon,39 which for Newman is the horizon of moral obligation that
manifests itself in the conscience.40
If this identification is made by a believing Christian or by one who is progressing along a
path towards faith, then this is something very near to an act of faith.41 If afterwards this
identification proceeds to "God as Father of Christ", with the resulting partial substitutibility of the
word "God" with the proper name "Jesus" as the fulcrum of the meaningfulness of religious
language,42 then one is explicitly dealing with the Christian faith.

The Level of Consciousness for an Opening of an Unlimited Horizon and for the
Identification of Its Center as "God"
This is an important problem not only philosophically but theologically, and also
pedagogically. Without the opening of an unlimited horizon and the identification of God the
Father of Christ as its center, an act of faith is not possible. Without the conscious opening of an
unlimited horizon it is not even possible to conceive of God. One could conceive of an idol, but
not of God. We need then to ask ourselves what is the intellectual, emotional and moral level of
maturity which furnishes the necessary condition for an authentic act of faith. Clearly we are not
asking here about the theological conditions necessary for an act of faith; these are traditionally
dealt with in an analysis of faith in the context of theology. Here we are asking about the human
psychological conditions necessary for this faith act. And obviously the experience and thus the
conscious opening of an unlimited horizon is different for an adult than for a child. We need
therefore to begin with the fact that faith is also a reality which is communitarian and social, not
only from a psychological point of view but from a theological: the faith in God and in Christ is
always also faith in the Church, not only as regards what is believed but as regards the act through
which one believes. Thus even the path towards faith, education in the faith, and finally the
reasonability of the proclamation of the existence of God are always also socializing processes.
The Small Child
When one baptizes a child, the child is baptized in the faith of a church, and generally the
church of the parents and godparents. For this reason the parents are justifiably required to
participate in a special catechesis program prior to the baptism of their child. Within the family
and in an atmosphere of faith the child in due course learns to use also the word "God" within the
language which he or she learns in a process of linguistic socialization.
Elements of linguistic socialization and social behavior in general are present and necessary
in any conversion. To believe in God is never a strictly personal act, anymore than knowing is.
The problem, however, is the level of intellectual development a child must have for the opening
up of a limitless horizon of a human life, the world, etc., and the subsequent apprehension of that
horizon’s center. An infant obviously has no such capacity and is thus incapable of an act of
personal faith. But a child of six or seven?
Even a young child lives its life in a conscious way, and lives it in a world. The world of the
little child is certainly little, but it is nonetheless a world which is whole and total. Moreover, the
child quite consciously experiences its world as continuously and concentrically increasing. This
is to say that the child grows, wants to grow, and grows consciously. This suggests that even the
horizon of the life and the world of a child is unlimited. But the child does not experience this
limitlessness in specific moments of the opening up of a horizon, except in rare cases.43 However
the child does experience this limitlessness not only through contacts with adults but for itself: in
its curiosity that is continuous and insatiable, in its desire to grow. We are dealing here with an
experience of limits and with an ongoing passing beyond these limits. This little but limitless
horizon of the child has its own precise center point: the center of the world of the child is the child
itself. Young children are extreme ego-centrists — the word is not intended here in a moral sense.
In order to center the horizon of its life in God the child needs guidance and stimulation on the
part of adults, not only however on the level of linguistic-socialization (speaking to the child about
God and Christ, teaching the child to pray, and so on). The child is also capable of a personal

experience, and indeed has need of it. The experiences through which a child can discover the
centrality of God in its own life are those which are linked to the child’s life precisely in the child’s
own ‘centrality’, in its own ego-centrism. Such experiences can include those of wonder, of
gratuitousness, of thankfulness.
In all of this the great imagination of the child does not constitute a danger but a help. The
child sees things that are not seen, is forever playing, but knows well the difference between play
and reality, between fable and truth. The child is a realistic animal.44
The School-Age Child
The intellectual situation of the school child is quite different from that of the pre-schooler.
The school child does not live in a unified and complete world, and he himself, his personality and
his life are not for him unified realities. His life and his world are multidirectional. In a certain
sense he does not possess one unique horizon but a diversity of partial horizons that are not
interrelated by an interior coherence: he lives in the family, goes to school, participates in sports,
is part of a group, etc. He has many activities and an active schedule. In doing one thing, other
things are forgotten. Yet in some of these activities, in some of these directions — though not in
all and not simultaneously — he continues to progress and make new discoveries, acquire new
knowledge, and develop his capacities — if it pleases him. Each of his horizons is unlimited, but
each is a partial horizon. He is in a certain sense a technical animal. Arguments to the effect that
"a good grasp of mathematics will be necessary for your future life" make no sense to the school
child. If he doesn’t discover it himself, he will not bother himself about it unless through obedience
or force. Yet in the activities which he pursues according to his tastes, he can remain extremely
constant and obstinate to the death.
None of these partial horizons can be crystallized in God; even the faith of a school child has
a technical aspect. Yet even in the area of faith the school child can develop a strong interest and
make progress. Experiences of the opening up of horizons which are limitless and total are possible
but very rare and when they do occur they tend to be fleeting.
The discourse of faith for a school child will be thus a discourse which is
predominantly socializing: especially in the belonging to a group of peers. In a certain way these
horizons substitute for a total horizon of one’s life, of the world, etc. In this context the centrality
of God can and must be realized in the loyalty to God as the loyalty to a group, to friends, etc. This
can work however only if the identification with the group is, one the one hand strong, and on the
other hand, personal — which is to say, if the identification is not just ‘group-dependent’.
The Age of Transition
For the adolescent, the situation is difficult precisely because it is a situation
of transition. Generally, the adolescent loses interest in a diversification of activities: "I don’t want
to play the piano anymore." Particular horizons cease to satisfy him. But the first step toward a
possible and indeed necessary transition to horizons which are total — the future, life itself, and
so on — is a crisis in the particular horizons. The adolescent no longer understands the world, nor
others, nor himself. But exactly insofar as this crisis is itself total, it constitutes a limitless and
universal horizon, even if in an empty and negative sense. The adolescent lives out a search for
sense which he has so far not found, and he lives it out generally without the capacity to articulate
it.45

The adolescent must be helped to discover this ‘total crisis’ as an opening to a universal and
unlimited horizon, helped to articulate it; sometimes one must almost voice it for him. In such a
context one finds the possibility to center the universal but still empty horizon in God, and to
recover a discourse of faith.
Mature Faith
For a mature faith the opening of one single illimited horizon is not sufficient; various and
interconnected horizons are necessary — all with their center in the one God, through whom then
they find connection with one another: one’s life, the future, communication, history, the world.
What is wanted however are not all possible horizons, but the appropriate ones, whether for oneself
or for others — at the appropriate moment.
The Level of Familiarity with Christian Religious Language Necessary for the Identification
of the Center of a Unlimited Horizon with "God"
There is also a reverse side to this identification which needs to be addressed — namely, a
competence in the semantic universe of religious language that has as the center of its
meaningfulness the term "God". Here again we see important differences and variations, and we
note its graduality, especially in the passage from an infantile faith to the faith of an adult.
With no knowledge of Christian religious language, of which "God" is the center, the term
"God" itself has no Christian religious meaning. The knowledge can be minimal, but even a
minimal competence must include factual elements: Biblicalinformation, especially from the New
Testament,46 centered around the proper name "Jesus". Beyond this it must include moral
elements, information about liturgical rites, prayer, etc. This knowledge is and remains a linguistic
competence in a broad sense — socialized, acquired by means of a process
of learning. The progressive acquisition of this knowledge needs to follow the parameters of
general human intellectual development from infancy to adulthood, paying however special
attention to the individual and to his personal and cultural circumstances.
Conclusion
In this last chapter we have not sought to give a demonstration of the existence of God, but a
rational justification for a ‘real assent’, in Newman’s sense, to the real existence of him whom
Christians call "God", a justification which is also intellectually adequate to what St. Paul
describes:
Faith gives substance to our hopes, and
the conviction of realities we do not see.47
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Conclusion
We have made a long journey to the interior of the semantic universe of Christian religious
language, both at the level of its contents and at the level of the methods which can be applied to
it. We have seen that we are dealing with a universe which is complex but coherent. The structure
of this universe guarantees it intelligible meaningfulness and also rationality. As centered in God,
its very structure allows even a realistic acceptance of its meanings.
In an age such as ours, powerfully determined on the one hand by an emotional fideism, and
on the other by a scientism which is equally emotional, a humble but persistent logical analysis of
the faith is not only of critical importance for theology but also for the difficult task of
evangelization and catechesis. For such an undertaking the tools of logical-linguistic analysis and
phenomenology prove to be quite useful.
The philosophical importance of our analysis of Christian discourse about God consists in the
fact that precisely the application of philosophy and its methods to discourse about God keeps us
philosophers from making abortive or reductionist moves, and obliges philosophy finally to come
to its own proper limits and to think them.
At the same time, discourse about God — and only this discourse — guarantees to language
(and in consequence to philosophy) its openness: only if one can speak about "God", if there is a
place for "God" in language, is the language open and alive; only if one poses the problem of God
can philosophy avoid closing itself off in ideology.
Language is the medium par excellence of both information and communication. In both one
says something new. Human progress and creativity also contain novelty. In language however the
new can be expressed only if language is open-ended in all possible directions, that is, open
infinitely. An openness for progress in certain directions and according to certain predetermined
criteria is insufficient. Language can claim an infinite open-endedness only if one can
speak also about God.
This can be demonstrated negatively: an exclusion of any kind of discourse about God from
language would have to be made according to certain determined general criteria that hold true
for all speech. There were attempts to arrive at such criteria through Logical Positivism1 and in
the School of Erlangen2 . Similar attempts were made by Marxism and other forms of
contemporary theoretical atheism. These criteria, however, would finally impinge upon all
linguistic expressions, without which human language cannot function at all. The same is true of
any logical rule which would render a religious use of language devoid of significance. Such a rule
would also affect all ideologies and utopias, as well as philosophy, especially metaphysics,
esthetics, morals, poetry and a good part of mathematics.
As a consequence we see that language cannot be regulated! All such regimentation would
deprive us of the multiplexity of our speech. Even a regimentation of language would not exclude a
priori all nonsense: the fact that we can say even something that makes no sense is the price for
the fact that language is open-ended. Paradoxically one can tell a lie, speak in error, and say
something senseless. One can even deny God: "Dixit insipiens: non est Deus!".3 But this itself is
possible because language is so open as to offer a place even and also for God. The possibility of
speaking God is the guarantee for the logical freedom of the word — even for that of the atheist.
Only if one can then really speak about God does language remain open: where one cannot
speak about God, one falls into the banality of chatter which is not communicative, and into
slogans of ideology and propaganda that are not informative. To maintain the openness of language

in the face of this is an imperative task. This is not to say that we should always and in all contexts
be speaking about God — that would be ‘linguistic integralism’. But there is a need, along with
other things, to speak also about God. Language must be used also in a religious application. Only
then can the openness of language itself be expressed.
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