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PREFACE 

There is a recent philosophical approach to the Christian 

religion that has gained considerable popularity among philos

ophers. This approach is termed "Wittgensteinian Fideism," and 

it may be viewed as a subtle combination of Ludwig Wittgenstein 

and Srfren Kierkegaard. At least this is the case with one of the 

main proponents of such fideism, viz., Mr. D. Z. Phillips. Many 

philosophers who are favorably disposed toward this recent 

approach are also quite sympathetic to Christianity, and see in 

Fideism an account of that religion that makes the latter immune 

from serious philosophic difficulties. The position I have come 

to adopt, and attempt to defend in the following pages, is that 

Fideism does no such thing, since it has given, at best, a re-

interpretation of the Christian religion. 

My interest in this specific philosophy of religion was 

stimulated largely by hearing Professor Peter Winch when he was 

at The University of Arizona in 1970. Professor Winch, among 

others, referred me to the work of Rush Rhees and D. Z. Phillips. 

It was not long until I became convinced that "something had 

gone wrong." In this dissertation I try to show what I consider 

that something to be. 

There are several persons to whom I am indebted in having 

at least partially completed my work. 
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Professor Robert U. Bretall gave generously and unself

ishly of his time and attention, and it is to him that I owe the 

greatest graditude. Among his many contributions are the numerous 

hours and taxing moments spent listening to what were often frag

mentary, undeveloped and even incorrect ideas. He pointed out a 

number of false turns and roads of no return. Of course, I did 

not always heed his advice, but even then his toleration was 

admirable. Professor Jeffrie G. Murphy was most helpful in 

criticizing my strategy. Professor Joseph L. Coman uas of 

immense aid in sharpening my arguments. It was, moreover, to 

some extent his disagreements with Professor Uinch that augmented 

my nascent dissatisfaction uith Fideism. 

There are also persons who indirectly contributed to my 

work. For the understanding and aid given me as a graduate 

student in the initial stages of choosing an area .for the disser

tation, Professor Charles F. Uallraff must be mentioned, es

pecially as the donor of the Karl Jaspers Memorial Fellowship 

which I held at The University of Arizona. One person is 

mentioned as instrumental in my deciding to continue in philosophy 

and in my becoming interested in the philosophy of religion, 

Professor Nicolas Lobkowicz, formerly of the University of Notre 

Dame and now at the University of Munich. 

With four children and a home, it would have been seventy 

times seven times more difficult to be a student of philosophy 

had it not been for my wife, Catherine Duggan. Although she 



has at timBS been hard on me by her insistence upon diligence, 

and although it is so usual a matter, yet honesty demands 

acknowledgement of help given by my greatest friend. 
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to show that the 

philosophical account given by Mr. D. Z. Phillips of the Christian 

religion is not one which measures up to the features of that 

religion. The particular part of his account which the disserta

tion attempts to show inadequate, as not measuring up to the 

demands made by features of Christianity, is that regarding the 

concept of God. Mr. Phillips and I both agree that the under

standing of "God" will determine how prayer to God, worship of 

God, etc., are understood. Since Phillips has been chosen as a 

paradigmatic case of a genre of philosophy of religion, viz., 

Wittgensteinian Fideism, the dissertation is more generally a 

critique of such fideism. 

Claiming that the Christian concept of God is one which 

plays its religious role within Christianity, Mr. Phillips argues 

that a proper understanding of "God" excludes thinking of God as 

an individual existent and agent who might or might not exist. 

My position may be stated in three theses: 

I. Phillips has not established that religious nations 

and attitudes pertaining to God preclude understanding him as an 

entity having such existence. 

ix 
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II. God's existence is in fact so accepted within 

Christianity, and such existence is a presupposition of central 

segments of Christianity. 

III. Sd long as Fideists continue to frame the task of 

understanding religious concepts solely in terms of human 

behavior and grammatical connections, they will be unable to give 

an adequate account of the concept of God. 

In addition to supporting the above theses, I have 

summarily indicated the place of the Fideist account within the 

historical context of the philosophy of religion, at least since 

the early work of G. W. F. Hegel. 

Thesis I is defended by showing the defects in Mr. 

Phillips' arguments for excluding understanding God as one who 

is an individual and agent, and one who might or might not exist. 

The second thesis is supported by an examination of truths and 

practices held by the Christian community to be truly Christian, 

and their connection with religious concerns. The final thesis 

rests on an examination of the type of account which Fideists 

think must be given of religious concepts and showing its in

compatibility with Thesis II. There are a number of corollaries 

which follow and are in opposition to basic positions of Fideism. 

1. Christianity may be rationally undermined by discoveries in 

scriptural and historical studies. These discoveries, if made, 

would give good reason for even a believer to say that God does 

not exist. 2. Although religion or Christianity may be given 

as a datum for understanding, it does not constitute a datum 



which cannot be assessed. 3. Even though religion may be 

considered a game that is played it may be one that should not 

be played. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

For a relatively long period of time many theists and 

atheists have taken the existence of God to be a matter of bona 

fide dispute. In lengthy disputes one may expect either that the 

issue is correctly stated but difficult, or that it has not been 

correctly stated. Since Immanuel Kant, at least, this latter 

alternative has been selected as an heuristic approach to long 

standing, unresolved disputes, ones often termed "philosophic." 

It has sometimes been helpful to find that a confusion or mistaken 

assumption concerning the issue is shared by both parties to the 

dispute, and that once this confusion is eliminated the dispute 

dissipates. In the controversy between atheist and theist they 

both argue as though God existed in the manner of persons and 

physical objects, that God's reality is like that of a particular. 

He is viewed as an existent among existents or, as the older 

philosophers used to say, a substance. But may not this shared 

view of God's reality contain the confusion? May not God's 

reality be other than this? Since God is the God of religion—of 

worship and of prayer—let us look there to see how religion 

actually views God. Then we may come to see that the true reality 

of God is different than what was taken to be God's reality. If 

so, this false view of God's reality constituted the matter of 

1 
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the dispute, and once seen to be false the dispute is dissolved 

in its present form. 

£ Proposed Analogy 

Having proceeded generally along the above lines, Ludwig 

Feuerbach proclaims further that uhat was the religion of yester

day becomes today's idolatry, and uhat is today's atheism is the 

religion of tomorrow. This proclamation stems from his view of 

divine reality. 

Not the attribute of the divinity, but the divine-
ness or deity of the attribute, is the first true Divine 
Being. Thus what theology and philosophy have held to 
be God, the Absolute, the Infinite, is not God; but that 
which they have held not to be Gad is God; namely the 
attribute, the quality, whatever has reality. Hence he 
alone is the true atheist to whom the predicates of the 
Divine Being--for example, love, wisdom, justice—are 
nothing; not he whom merely the subject of these predi
cates is nothing.1 

Feuerbach was investigating the essence of Christianity. He 

wished to show what mistaken notions were held concerning it and 

what was a true or correct account of it. To do this an account 

had to be given of divine reality. Once God is no longer seen 

as an independently existing subject, we are freed from certain 

confusions and able to give a correct account of Christianity, an 

account of the truth in it. The truth is that of love, wisdom 

and justice. Love, e.g., is divine through itself. It has no 

2 
basis in law or worldly consequences. "All love founded on 

1. Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, trans. 
George Eliot (New York: Harper and Row, 1957), p. 21. 

2. Ibid., pp. 264-265. 
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special historical phenomenon contradicts, as has been said, the 

nature of love, which endures no limits, which triumphs over all 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y .  M a n  i s  t o  b e  l o v e d  f o r  m a n ' s  s a k e . L o v e  s o  

divorced from law, consequences and circumstances we might call 

"eternal love." Then it is correct to say that, for Feuerbach, 

God i£ eternal love. The real subject is man. 

Having a wide acquaintance with the tradition of Chris

tianity, Feuerbach honestly admitted that the Christianity of 

the past is idolatry as measured by the essence of Christianity 

he discovered, and that as measured by the past his Christianity 

was atheism. Yet he viewed himself as the prophet of a new 

religion that was, however, contained in the old. It is contained 

there as its essence or reality—as what remains as true and 

important once theological and philosophical confusions are 

stripped away. If this is so, then we come to see atheism and 

the Christian religion in a new way, as the rejection and 

acceptance of a life of eternal love, for example. 

Is it a mere curiosity to begin this essay with a 

simplified picture of a nineteenth century philosopher of 

religion belonging to left-wing Hegelianism? In the following 

pages I hope to show that there are many similarities between 

Feuerbach's account of Christianity and that of some twentieth 

century philosophers in another tradition. These other 

3. Ibid., p. 268. 
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philosophers are those who have came to be termed "Wittgensteinian 

Fideists.11 

As a paradigm of Uittgensteinian Fideism I shall take 

Mr. D. Z. Phillips. From among philosophers viewed as Fideists, 

e.g., Norman Malcolm, Peter Winch, Robert Cobum and Rush Rhees, 

it is Mr. Phillips who has given the most sustained and compre

hensive analysis of religion along Fideist lines. I do not know 

that Wittgenstein himself would have given an analysis altogether 

like that of Mr. Phillips, but since the latter's inspiration and 

Zt 
method stem fTom Wittgenstein, it is not inappropriate to term 

his method and account "Wittgensteinian." Moreover, Phillips' 

philosophy of religion seems to be a development of tentative 

positions taken by Wittgenstein in his Lectures and Conversations. 

"Fideism" has classically been applied to accounts of religion 

which reject as irrelevant or irreligious attempts to justify or 

render plausible by non-religious considerations religious 

beliefs. There is, on the view of fideists, no common measure 

for assessing the truth or validity o religious and non-religious 

beliefs. As thus characterized, Phillips1 position is fideistic, 

although his fideism differs from older forms which hold, e.g., 

that faith is made possible by divine enlightenment as an effect 

of divine action. Both the older and Wittgensteinian forms, 

however, share the thesis that non-religious considerations, 

<4. Cf. D. Z. Phillips, Faith and Philosophical Enquiry 
(New York: Schoken, 1970), p. 123; and The Concept of Prayer 
(New York: Schoken, 1966), Chapter 1. Hereafter these works 
will be cited as FPE and £P respectively. 
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including those of philosophy and natural theology, cannot justify 

religious belief, since they both hold that there is no common 

measure of assessment for religious and non-religious beliefs. 

I shall be concerned to examine one specific location 

uhere the Fideist account is brought to bear. This location is 

that concerning the reality of God. By investigating the concept 

of God in the Judaic-Christian tradition, Phillips attempts to 

show several related things as conceptual truths. He attempts 

to show that questions of God's existence are not factual 

questions. Belief in God is not a belief in a factual matter. 

God does not play a role in hypothesis or explanation. God is 

neither an individual entity nor an agent. The God of religion 

is termed a "Supernatural God," one mho is not related to any 

particular state of affairs or series of events by either in

ference or causal influence. Rather, he is God belief in whom 

constitutes the possibility of eternal love and meaning in life. 

"God j^s that all things are possible, and that all things are 

possible _is God." All of this supposedly follows once ue 

correctly understand the concept of God within the context of 

Christianity. It is not my object to deny that someone may form 

a new conception of God or that some religious persons conceive 

of God in this way. What I do deny is that this is any more the 

God of Christianity. Phillips uill, I shall claim, see tradi

tional Christianity as idolatry, or in his words, as superstition. 

He has accounted for a new religion which as measured by the 

Judaic-Christian tradition is atheism. For that tradition, God 
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is a subject or existent and it will not do to speak only of 

divine attributes. This is, at least, my claim. 

Fideism and Difficulties 

There are some activities in which Christians and other 

theistic believers engage, but in which atheists do not. They 

worship God and pray to him, for example. There are certain 

statements they make which atheists do not. For example, a 

believer might say, "God is my present help in need." If there 

is no God it might seem that the above activities and statement 

are in some way mistaken. If there is no God, there are really 
i 

no such things as true worship of God and prayer to him. Neither 

can "he" really be a help to anyone, except perhaps as an illusion 

can sometimes help. It is clear that this line of reasoning 

rests on a notion of God as an existent that might in fact not 

exist. Is this the notion of God that is discoverable in 

religion—in religious belief, worship, prayer and dependence? 

D. Z. Phillips thinks that he has logically ruled out this notion 

of God. God's being an existent and agent are conceptually pre

cluded by the things said about God and the attitudes had toward 

him, which are truly religious. Furthermore, what God _is, is 

shown by the "logic" or "grammar" of "God." Once we see what 

God cannot be and what he is^, we see that the above line of 

reasoning is based on a confusion or mistaken assumption con

cerning the kind of reality or kind of 'being' God is and, hence, 
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is not to the point. The Fideist, of course, must go on to say 

what prayer, worship and dependence are without this concept of 

God. 

If, however, God is neither an individual nor an agent 

there is, prima facie, a problem for a significantly large number 

of religious believers. The problem I will raise is one of com

patibility between the Fideist analysis and what these believers 

say and do in their religious lives. Henceforth I shall be using 

"religion," "Christian religion" and "Christianity" interchange

ably, except where otherwise indicated by the text. Thus by 

"religious life" is meant Christian life. The religious life is 

lived against the background of the Christian community, or what 

is called "the Church." Not only do believers pray and worship, 

they also profess their faith. From the early days of the Church 

until the present, symbols of faith were used in baptismal cere

monies and liturgies as professions of faith. "Symbol" is a 

word that has been traditionally used as "mark and test" by which 

the community judged who it was that possessed the true faith. 

The symbols, of course, are not the only test of this. One of 

the symbols, the Nicene Creed, dates from 325 A.D. and is still 

in use. In this creed believers profess to believe in "one God, 

the Father almighty, maker of all things visible and invisible, 

and in (our) one Lord Jesus (the) Christ, only begotten son of 

the Father, who is of the substance of the Father and of one 

substance (homoousion) with the Father by whom all things in 
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5 
heaven and earth uere made." To believe in a God who is maker 

•f all things and by whom all things uere made seems to commit 

religion to the vieu that God is an agent. Further, to believe 

in Jesus as being of the substance of the Father and one in 

substance with the Father, prima facie, is to believe in Jesus 

as being identical with the Father, i.e., as being numerically 

the same as God. This being so, it seems reasonable to vieu God 

as in some sense an individual existent, in order to make possible 

the type of identity claimed for Jesus and God. If these inter

pretations of professions of faith can be defended, God must here 

have the status of both individual and agent. So there does seem 

to be at least prima facie an incompatibility between Phillips' 

analysis of the reality of God and that underlying the Christian 

religion, as it is professed. 

My concern here is not to determine either whether 

religion is correct or whether God exists as an existent. It is 

to understand what reality God is to have if we are to give a' 

correct account of religion. Although the central issue revolves 

about "the reality of God," a large part of my concern is to see 

if Phillips' account of religion is correct on grounds which he 

himself has marked out. To indicate which grounds these are a 

number of basic positions which characterize LJittgensteinian 

Fideism will be stated. 

5. Heinrich Denzinger and Adolf Schoenmetzer (eds.), 
Enchiridion Symbolorum Definitionum et Declarationum (33d ed.; 
Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1965), nr. 125, p. 52. 



9 

The Form of Life Position 

To understand and judge what someone says or does we must 

investigate what he says or does within the broader context of 

the life in which the language or action plays a role. Between 

what is said, e.g., and its logic on the one hand and the mode 

of life that serves as a background there is a relation which 

must be investigated if what is said and its logic is to be 

properly understood. Taking what is said and its logic as form 

of language, and the mode of life which serves as background to 

be a form of life one might assert the following: Between forms 

of language and forms of life there is a necessary relation such 

that it is only within the forms of life that the forms of 

language have a_ use and meaning. It is only by reference to 

forms of life that we can understand the forms of language.^ 

Thus, "it is part of the grammar ("logic") of the word chair 

that this is what I call sitting in a chair." And, "Here the 

term 'language-game' is meant to bring into prominence the fact 

that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a 

7 
form of life." If someone speaks religiously, it may be that 

the meaning and logic of his statement is not what it at first 

seems to be, and this can be seen in its use and function. 

Wittgensteinians direct us to seek understanding in terms of 

6. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 
trans. G. E. M. Anscombe (3d ed.; New York: Macmillan, 1960), 
I Remark 19. 

7. Ibid., I Remark 23. 
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the background. This background consists of the ways of thinking, 

speaking and acting that go along with his religious statements. 

It is also to include the manner in which he speaks and acts and 

the relation in which he stands to others. All of these things 

may be taken to constitute the religious form of life. If we are 

to investigate this language-game, it is necessary to investigate 

the corresponding form of life and the relation between the two. 

The Concrete Paradigm Position 

To investigate concepts and the form of life in which 

they occur it is not always necessary to have £ definition, but 

often sufficient to have clear examples of use. In investigating 

and analyzing religion, it is the Christian religion as it has 

been and is lived by believers that will be investigated. Thus 

the Christian religion can be viewed as a form of life within 

which the particular language-game is played. In commencing thus 

it is further assumed that no definition of religion or Christian

ity is needed, but that it is sufficient for there to be what we 

call "religion" and "Christian practices." Later there will be 

the necessity to determine whether specific beliefs and practices 

are indeed religious or some other kind misplaced. For instance, 

to view God as an agent will on one view be seen as possibly 

religious and on another as superstitious. However at this point 

it is accepted that there is a more or less distinguishable 

religious form of life as exemplified and discoverable in the 

lives of paradigmatic believers. 
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The Position of Internal Standards 

The criteria for meaning, correctness and incorrectness, 

concerning distinctly religious practices and concepts are given 

ujithin the religious form of life. Entire forms of life are not 

in need of general justification, nor can they be. There is, 

also, no external point by which religious practices and concepts 

in use, let alone the religious form of life, may be criticized 

so long as they remain distinctly religious. Insofar as what is 

done or said is solely religious and not scientific or philo

sophic, for example, it will be understood and judged within the 

religious framework. If, however, something is not religious 

but science or philosophy, e.g., it will be open to criticism on 

the appropriate grounds. If a conflict arises between religion 

and either a different way of life or a more general one, should 

this be possible, religion will also be open to criticism. But, 

for the Fideist, religion is a distinct form of life, and accepted 

as a given. As will be seen later, I argue that there is no 

religious form of life as it is described here. 

The Adequacy Position 

A major criterion for assessing the correctness of a 

philosophical account or analysis is the adequacy of the account 

to meet the demands of the practice or concept in question. 

Inasmuch as my proposed aim is actually in consonance with that 

of Phillips, viz., to understand religious concepts as they have 

a role within the framework of religion, this criterion of a 
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corr^nt philosophical analysis mill also be accepted. Phillips 

states, concerning prayer: 

The conceptual accounts of the believers must be 
judged on the grounds of uhether they accommodate the 
various features uhich 'the life of prayer' exhibits. 
The same is true of any philosophical account of 
prayer. Philosophy does not provide a foundation for 
prayer, it leaves everything as it is, and tries to 
give an account of it.° 

Since, as uas indicated, the reality of God is central to 

religion and since Phillips has supposedly given an account of 

the God of religion—the 'object' of prayer and uorship—one may 

paraphrase the above quote. "The conceptual account of anyone 

concerning the God of religion must be based on the grounds of 

uhether it accommodates the various features uhich the religious 

form of life exhibits." If uie can shou that religion itself, 

due to central features, makes demands on uhat the reality of 

God must be and that, moreover, Phillips cannot accommodate these 

demands, then his account uill have been shoun to be inadequate 

to religion. By his oun criterion, then, he uill have failed-to 

give a correct account of religion. 

The four basic positions outlined above may be taken as 

a general characterization of Uittgensteinian Fideism, uith the 

position of internal standards indicating the more specific 

characterization of fideism. I have also nou indicated in general 

uhere Fideists and I disagree. There is agreement, however, in 

this: to study the reality of God ue cannot commence uith a 

8. Phillips, CP, p. 3. 



ready-made or context-free notion of reality. What has method

ological priority is a philosophic or conceptual analysis of 

divine reality, of the reality of God. Since the concept of God 

is found operative within religion we must 'religionize' the God 

of religion. The account called for concerning his reality 

demands a determination of "the grammar Df the concept to be 

g 
investigated." This grammar is given uithin the religious form 

of life or uithin the Judaic-Christian tradition. Furthermore, 

what measures we have of a good account are found within the 

specific tradition, or religion. A good account is one that 

accommodates the various features that are contained within the 

activities of religion, for example, belief and worship. The 

question is: Can Fideists accommodate these features? 

Difficulties 

A number of contemporary philosophers view any analysis 

based on the above basic positions as inadequate to religion. 

The most interesting objections to Fideism from the present point 

of view are those of John Hick and Ronald Hepburn. 

In making a chairman's retrospect of a symposium on faith 

and the philosophers, John Hick makes several remarks against a 

10 
klittgensteinian methodology in the philosophy of religion. He 

9. Phillips, FPE, p. 2. 

10. John Hick, "Skeptics and Believers," Faith and the 
Philosophers, ed. John Hick (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
196*0, pp. 236-2M. 



sees such an approach as embodying a view of religious language 

as an autonomous language-game. By terming it "autonomous," 

Hick means that 1) religious language and the concepts contained 

within it cannot be accounted for in other than religious terms, 

2) it is immune to criticism from outside of religion, and 3) it 

excludes non-religious grounds from being applicable to religious 

belief. He views this autonomous position as on the whole un

acceptable to a Christian. The reason for this is that "it 

deprives religious statements of 'ontological' or 'metaphysical' 

significance." Christian and Jewish believers have supposed that 

God exists independently of belief, and that God is a "personal 

Mind" with whom one can enter into a personal relationship. 

They are, moreover, convinced that their faith is a response to 

fact, appropriate if in conformity to fact and inappropriate if 

diverging from fact. Someone holding the autonomist position 

"rejects this traditional position when he confines religious 

truth-claims within the enclosed realm of religious activity . 

itself." He must merely be content to say, "Dieses Sprachspiel 

wird qespielt." 

Ronald Hepburn, in a review of The Concept of Prayer, 

posits that the language of religion is more complex than 

11 
Phillips concedes. Hepburn doubts that "Phillips makes good 

his claim that authentic Christian beliefs about God are al

together different, logically, from beliefs that Hume attacked 

11. Ronald 111. Hepburn, Rev. of The Concept of Prayer 
(Shocken) in Philosophical Books, October, 1966, pp. 23-25. 



in the Dialogues. The beliefs Hume attacked do not exhaust the 

content of authentic Christianity: but neither can Christianity 

dispense with all of them." 

Although the arguments of Phillips are not critically 

examined by Hepburn, the basis and some reasons for Hepburn's 

12 
doubts were given in an earlier article. In that article some 

recent philosophical approaches to religion are criticized and 

Hepburn's own vieu of religion and its present condition vis-a

vis philosophy are put forth. Phillips' approach is not explic

itly dealt with, yet Hepburn's objections do apply to it. These 

recent approaches seem to imply: "'If no world, no God': a 

view that in fact makes nonsense of divine creation." The God 

of religion is the creator of the world, he who can be met, he 

who hears prayer and he who raises the dead. Segments of 

religious discourse in these areas demand a God who is both an 

individual entity and agent. Two difficulties that arise from 

the notion of God as an individual are the supplying of an identi

fying process for God and the spelling out of the movement from 

world to God. Hepburn sees the cosmological argument as one such 

a movement but one not giving a religiously adequate God, and 

speaks of a movement from world to God in an experience of the 

numinous. But need this experience compel one to posit a 

transcendent other? "Not only can one have the experience and 

12. Ronald U. Hepburn, "From World to God," Mind. 
January, 1963, pp. ^D-SO. 



reject the theistic interpretations, but one may oscillate in 

13 
real and lasting doubt over which interpretation to adopt." In 

other words, the theistic interpretation is not the only one 

suited to the phenomena of the experience, and the experiences 

are not self-authenticating or unchallengeable. However, for 

this interpretation to be made, I take it, there is the demand 

that God be an individual entity who is the source of the experi

ence. In sum, Gad as individual is needed as a pre-supposition 

in a yet unspecified sense, for the religious interpretation to 

be made. Since the theistic interpretation is made by believers, 

this area of religious language demands God as an individual. 

Other segments of religious language demand a God who is not an 

individual. God who is "beyond being" or God whom nothing can 

11{ 
exclude, cannot be an individual. Thus there is the further 

difficulty of working out these two characteristics in a coherent 

notion of one God. Both of these characteristics are needed to 

give an adequate account of Christianity. Since Phillips has 

ruled out one necessary requirement of Christianity, his account 

cannot be adequate. 

The objections of Hick and Hepburn may be summed up as 

follows. Christianity cannot be viewed as an autonomous language-

game, or as a form of life that is immune from external criticism 

or justification. To understand Christianity we need to account 

13. Ibid., p. U3. 

1*u Ibid., p. if3. 



for God as having ontological significance, as being in some 

sense an individual existent. This is necessary to account for 

certain highly significant areas of religion. As an individual 

existent God is a presupposition for truth claims uithin leligion. 

If this is granted, the question of the validity or correctness 

of religion jji general may be raised. Whereas Fideists are 

content to say, "This language-game is played," the language-game 

in question has an ontological presupposition which may be either 

correct or incorrect. Even though the game is played, whether 

religion is in order or not depends on the truth of whether or 

not God exists as an individual, or at least independently of 

the religious form of life. Since Fideists preclude the onto

logical presupposition, their account of religion is inadequate, 

and they rest with the game as an object of understanding whereas 

it is also one that may be judged. 

D. Z. Phillips has attempted to answer this objection in 

15 
two steps. First of all, Phillips conceives his investigation 

to be one into the possibility Df meaning and truth of statements 

made within the context of religion. This possibility is given 

in the religious form of life, constituted by such things as 

prayer, and worship and belief. To make the claim that religion 

has ontological significance, Hick and Hepburn must confine 

themselves to the religious language-game and form of life and 

here their claims are not shown to be justified. Secondly, if 

15. Phillips, FPE, pp. 123 ff. 



religion has a presupposition of the kind claimed by Hick and 

Hepburn then what counts as truth within religion might not be 

so after all. UJhat makes a statement true or false are the 

criteria for this within the language-game and form of life 

under investigation. So far, Hick and Hepburn may well agree 

to what Phillips has stated in the second part of his reply, and 

go on to say that if their claim to "the ontological presupposi

tion" were justified then the proper question to ask is whether 

the criteria of truth and falsity are themselves valid. Phillips 

goes on to say that once Hick and Hepburn ignore the criteria 

operative within religion the problems within it are insoluble. 

There is an "unbridgeable logical gap" between God and world. 

Then the problem of how we move from world to God is an insoluble 

problem. If the problem is to know whether someone experiences 

God, e.g., we must find the criteria for this within religion. 

Whether someone truly experiences God is a problem for Hepburn 

because he views the religious concept of "experiencing God" as 

one possible interpretation of phenomena. The priority is not 

to be placed on phenomena as some constant, given factor, but 

on the specific endeavors or forms of life which give the possi

bility of determining what phenomena can be and are. For believer 

and non-believer these are radically different. "The saint and 

the athiest do not interpret the same world in different ways. 

They see different worlds."^ 

16. Ibid. , p. 132. 



19 

Where Phillips has characterized Hick and Hepburn as 

ignoring the criteria operative within religion and as placing 

priority on phenomena, he seems to be mistaken. They have not 

ignored these criteria. They have claimed that these criteria 

can be assessed since they rest on a presupposition. That pre

supposition is that God exists as an existent and this is not 

divorced from facts recognized by both saint and athiest. They 

further claim, although the claim is denied by Phillips, that 

by an examination of the religious form of life, it is discover

able that this presupposition is made. Thus while Phillips views 

a form of life as being necessary for the religious criteria, 

Hick and Hepburn are not disagreeing but saying that there is an 

additional requirement for these criteria. V/iz., God must exist 

in a different sense than that allowed by Phillips, e.g., if the 

language-game and form of life within which these criteria are 

found operative is in order. Such existence is a necessity if 

the criteria are to be considered valid, even though they are-

used. The game and/or manner Df life may be extant, but none

theless rest on a mistake. If what is presupposed can be shown 

to be mistaken, or false, then even though standards of correct 

and incorrect, true and false, are used, they may be considered 

at root mistaken or invalid. 

This complicates our problem. If Phillips can show that 

the concept of God in even major portions of religion logically 

excludes God's being an existent, and yet other portions do pre

suppose him as such, then there is an apparent contradiction 



within religion. So the question is twofold concerning God's 

reality. Has Phillips shown that "the grammar of 'God'" pre

cludes conceiving God to be an existent? Is God actually so 

conceived of religiously or necessary as a presupposition of 

religion? If the answer to both questions is "Yes," religion is 

apparently incoherent. If the answer to the first is "l\lo" and 

that to the second "Yes," God's reality has not been shown to 

be totally different in religion than in other modes of life. 

Just here and this far, then, religion may overlap other endeavors 

and be open to criticism and/or justification. Then the saint 

and atheist need not live in entirely different worlds. If it 

can be shown that religion does contain the ontological pre

supposition referred to above, this will be enough to show that 

their worlds are not totally different since their notions of 

reality are not entirely different. They may then be giving 

different interpretations of or making different judgements about 

the same world. And it may be that one interpretation or judge

ment is better than the other by measures acceptable to both 

saint and atheist. The Fideist position of internal standards 

might be an interesting one, but not one that applies to the 

Christian religion. It may even be that there really are no such 

things as experiencing or praying to God, i.e., it is conceivable 

that they are at root mistaken. 
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Background and Direction 

There is a famous passage from an American philosopher 

that runs as follows: 

A curious thing about the ontological problem is 
its simplicity. It can be put in three Anglo-5axon 
monosyllables: 'What is there?1 It can be answered, 
moreover, in a word—'Everything'—and everyone will 
accept this answer as true. However, this is merely 
to say that there is what there is. There remains 
room for disagreement over cases; and so the issue 
has stayed alive down the centuries.17 

What I have suggested so far is that theists and atheists 

have often engaged in a genuine ontological dispute over the case 

of God. That this is an ontological dispute has itself been a 

matter of dispute for at least a century. The question is whether 

the truly Christian God is to be taken as an entity. Feuerbach 

gave a negative reply which rules out my suggestion. Rudolf 

Bultmann would, I think, have given a positive reply. His project 

of demythologizing the message of Christianity was conceived to 

be largely the eliminating of outmoded ontological and cosmo-

logical views. Thus the Pauline soma pneumatikon, and powers 

and principalities were no longer held to be 'existing entities,' 

and the view of a tri-level universe as a cosmological descrip

tion given up. The message became interpreted in existential 

terms of meeting God and attaining authentic existence. This was, 

moreover, seen as the real or true message preached apostolically. 

17. LJillard V. •. Quine, "On Uhat There Is," From a 
Logical Point of View (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
195T) p. 1. 
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Yet God is a God uho acts, even though ue might understand his 

action only analogically. For Bultmann, God as an existent and 

agent was not part of an outmoded world-view. Paul Van Buren, in 

The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, also attempts to give a true 

account of Christianity, basing his work on three positions. 

1) In a world 'come of age' there is no room for God as an exis

tent even understood analogically. To say "God exists" in this 

sense is meaningless. 2) The language of religion and belief has 

a discoverable meaning in use. 3) Christianity is a way of life. 

God, however, is now part of an outmoded ontology, and the word 

(or concept) "God" is misleading at best. "Today, we cannot 

even understand the IMietzschean cry that 'God is dead I' for if 

it were so, how could we know? IVo, the problem now is that the 

1fl 
word 'God' is dead." Bultmann was honest enough to demytholo-

gize where he saw the need. He saw no need to demythologyze God. 

V/an Buren thought "God" was a word that could no longer be 

honestly used by men 'come of age.' The Fideists may be seen 

here to be carrying on the task of Bultmann and Van Buren. By 

giving an account of "God" or God that is not misleading or 

committed to an outmoded ontology, they have tried to show that 

the word "God" is not dead and plays a role in the religious way 

of life. Yet there is agreement with Van Buren that if God were 

an existent we could not know if he is dead or alive. The problem 

would be insoluble. On the other hand, Fideists may be viewed 

1Q. Paul M. Van Buren, The 5ecular Meaning of the Gospel 
(New York: Macmillan, 1963) p. 103. 
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as giving an 'existential1 account of religious concepts and 

19 
teachings. Thus they see the need for 'demythologization1 even 

beyond the areas where Bultmann did, viz., in the case of God. 

If they are correct in claiming that theirs is an adequate account 

of Christianity, my suggestion concerning an ontological dispute 

is false. If, however, I can show that their account of God is 

incorrect and religion does presuppose God as an existent and 

agent, then there uill be a genuine ontological dispute. At 

least this uill be so if "God exists" is meaningful, and for the 

purposes of this essay it will be taken as such. 

To argue about whether a genuine ontological dispute is 

possible in the case of God, Phillips and I must agree about what 

constitutes this type of dispute. He argues in general that 

there is not such a dispute because God's existence is neither 

factual nor that of an individual (existent and agent). For 

brevity I shall term the existence of an individual "extensional 

existence." By factual existence Phillips means the following. 

"X exists in fact or has factual existence if the existence and 

20 
non-existence of X are each conceptually possible." I shall 

accept this notion of factual existence and assume that Uillard 

V/. D. Quine has captured the sense of extensional existence in 

his interpretation of bound variables. Thus to say that (Ex)(x=a) 

or (Ex)Ax is true, is to say that a_ exists extensionally. Letting 

19. Cf. infra, Chapter 5, Conclusions, "Basic Issues." 

20. Phillips, CP, p. and FPE, p. 2. 



"g" be "God," and be God" or "Godize^ " and letting 

"E" be "God exists," I will hereafter use "E" as "(Ex)(x=g)^ 

(Ex)Gx." Now, some questions of extensional existence may not be 

factual in Phillips' sense, since "Is (Ex)Hx true?" has only one 

answer possible when "(y)Fy ->• is the interpretation of "H." 

"Is (ExKFx • —Fx) true?" also has only one answer possible. 

At any rate, if God's existence is presupposed to be factual and 

extensional, Phillips and I will agree that his existence can 

be a matter of genuine ontological dispute. 

If God's existence is presupposed as extensional, then 

there is ontological commitment to God in an acceptance of 

Christianity. In other words, taking his existence to be exten

sional is at least a sufficient condition for ontological commit

ment. It is not perhaps a necessary condition. This notion of 

ontological commitment is one which I think is in accord with 

the objections of both Hick and Hepburn to Fideism. There are, 

however, three sets of remarks that can be made against the 

notion. 

Carnap's Out 

Rudolf Carnap thought that there were two kinds of 

existence questions, those which he termed "external" and "in

ternal." He wrote as follows: 

If someone wishes to speak in his language about 
a new kind of entities, he has to introduce a system 
of new ways of speaking, subject to new rules; we shall 
call this procedure the construction of a framework 
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for the new entities in question. And now we must 
distinguish two kinds of questions of existence: 
first, questions of the existence of certain enti
ties of the new kind within the framework; we call 
them internal questions; and second, questions con
cerning the existence or reality of the system of 
entities as a whole, called external questions. 
. . . Let us consider as an example the simplest 
kind of entities dealt with in the everyday language: 
the spatio-temporally ordered system of observable 
things and events. . . . (the thing world). . . . 
Those who raise the question of the reality of the 
thing world itself have perhaps in mind not a 
theoretical question as their formulation seems to . 
suggest, but rather a practical question, a matter 
of a practical decision concerning the structure 
of our language. Ue have to make the choice whether 
or not to accept and use the forms of expression 
for the framework in question. ... If someone 
decides to accept the thing language, there is no 
objection against saying that he has accepted the 
world of things. But this must not be interpreted 
as if it meant his acceptance in a belief in the 
reality of the thing world; ... To accept the 
thing world means nothing more than to accept a 
certain form of language.21 

Thus a long but powerful and eloquent passage. 

If Carnap is correct it seems that my nation of ontologi-

cal commitment will get :rie nowhere. Religion may be considered 

a linguistic framework already constructed, having the 'new 

entity' God who is one of a kind. Suppose that the rules or 

logic of this framework are such that a statement about the ex-

tensional existence of God is analytically obtainable, as is 

that of a prime number greater than 100 in mathematics, e.g. 

Then one can say that there is a question about God's extensional 

21. Rudolf Carnap, "Empiricism, Semantics, and Ontology," 
Meaning and Necessity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1956),pp. 206 ff. 



existence, which is an internal question, but that question is 

trivial as the answer to it is analytic. Then in accepting 

Christianity one is ontologically committed to God. The more 

important question is whether to accept the linguistic framework 

or form of language of the entity God, and this is not a 

theoretic but a practical question. In the most important 

sense, to accept the existence of God means nothing more than 

to accept a certain form of language. 

Tillich's Objection 

The second set of remarks to be considered are those 

22 which Paul Tillich might make. Tillich may reply that to 

accept Christianity is to be ontologically committed, but not 

to God existing extensionally. God is not an existent among 

existents and a cause among causes. He is being itself or the 

power of being. My notion of ontological commitment commits me 

to a concept of being that does not apply to God, and one that 

will introduce an unbridgeable gap between God and believer. 

It is even, he might say, a sacrilegious notion. Although this 

may be so, my program will be an attempt to show that Christian

ity does consider or presuppose God as an individual existent. 

Tillich may be correct in opting for a more "IMeo-Platonic" 

ontology to account for the metaphysical significance of 

22. Cf. Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: 
Harper and Bros., 1957); and "The Two Types of Philosophy of 
Religion," Theology of Culture, ed. Robert C. Kimball (Mew York: 
Oxford University Press~ 196*0 pp. 10-29. 
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Christianity. HE may also be correct in claiming that my nation 

of ontDlogical commitment is beside the mark, at best. My claim, 

however, has been that taking something to exist extensionally 

is a sufficient and not necessarily a necessary condition for 

ontological commitment. Thus I am not denying that there may be 

such a commitment made in other ways. Which 'notion* of being 

is more correct, or gives the best account of God, is to be 

measured by the criterion of adequacy as stated above. 

The Fideist Rejoinder 

D. Z. Phillips would surely object to my whole endeavor. 

He would claim that I have entirely misunderstood the religious 

use of "God." God is not an existent, not a value of my vari

ables, as he has already shown in various places. Phillips 

varies from Tillich, although some of their statements can be 

couched in the same words, in having no transcendent ontology 

of being itself or power of being. He is similar to Carnap in 

that the notions of language-game and linguistic framework seem 

to have parallel roles. He might even claim that God is an 

entirely different kind of 'entity,' as Carnap might say "new 

entity." Likewise to accept God's existence or reality is, for 

Phillips, to accept a language-game and form of life. 

For Mr. Phillips, however, there is no ontological 

commitment in my sense: there is no internal or extensional 

question at all. Yet Phillips might execute the Carnapian move. 

He might say that questions of God's existence can be external 
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and internal, and that the ansuier to the internal one is analytic. 

Given the religious concept of God and its logic, one can shou 

that necessarily God exists extensionally although he is a 

different kind of individual. Had he made this move my arguments 

mould have been other than they are ia the following pages. To 

have made this move, houever, his account of God and religion 

mould have had to be of a considerably different sort. 

Alan Brunton has proposed a useful model for understanding 

the main thrust and methodology of Phillips' philosophy of 

23 
religion. Brunton suggests that the model for understanding 

Phillips and, e.g., his The Concept of Prayer, is analogous to 

the adverbial model of Gilbert Ryle employed in The Concept of 

Mind. Brunton states, "Just as Ryle argues that there are not 

Minds and Bodies, but rather persons who act intelligently, 

stupidly, imaginatively, woodenly, Phillips argues that there 

are not persons and God (Himself either a Person or else a 

strangely, non-finite, non-three-dimensional Super-Person), but 

rather persons uho have the divine Spirit (know God), and those 

who don't." Having the divine spirit is, according to Phillips, 

a concept which in its most profound religious meaning is that 

of loving totally selflessly. This was exemplified in the life 

2U 
of Jesus. This suggested model is basically correct in my 

23. Alan Brunton, "A Model for the Religious Philosophy 
of D. Z. Phillips," Analysis, December 197D, pp. U3-UQ. 

2U. Ibid., p. *»3. Cf. also Phillips, CP, pp. 1DD ff. 
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judgement, and shows that in religion there is no ontological 

commitment to other than persons and, e.g., physical objects. 

Thus the meaning of God is contained in 'divine' adverbs such as 

"praying to God," and the real subject of religion, we might say, 

is man. This is so regardless of whether Carnap is correct con

cerning ontological commitment and two kinds of existence 

questions or not. As Phillips has carried out his analysis there 

are no internal or extensional questions of God's existence. 

LJere he to make the Carnapian move I am doubtful that he could 

account for certain things in Christianity, e.g., the omnipresence 

of God, the uniqueness of Jesus as of one substance with the 

Father, and the claims of Christianity to be the truth. However, 

it is clear I think that his account would have to be different 

and that it is this different account that would have to be 

assessed. It. is the present account with which I shall be con

cerned. 

In this essay it is the reply of Mr. Phillips which I 

shall be concerned to answer. I shall argue that to admit God 

as an individual that satisfies a bound variable is not to mis

understand the religious concept of God. Were Phillips to take 

a Carnapian turn, my tent would be pitched in the camp of U. I/. 0. 

25 
Quine, who has long done battle on this ontological plain. 

25. Cf. LJillard \I. 0. Quine, "On Carnap's V/iews on 
Ontology," Ways of Paradox (New York: Random House, 1966), 
pp. 126-13*1. 
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One of the most interesting and important parts of Mr. 

Phillips' work is the attempt to rule out grammatically the 

existence of God as being factual and extensional. For him, the 

only type of existence ascribable to God is what might be termed 

"formal existence." To say that God exists is a truth of logic, 

as (Jittgensteinians construe this, since it is entailed by an' 

accepted concept of God. God's existence is correctly spoken of 

as necessary. It is not then conceptually possible to say that 

God might or might not exist, and hence his existence is not 

factual. From other things that are true and meaningless to say 

of God, Phillips thinks to have ruled out the existence of God 

being extensional. If this is so, there cannot be ontological 

disagreement between theist and atheist in the case of God. 

My task in this essay is threefold. First, in chapters 

two and three., I shall argue that the grammar of God does not 

preclude asking whether God exists in fact or extensionally. 

That is, I shall argue that it is possible that God is conceived 

to exist in fact and as an individual. This will be done by 

showing the invalidity of the Fideist arguments to the effect 

that formal questions of God's existence or reality rule out 

factual and extensional ones. Secondly, I shall argue in chapter 

four that the teachings and practices of the Christian community, 

the features of religion, actually presuppose that God does 

exist as an individual. I shall also argue that "God exists" 

is a factual claim. Having established that the Fideist account 



•f God's reality is neither necessary nor correct, I shall 

attempt to shou that, at least as Phillips has conceived his 

task of giving a conceptual analysis or account of God and 

religion, it is impossible for him to give a correct account, 

given the Fideist criterion for correctness, viz., adequacy. I 

shall also try to shou that the religion of which the Fideist 

account has been given, is better termed "neo-Christian," which 

strengthens the analogy made earlier between Phillips and 

Feuerbach. There are, in addition, a number of related topics 

dealt luith in the final, concluding chapter, e.g., whether 

religion is a form of life immune from external criticism and 

what connection natural theology and metaphysics may possibly 

have to religion. 



CHAPTER 2 

PHILOSOPHICAL INADEQUACIES 

There is a story often told of a man who mas swallowed 

by a creature of the sea and who spent three days in the belly 

of the creature. Although the existence of the man may be 

irrelevant to the intended use and purpose of the story, it is 

possible to uonder if there in fact ever was such a man. In the 

Hebrew and Christian scriptures it is related how God spoke to 

the patriarchs, led his people out of Egypt and so loved the 

world that he sent his only begotten son. Is it possible to 

wonder if the God spoken of in these scriptures in fact exists? 

D. Z. Phillips thinks not and gives arguments to show that such 

a doubt or query is a conceptual confusion. The aim of the 

present chapter is to investigate the validity of his arguments. 

If invalid, then it remains a possibility that the existence of 

God is a factual matter. 

Questions of Existence 

There has been a long standing controversy among well 

known and influential philosophers, Quine and Carnap, for 

example, as to how and whether admitting that such 'things' as 

numbers and propositions exist commits one to anything onto-

logically. Many issues have been involved in this controversy, 

32 



e.g., the one mentioned above concerning whether there are at 

least two genuine kinds of questions about existence. The con

troversy that is developing between Phillips and myself is not 

whether there are two questions concerning the existence of God, 

but whether the answer to one question rules out the other and 

whether someone in asking if God in fact exists is displaying 

confusion in regard to God. Phillips' position on these two 

latter questions is the affirmative one, while mine is the 

negative. In this section, I shall attempt to show what these 

two questions are and what bearing the answer has on ontological 

commitment. 

In reading Mr. Phillips, one is struck by his repeated 

insistence that those who hold that God does not in fact exist, 

and those who hold that he does or might in fact exist, have 

misunderstood the question of God's existence. They have done 

this because they have misunderstood the nature of God, the kind 

of 'thing' that God is. The parallel is drawn with Descartes 

who considered it legitimate to ask if material objects exist. 

The proper philosophic question, according to Phillips, is what 

it means to say material objects exist. That is, the proper 

question is: How are statements about material objects' exis

tence used and what gives the ability of determining their truth 

or falsity. Once we answer the latter question it is seen that 

if we take the question of the existence of the material world 

in general as other than a meaning question it is meaningless, 



since the concept "existence" has been removed from the framework 

in uhich it has a use and a possibility of determining truth and 

falsity. I shall call this type of general existence question 

a "meaning" or "formal question." In answering these latter, 

formal questions, we know how in principal to answer ones occur

ring within the framework of material object talk. Thus the 

formal questions are such as "What does it mean to say material 

objects exist?" The ones occurring within the framework are 

such as "Does a table exist in the next room?" I shall call 

these questions "material." 

Phillips apparently thinks that all material questions 

of existence are factual ones. This does not seem to be the 

case however. Consider "(ExX(y)Fy -^Fx)" and "(Ex)(Fx» —Fx)." 

If we ask if these are true, we will answer that the first is 

necessarily true and the second is necessarily false. Yet if 

"F" is interpreted round" they may perfectly well be seen 

to be material questions of existence about material objects. 

But they do not seem to be factual in Phillips' sense because 

they are not contingent. They are extensional but not factual. 

Phillips, however, may say that he is interested only in "dis

tinguishing" predicates. "((y)Fy-» (pt,)" and n&7\m are 

not this since they are true of any and no individual, respec

tively. They are, he might say, "non-distinguishing predicates." 

If "God exists" is to be interpreted as I suggested in the last 

chapter, as "(Ex)(x=g)" or "(Ex)Gx," then "God exists" must be 

true of some individual, and probably at most one, but certainly 
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not all. Therefore, the predicate which applies to or is true 

of the bound variable satisfiable by Gad must be a distinguishing 

predicate. Since the cases in which material questions mere ex-

tensional but not factual used only non-distinguishing predicates, 

and that used in a material statement or question of God's exis

tence must be both factual and extensional. Thus although not 

all material questions need be factual, in the case of God and 

any others where a distinguishing predicate is used, material 

questions of existence are both factual and extensional. 

Whereas with tables and physical objects, and persons 

too, I presume, Phillips admits that there are two kinds of 

questions, this is denied in regard to God. How this is de

fended in detail will be explained and examined in the following 

section. Clearly Phillips thinks it is the formal question to 

which he is addressing himself. He tells us that the philosophic 

question about the existence of God is "a question about a kind 

of reality," and "the philosopher wants to know what is meant by 

'real' ('exists') in the statement 'God is real (exists).'" 

Thus, as a formal question, "Does God exist?" is to be under

stood as "What kind of reality is divine reality?" It is more 

like asking what kind of reality physical objects have and what 

saying they exist means than asking if a particular physical 

object is real or exists. To ask about a kind of object is to 

ask about its nature, in Phillips' terminology, and this is a 

1. Phillips, CP, pp. 22-23. 
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conceptual or grammatical inquiry concerning meaning and the 

possibility of truth. Finally, the answer to the formal question 

supposedly shows that it is logically impossible to even raise 

the material question concerning God. 

The atheist may still say in his heart, "There is no 

God." That is, he may say this so long as he is not saying that 

the Christian God does not in fact exist, or might in fact but 

does not. What he may intend to convey by this is that the 

concept of God is self-contradictory or that the Christian 

religion has no meaning for him. A believer who says, "God 

exists," it is presumed, is conveying that the language-game of 

religion is meaningful for him--at least when he is not philo-

2 
sophically confused about the God in whom he supposedly believes. 

Just as there are, for Phillips, two questions about 

existence, there are now also two senses of "exists." To say 

that God exists or that physical objects exist is to say that 

talk about a kind of entity, God or physical objects, is meaning

ful. This sense of "exists" I shall term "formal existence," 

hereafter abbreviated "exists^.." On the other hand, to say that 

some individual of a certain kind (F) or that some individual 

(f) exists is to say that (Ex)Fx or (Ex)(x=f) is true. So long 

as the truth value of these latter is contingent, I shall term 

this sense of "exists" "material existence," hereafter abbrevi

ated "exists ." This formulation of the formal and material 
m 

2. Ibid., p. 19. 



senses of "exists" might be acceptable to Phillips and Quine. 

Thus, in Word and Object a criterion for ambiguity is given in 

such a way that a uord is ambiguous when it is "at once true and 

false of the same things.""3 Taking our universe of discourse to 

be the class of individuals, x(x=x), it is true on Phillips' 

account to say, "God exists^.," but false to say, "God exists^." 

This latter is the case since Phillips argues that God is not an 

individual entity and is of such a kind that he cannot in fact 

exist. Hence: "(x) — Gx • (x) — (x=g)" is true; "(Ex)Gx \l 

(Ex)(x=g)" is false. And this is so even though "God exists^" is 

true. I will delay investigation of the kind of 'thing' God is, 

to be the same 'thing' and not an individual. 

Professor Quine might say that Phillips never confuses 

the Parthenon with the concept of the Parthenon, yet when he 

shifts from the Parthenon to God confusion sets in—if for no 

other reason than that he would sooner be deceived by the crudest 

and most flagrant counterfeit of "exists" than grant the non- , 

existence of God. Although Quine may well be right, at this 

point let us grant Fideists the phrase "exists^,." 

Someone may object at this point that (Ex)Gx and (Ex)(x=g) 

are on Phillips' view not false but meaningless. For he does say 

in one place, "It makes as little sense to say, 'God's existence 

is not a fact' as it does to say 'God's existence is a fact.'" 

3. Willard M. 0. Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), p. 130. 

Phillips, FPE, p. 2. Of. also CP, p. 1*t. 



If the claim is made that the tun above statements of predicate 

calculus are neither true nor false, then what sense is there to 

the further claim that it is contradictory to say that, although 

God necessarily exists he does not in fact? Even though ue will 

return to this, some puzzlement uould here arise concerning uhat 

kind of contradiction can arise between a true statement of 

formal existence and one of material existence that is neither 

true nor false. One could argue that whereas the former is 

grammatically or conceptually true, the latter is grammatically 

or conceptually confused. "God existsm" is, as a material claim, 

senseless as are "A body has extension" or "A rose has no teeth." 

For example '^)^s God" or "Godizes^j cannot be used as a predicate 

taking individual entities as values, and "God" cannot be used 

as an individual constant in such a statement as (Ex)(x=g). And 

here the "cannot" is a logical or grammatical "cannot." For the 

purposes of my argument the merits of this position make no 

difference. This is so because ue can grant all this, and still 

draw the distinction betueen two senses of "exists." It can also 

still be shoun that Phillips' arguments for solely the formal 

sense of God's existence fail. Let our new criterion for ambi

guity be as follows: A^ word is ambiguous when it is at once: 

either true, and false or meaningless gf the same thing; or false, 

and true or meaningless of the same thing. Now, it is true, on 

Phillips' account to say that God exists^., but false or meaning

less to say that he exists^. Therefore, "exists" is ambiguous, 
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even if one wishes to argue that the formal sense violates the 

'good old sense' of "exists." It is not our object to deny a 

sense of "exists," even if it is counterfeit, but we shall be 

concerned to see if Phillips himself does not confuse these two 

senses. 

It seems clear that Phillips is committed to two senses 

of "exists" and it is the formal sense alone that applies to God. 

Two quotes from Norman Malcolm are given to this effect. "Neces

sary existence is a property of God in the same sense that 

necessary omnipotence and necessary omniscience are His proper

ties." UJhat this amounts to is that "necessary existence" is a 

requirement of the conception of God as that concept is found in 

the Christian (and Jewish) tradition. Also we are told that our 

concept of God requires that his existence be necessary, that is, 

5 
that "God exists" be a necessary truth. Moreover, we are told 

that in the language-game of Judeo-Christian religion, God has 

the status of a necessary being. In response to J. N. Findlay 

who held that existential statements are contingent or synthetic 

and never necessary, we are informed, "This language-game is 

played!" Like Findlay they have argued that as a material type 

of statement "God exists" cannot be true: there is no entity 

which is God and which in fact exists. "God exists" however, 

if seen as a formal statement, is necessarily true. Where 

Fideists and Findlay disagree is in reply to the question whether 

5. Phillips, CP, pp. 16-17. 
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someone in saying, "God exists," is anymore talking about the 

God of religion, if that statement is taken as a material one. 

Findlay would hold, it is presumed, that the statement is or 

could be about God and is necessarily false. Malcolm and 

Phillips hold that if it is factual it cannot be about God and 

is not true, since it violates the grammar of God. 

Clearly on the position of Mr. Phillips, the question 

of God's material existence is a bogus question. If anyone asks 

that that question or gives a simple "Yes/l\lo" answer to ij;, he 

has shown confusion concerning God. Houever, one may say that 

God exists and this is logically true, so long as "exists" is 

taken as exists^.. It is not the case, however, that "God exists" 

is irrelevant to the issue of ontological commitment. If this 

statement is correctly understood it shous that in religion there 

can be no ontological commitment to God. This commitment is 

grammatically precluded. God's existence as factual supposedly 

is precluded by the use of the ontological argument employed • 

by Phillips and Malcolm. 

The Dntoloqical Argument 

A major portion of support for Phillips' position rests 

upon an employment of the ontological argument. My claim is that 

as the ontological argument is used it is itself confused and 

does not prove that those who hold or presuppose God's existence 

is a factual matter are mistaken. An essential part of the 

argument is the classic claim that it is contradictory to say 



that God necessarily exists although he might not. This supposed 

contradiction rests on tuo other statements being contradictory, 

viz., "God necessarily exists," and "God contingently exists." 

The "middle term" is "contingent." The counter is that these 

tuo statements are not contradictory if we distinguish two senses 

of "contingent," contingent^ and contingent^. To say that God 

has existence which is contingent^ is to say that his existence 

is merely durational, i.e., he conceivably can have come into 

existence or cease to exist. To say that Gad has existence which 

is contingent^ is to say that his existence is factual or an 

open question, in our previous sense of factual existence. If 

by the ontological argument Phillips has not ruled out God being 

contingent^, he has not ruled out God's existingm or possible 

ontological commitment to God. If these senses of "contingent" 

are confused the argument appears sound. If they are dis

tinguished the contradiction needed does not arise, and the 

argument is seen to be fallacious. Several options will be 

pointed out which avoid committing a fallacy, but none of these 

can support the claim that the existence of God has been pre

cluded as a factual matter. If my arguments are correct, then 

by Phillips' use of the ontological argument, it has not been 

shown that the existence of God cannot be factual. 

An Exposition 

The version of the ontological argument that is used is 

the second version of it found in Anselm's Prosloqion, Chapter 
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III. A summary of the argument as used by Malcolm and Phillips, 

which supposedly helps to show that God's existence cannot be 

factual is as follows. 

(1) Within religion God is usually conceived of as a being 

(in a non-committal sense of "being") independent of anything 

for his existence and/or a being unlimited in any way as regards 

his existence. 

(2) If God does not exist, then he cannot come into exis

tence. This entails that if he does not exist his existence is 

impossible, since otherwise he would be dependent and/or limited 

(which is contradictory with 1). 

(3) If God does exist, then he can neither have come into 

existence nor can he cease to exist. This entails that if he 

exists his existence is necessary, since otherwise he would be 

dependent and/or limited (which is contradictory with 1). 

Thus (4) God's existence is either impossible or necessary. 

(5) If God's existence is impossible then the concept of 

God is either self-contradictory or logically absurd. 

(6) The concept of God is neither self-contradictory nor 

logically absurd. 

Therefore, (7) God's existence is necessary. 

It is of the utmost importance to understand what the 

conclusion of the argument is and how it is used by Phillips, 

since a number of previous criticisms have misunderstood it. It 

is not that the conclusion states that, as a factual matter, 

God's existence is necessary, but that necessary existence is 
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a logical (grammatical) or formal requirement of the conception 

of God. Whereas the move was classically to conclude that God 

in fact exists, since his non-existence is not consistently 

conceivable, in the new use the conclusion is that God's exis

tence is not a factual matter at all since his non-existence is 

not a factual matter at all. This is so because his non

existence is not consistently conceivable and hence God's exis

tence is not contingent. How precisely this conclusion is drawn 

is to be explained in the following pages. Phillips, however, 

does understand the conclusion of the argument, given in state

ment (7) above, as stating that necessary existence is a formal 

requirement of the concept of God, and he quotes Malcolm to this 

effect. 

That God is omniscient and omnipotent has not 
been determined by the application of criteria; 
rather these are requirements of our conception of 
Him. They are internal properties of the concept, 
although they are also rightly said to be proper
ties of God. Necessary existence is a property of 
God in the same sense that necessary omnipotence 
and necessary omniscience are His properties.13 

That the conclusion is to be taken in this formal or grammatical 

sense is shown not only by the above quote but also by the further 

inference that Phillips draws from the argument. The existence 

or reality of God as a factual matter is not proved by the 

ontological argument but is excluded; i.e., by the "depth" 

S. Phillips, CP, p. 16. 



grammar of the notion of God, his existence is seen not to be a 

factual matter at all. 

For Mr. Phillips, to say that something is contingent is 

equivalent to or implies saying that a) it might not have been, 

7 
and/or b) it is conceivable that it be otherwise. Further, on 

his view, if something is not contingent it is not factual. 

Simply from his remarks we cannot tell whether some matter being 

factual is equivalent to a) and/or b), or being a) and/or b) is 

necessary for being factual. However, he states that it. always 

makes sense to say that what is a fact might not have been. As 

he is using a) and b) it is not merely to equate a) and/or b) to 

something being factual, but to say that what is a) and/or b) is 

contingent, and what is not contingent is not factual. Therefore, 

let us understand the conclusion of the argument as stating that 

necessary existence is a formal requirement of the conception of 

God; the argument concludes to the grammatical or logical truth 

that God necessarily exists. To thus understand the conclusion 

is apparently to undercut some obviously misdirected objections 

to it. For example, John Hick holds that in this argument 

Malcolm attempted to show that it is necessary that the concept 

of an eternal being who exists .a s£ is instantiated in extra-

8 
mental reality. 

7. Ibid., p. 1U. 

8. John Hick, "A Critique of the 'Second Argument1," 
The Many-faced Argument, eds. John Hick and Arthur C. McGill 
(N e w  Yo r k :  M a c m i l l a n ,  1 9 6 7 ) ,  p .  3 k k .  



As given by Norman Malcolm and used by D. Z. Phillips 

the ontological argument may be stated in more detail as follows. 

It is given in prepositional calculus and plain language only, 

since I do not think that it is possible to formulate it in terms 

of modal logic for reasons given belou, in this same section. 

Let: £ be "God exists." 
jV be "God exists necessarily." 
I be "God's existence is impossible." 
£5 be "The concept of God is self-contradictory. " 
£ be "The concept of God is logically absurd." 
U be "The concept of God is of a being unlimited in 
time and/or independent as regards his existence." 

C be "God's existence is contingent." 

Let: n-*n etc. have their accustoi^d meanings. 

Then argument (I) and (I') may be given. 

(I) 1. -E I 
2. E N 

(I') .\ 3. I N 
*». I (S A) 
5. - (SUA) 

/. 6. N 

Arguments (I) and (I1) are truth functionally valid and so is 

the form (II). 

(II) 1. -E -> I 
2. E N 
3. I -> (SVA) 
k .  -(SVA) 

5. N 

Furthermore, premises 1 and 2 of (I) and (II) are 

supported by other arguments themselves. For "-E I," "If 



God does not exist, his existence is impossible" the following 

is given. 

1. The concept of God is of a wholly independent and un

limited being as regards his existence. 

2. Suppose that God does not exist. 

3. If his existence is contingent, it makes sense to say 

that he might have ceased to exist or mill come to exist. 

t*. To say either of the latter is inconsistent with the 

notion of God in 1 since then he might have been caused not to 

exist or might be caused yet to exist and might thus be limited 

in time. But these latter possibilities violate the concept of 

God insofar as they are possible. 

Therefore, 5. Given the concept of God as in 1, if he does 

not exist his existence is impossible. 

Although I do not think that this argument is coherent, I shall 

schematize it as (III). 

(Ill) 1. U 
r*2. — E 
3. C ̂  - U 
i». U 1. 
5. - C 3,*». 

fi. — E I 2-5. Conditional Proof 

Obviously (III) is invalid but can be made valid by substituting 

E — C" for E -» I" in line 6. Let us call the resulting 

argument schema (III'). Now turning to "E l\l," "If God exists, 

his existence is necessary," let us look at the argument for 

this. It is given as follows. 
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1. The concept of God is of a wholly independent and un

limited being as regards his existence. 

2. Suppose that God exists. 

3. If his existence is contingent, it makes sense to say 

that he might have come into being and/or will cease to exist. 

To say either of the latter is inconsistent with the 

notion of God in 1, since if he might have come into existence 

or cease to exist then he might have been caused tD exist or 

caused to cease existing, and might thus be limited in time. 

But these latter possibilities violate the concept of God insofar 

as they are passible. 

Therefore, 5. Given the concept of God in 1, if he exists 

he exists necessarily. 

Although I believe that this argument is also incoherent, 

I shall schematize it as (IV). 

(IV) 1. U 
2. E 
3. C -» — U 
*•. U 1. 
5. - C 3,t». 

6. E IM 2-5. Conditional Proof 

Obviously (IV/) is also invalid, but can be made valid by sub

stituting "E -» — C," for "E -s> N" in line 6. Let us call the 

resultant (IV). 

It is, someone might say, doubtful that Phillips and 

Malcolm will view (III1) and (11/') as schemas of their arguments 

in support of "E and "E I." That may be, but I do not 

think that they will object to these as independent arguments, 



and, what is more, they are near enough to representations to 

let us get at some important points. So let us work with (III1) 

and (IV), temporarily at least. 

From these argument schemas we may form the following, 

(V). 

(V) 1. E — C From (IV) 
2. — E — C From (III' ) 

3. - C 

Now using a further premise, that would I think be acceptable 

to Phillips, and some premises from (II), we are in a position 

to prove all that Phillips wishes to prove. The new proof shall 

be labelled (VI). In this schema, let be "God's existence is 

factual." 

(VI) 1. (CW(IVI\I))» - (C-(IVI\I)) Acceptable to Phillips 
2. (F — C)V(F=C) Acceptable to Phillips 
3. I -» (SVA) (II) 3. 
it. _ (SUA) (II) U. 
5. - C (V) 3. 
6. IUN 1,5. 
7. - I 3, *». 
B. - FV - F 2,5. 
9. -F B. 

10. IM — F 6, 7, B. 

Premise ( . M l )  1 states: God's existence is either contingent, 

or impossible or necessary; but his existence is not both con

tingent, and impossible or necessary. Phillips might wish to 

hold here that it is the exclusive disjunction between £, J[ and 

N that holds, but this materially implies (VI) 1, and so he must 

admit (VI) 1. Premise (VI) 1, then, is equivalent to the asser

tion that God's existence being contingent is equivalent to its 



not being either impossible or necessary. There is no apparent 

reason to think that Phillips WDuld object to this. Premise (VI) 

2 seems consistent with his position concerning factual and 

contingent as outlined above. Thus in arguments (III1), (IV'), 

(M) and (.MI) an alternate proof that God exists necessarily, as 

well as not factually, has been constructed. It is not unreason

able to think Phillips would accept this proof, as well as the 

plain language one accepted by both him and Malcolm. The question 

is whether either is sound. 

Here I wish to digress on the relation of modal logic to 

the ontological argument as it has been used by Malcolm and 

Phillips. In my opinion it is not possible to understand or 

formulate the ontological argument in terms of modal logic. If 

we were to cast it in a modal form, what form would "God neces

sarily exists" have? "Necessarily'1 might be taken as a semantic 

predicate, statement operator or sentence operator. None of 

these will do however. Interpreting "God necessarily exists", on 

each view of "necessity" in turn will give us: IMec "God exists," 

nec (God exists), and "there exists something which nee is God." 

Usually these will be taken as: IMec "(Ex)Gx," nec (Ex)Gx, and 

(Ex)nec(Gx). Now none of these last three statements will be 

allowed by Phillips. It is, according to Phillips, necessary 

that God does not exist materially, as "existsm" was explained 

above as being at least in the case of God factual and exten-

sional, if my notion of "exists^" and ontological commitment 



is to be precluded by his arguments. Thus, if we wish to use 

modal logic we must hold either IMec "God does not exist," or 

nec (God does not exist) or "For everything, i.e., for every 

individual, it nec is not God." I,e., either l\lec "—(Ex)Gx," or 

nec (— (Ex)Gx), or (x) nec (— Gx). These are, however, incon

sistent with the first statement as interpretations of "God 

necessarily exists," Nec "(Ex)Gx," etc. In all of this, state

ments formed with "(Ex)," "(x)," and "Gx" we assumed were able 

to be true or false. We then say that we can give no consistent 

interpretation to Phillip^ arguments, if we took the three 

interpretations of modal logic. Since Phillips would probably 

claim that statements formed with "necessarily" etc., at least 

when J3 is understood as God" or "Godize^' are senseless, 

then our above argument might be claimed to be beside the point. 

Two others, however, can be brought to bear. 

What Mr. Phillips would accept is that it is a necessary 

truth that God exists necessarily or does not exist. Malcolm 7 m 

does say in one place that it is a necessary truth that God 

exists, but here "God exists" is being taken as a formal state

ment. Since, moreover, God's existence is only a formal kind 

and his existence is shown to be necessary, "necessarily" can 

only be within any statement made of God's existence jas showing 

what kind of existence or reality is had by God. Thus we may 

say, "IMec 'God exists necessarily'," or "IMec 'God exists'," when 

"God exists" is taken as equivalent to "God exists necessarily," 

and both are accepted as grammatical statements. Those would 



at least be coherent so long as "IVec" is equivalent to "grammat

ically true." It is, on the other hand, statements as l\lec 

»(((- E I) • (E IM) • ((I SVA)) • - (SVA))) -» N" that will be 

true, on the ordinary use of "l\lec.11 All this being the case, 

there seems to be no uay to capture "God exists necessarily" in 

any present formulation of modal logic. This cannot be done 

unless a different interpretation can be supplied for both 

quantification theory and/or modal operators. 

The new notion of "necessarily," e.g., will have to be 

formed in terms of sense and non-sense and not truth and falsity. 

Until a modal logic is formed uhich deals with sense and non

sense, instead of truth and falsity, the ontological argument 

cannot be captured in modal logic. Moreover, in statements such 

as "God exists necessarily," the expression "necessarily" is to 

be taken as joined to "exists" in a manner that precludes its 

being taken as a semantic predicate or operator. 

A Critique 

Since it appears that it is not possible to formulate 

the argument in terms of modal login, ue examined the plain 

language and prepositional form of it. In both, the statements, 

"God exists," "God exists necessarily," "God's existence in 

contingent," and "God's existence is impossible" mere needed to 

prove that his existence is not factual. There are two questions 

that will be raised in regard to the argument: What are ue 



supposing in supposing that God exists? and What does it mean to 

say that God's existence is not contingent? 

What are ue supposing (and not conceiving) when we 

suppose in (III) 2 that God exists? In all forms of the argument 

we at least had to have the statement that God exists. We can 

ask if we are supposing that God existsm or exists^,. Since to 

say that God existsm is on Phillips' view senseless, were this 

what we were supposing then the argument could not be valid 

since an expression appearing therein is neither true nor false. 

However, to have a valid argument it is essential that every 

statement be either true or false. So it must be the statement 

"God exists^," which we took as "God exists." If, however, we 

take the arguments given above in support of "E l\l" and E I 

they seem if not invalid at least useless once we understand 

what it is that we supposed. What I suggest is that what Malcolm 

and Phillips and others who first read the argument are supposing 

when they suppose that God exists, is that God exists^. It is 

thus that talk of causality and limitation in time can have a 

bearing on God's being necessary or impossible, depending upon 

whether he does or does not exist . If we try to read the 
m * 

arguments in any other way they fail to make sense. However 

we cannot be supposing what is senseless, for then the argument 

cannot be valid. So it seems that the ontological argument is 

"broken-backed" in a very strong sense; what was needed as true 

or false in the premises, is ruled out in the conclusion as 

senseless. 
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If Phillips wishes on the other hand to claim that "God 

exists " is not non-sense but false, then as long as he also 
m 

holds E -• I" and "I-» (Sv/A)," he must hold that God's exis

tence is impossible and that the concept of him is either self-

contradictory or logically absurd. Just by the premises which 

he himself has accepted, excluding (SVA)," there is no way to 

argue that God's existence is not bath impossible and necessary. 

This it will appear is not so far fetched as it first appears. 

And whether the concept of God is self-contradictory or logically 

absurd will depend after all, even Phillips will have to admit, 

on how God is conceived of in religion. The concept with which 

the ontological argument starts, we are told, is a_ usual one. 

Phillips himself thinks that it is arguable whether the concept 

9 \j 
of this 'being' is self-contradictory. Since "(S A) I" is 

even less controversial than "I-> (S^A)" Phillips might grant 

the truth of the former. Without "— (SVA)" there is nothing in 

the argument, as I have formulated it, to rule out God's reality 

being both necessary and impossible. 

To this point, I have argued as follows. The ontological 

argument, as used by Malcolm and Phillips, cannot be considered 

in usual versions of modal logic. The argument supposedly rules 

out God's existence as being factual. If "God exists~in fact" 

is false, then his existence is impossible. If "God exists in 

fact" is senseless, it can be neither true nor false, and hence 

9. Phillips, CP, p. 19. 



it would be illegitimate to assume it as true or false, even for 

the sake of argument. 

One may object that the sense of "senseless" here is more 

that of incoherent than of ill-formed. Taking E„ to be "God 
m 

exists in fact" or "God existsm," it can be supposed to be true 

or false, in order to show that in either case a contradiction is 

arrived at. Thus if "((Em-* (p«-p)),(-Em (p»-p)))" is true, 

both E and -E are senseless, since the assumption of either 
mm 

leads to necessary falsehood. W e  can assert neither Em nor -E^, 

and "-(E_v-Em)" is true. m m 

Either the below arguments, or some similar to them, 

might be constructed to the above end. 

(VII) 1. Em-> N 
2. N — Ejj| 

~^m 1»2* 

I*. -Em it. 

(VIII) 1. -Em I 
2. I-* (SVA) 
3. -(SVA) 

E-m 11 2, 3. 

Then from (VII) and (VIII) we have (-Em • Em), which is logically 

equivalent to -(Emv-Em) and (Em-* (p.-p))«(Em (p*-p)), q.e.d. 

The trouble is that whereas Malcolm and Phillips might 

accept (VII) 1 and 2, and (VIII) 1 as true I will not. The issue 

here revolves about the terms "necessary," "impossible," "con

tingent," and "factual." The way in which "necessary" and "im

possible" are being used do not support the truth of the premises 



in question, especially (VII) 2. This is at least my claim. 

Since the notion of contingency is the mediating one between 

necessity and factuality, as was indicated in the preceding 

pages, it is this notion which will be examined as important not 

only to (V/II) and (VIII), but to the Malcolm-Phillips version 

of the ontological argument in general. 

It is suggested that the sense of "contingent" used is 

one that will not rule out "God exists " as being false or 
m 3 

senseless, nor support "ftl -Em" as true, fit the same time an 

examination of contingency may explain how it is that Phillips 

and Malcolm have gone wrong. By seeing how "necessary existence" 

is apparently used I think that we may also see how "contingent 

existence" and "impossible" are being used. These apparent uses 

support my claim that the ontological argument fails to establish 

that God's existence cannot be contingent, although it is 

necessary or impossible. From the arguments in plain language 

above it seems that to say that Gnd exists necessarily is to 

say that if God exists certain questions may not be asked of him. 

To say that God's existence is impossible is to say that if he 

does not exist certain questions cannot be asked of him. Regard

less of whether or not he exists, we are told that we cannot 

ask, "When did/will he come into existence?" and "When will/did 

God cease to exist?" and so on. Of course one can answer, 

"Never!" and this answer may be quite significant. But these 

questions may not be asked as asking for some definite time. In 

addition to these questions, the corresponding declarative 
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statements are also ruled out. In this sense, God's existence 

is necessary or impossible. But in this sense of "necessary" 

and "impossible" God can be both. This view, one might say, 

gives the "grammar" of "necessary existence" and is not ruled 

out by Malcolm uhen he states that he does not mean "E -» INI" to 

be equivalent to 

What I will argue is that it is possible that God might 

not exist even though his existence is necessary. For this 

purpose the distinction between "contingent^" and "contingentg" 

referred to above will be used. "Contingent^" means merely 

durational; i.e., what is contingent^ can conceivably have come 

into existence or cease to exist, although in fact it may have 

done neither. To say that something is contingent^ is to say 

that its existence is factual or an open question. Furthermore, 

the distinction between formal and material existence that was 

drawn above will also be employed. Now," insofar as Phillips 

is concerned with the formal questions and sense of God's exis

tence, it seems that proper statements of God's existence are of 

his formal existence. Thus to say that God's existence is neces

sary or impossible, and not contingent, is, prima facie, to say 

that God's existence^, is not contingent^. It is also to say, on 

my view, that regardless of whether or not God existsm, certain 

questions may not be asked nor certain statements made of him. 

10. Norman Malcolm, "Anselm's Ontological Arguments," 
Religion and Understanding, ed. D. Z. Phillips (Oxford: Black-
well, 196717 p. 58. 



The concept of God is such that these specified questions and 

statements cannot 'normally' be asked and made, and thus it is a 

matter of 'grammar' to say that God's existence^, is not contin

gent^. Nonetheless there is room for a legitimate question con

cerning God's existence^ A person may understand the grammar 

or concept of God and at the same time hold that his existencem 

is an open question and a factual matter. In this sense God's 

existence is contingent^. For Phillips, ujhat is a fact is con-
m 2 

ceivable—without contradiction—or supposable—without contra

diction—to be otherwise. We may suppose or conceive that God 

does not exist or that his existence is contingent,, without 
m m 3 2 

contradiction, without violating the concept of God. If there 

are no ontological proofs from the concept of God to his exis

tence or non-existence , and if Phillips' argument to rule out 
m m 

God's existence is not sound, then it is not necessarily sense-
m . 

less or false to say that God exists . 1 m 

My claim is that the following obtains, once we have in 

mind the above distinctions. "God's existencem is contingent^" 

makes sense and is true. "God's existence^, is not contingent^" 

is true as a grammatical statement. "God's existence^, is con-

tingentg," and "God's existencem is contingent^" make no clear 

sense. To say, "God's existencem is contingent^," is to say 

that whether God exists is an open question as outlined above. 

In short, God might not exist, although his existence is neces

sary. 
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This is precisely what is argued against by both Malcolm 

and Phillips as being incoherent. As we understand the charge 

of incoherence, it is inconsistent with the concept of God to 

hold that it is conceptually true that God's existence is neces

sary, and, at the same time, to hold that he might not exist. 

Having now distinguished tuio senses of existence, the statement 

"If God exists he exists necessarily" is equivalent to "If God 

exists^ his existence^, is necessary." Still, since we held that 

God's existence^ is contingent^, we must hold that God's exis

tence is contingent and necessary. "God's existence^, is neces

sary" can be taken to mean that certain statements and questions 

are ruled out concerning God. These, moreover, one will only 

be tempted to make or ask on the supposition that he does existm. 

It is conceded that the statements and questions which Malcolm 

and Phillips point out as odd and deviant are this when made or 

asked of Gad. However, we may admit this and yet suppose that 

Gad might not existm, that is, his existencem is contingent^. 

Also of interest here is that God being impossible in our sense, 

which seems to be that of Malcolm in some premises, is not 

sufficient for the self-contradiction or logical absurdity of 

the concept of God. Malcolm has at least not supported this 

and it has been claimed by some philosophers, with whom I am 

in agreement, that he needs a different notion of impossibility 



11 
here. My claim at this point, however, is simply that we may 

suppose God might not existm and yet rule out the specified 

questions. This is so since the supposition that God might not 

existm is one of a factual or material matter, viz., possibly, 

of all individuals, none is God. The questions ruled out, on 

the other hand, are precluded because of the predications or 

formal requirements of the concept of God, and these violate the 

grammar of "God" and are inconsistent with the kind of being which 

God is or would have to be were he to exist . He might not 
m 

exist , but we still cannot ask, "Will he tomorrow?" and so on. 
m 

What we have tried to show to this point is that no 

contradiction or incoherency need arise by saying that God might 

not exist. The stranger claim may also be made, viz., that none 

need arise by saying that God does not exist. This same claim 

12 was made by Immanuel Kant. Malcolm and Phillips hold that 

this claim is excluded since it rests upon a notion of God as 

13 
a contingent being, i.e., one who may or may not exist. Since 

their arguments have supposedly shown that God is not a being 

who may or may not exist, i.e., God is not contingent, Kant's 

11. Cf. Hick, "A Critique of the 'Second Argument'," pp. 
353 ff.; and T. Patterson Brown, "Professor Malcolm on Anselm's 
Ontological Arguments," Analysis, October 1961, pp. 12-1A. 

12. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. 
Norman Kemp Smith (London: Macmillan, 1958), B 622, pp. 501-502. 

13. Phillips, CP, p. 19. 



position on this point falls. However, in the above, ue have 

shown that what Malcolm means by "may or may not exist" is 

contingent^, whereas all that Kant needs is contingentg. Since 

Kant's position may be viewed as resting on the notion of God 

as being contingent^, Kant's position is unaffected. 

Malcolm actually has two arguments against the claim 

that we can suppose that God does not exist, or, as Kant has 

it, that we may reject the subject in the proposition "If God 

exists, he exists necessarily." After a lengthy quote from Kant, 

Malcolm writes as follows: 

To these remarks the reply is that when the 
concept of God is correctly understood one sees that 
one cannot 'reject the subject.' 'There is no God' 
is seen to be a necessarily false statement. 
Anselm's demonstration proves that the proposition 
•God exists' has the same a priori footing as 'God 
is omnipotent.'^ 

In the next paragraph, Malcolm writes, "Although it is an error 

to regard existence as a property of things that have contingent 

existence, it does not follow that it is an error to regard 

necessary existence as a property of God." Previously we were 

told that necessary existence was a formal or grammatical re

quirement of the concept of God. Since God's existence^, has 

apparently been shown to be of the sort appropriate to God, 

God's existence^, is necessary existence and not contingent. 

But only if "There is no God" is taken in the formal sense is 

'\U. Malcolm, op. cit., p. 52. 
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it necessarily false, and this is not the sense with which Kant 

is concerned. Hence Malcolm's criticism of Kant is irrelevant. 

In his second argument against the above claim that the 

subject may be rejected uithout contradiction, Malcolm points 

out that Kant and others understand the proposition "God exists 

necessarily" as equivalent to "If God exists then he necessarily 

exists." Kant et alia uish "If God exists" to 'imply' that 

God possibly does not exist. Malcolm states that they accept 

"God necessarily exists" as a necessary truth and yet analyze 

it so that it entails "It is passible that God does not exist." 

Malcolm goes on, "Can anything be clearer than that the conjunc

tion 'God necessarily exists but it is possible that he does not 

15 
exist' is self-contradictory?" My answer is: IMothing is more 

clearly a contradiction if "possible that he does not exist" 

means that his existence^, is contingent^, and it is most clearly 

not a contradiction if that phrase means that his existence is 
m 

contingent^. 

Finally, there is the claim of Malcolm and Phillips 

that admitting the possible non-existence of God is to make his 

reality merely durational and not eternal. My view admits that 

God may "have" duration, but endless duration, and not mere 

duration. That the former is inconsistent with eternality has 

not yet been shown. It was held above that were God's existence 

contingent then it would make sense to say that he might have 

15. Ibid., p. 58. 



ceased to exist or will cnme to exist. But the notion of 

"contingent" here is that of contingent^. It is only this notion 

which is precluded by God's eternality. Malcolm's remarks on 

eternality, duration and contingency in section II of his 

article concerning Anselm's arguments have again confused the 

two senses of "contingent." He states that eternality does not 

mean endless duration. Although I believe that is true, I do 

not think that eternality is incompatible with endless duration. 

He states further that if something has endless duration it will 

make sense to say, e.g., that it might cease to exist. That 

will make sense or not however, depending on what kind of thing 

it is. If something is eternal, since unlimited, it makes no 

sense even though that thing existsm. If it makes sense to say 

such things of some existent, that existent is not, in the 

relevant sense, eternal, even though it exists without temporal 

beginning or end. Whereas the ontological argument was thought 

to have ruled out God's existence as contingent^, it has only 

ruled out his existence as contingent^. 

In conclusion, it seems that there have not been given 

good reasons to reject Kant's position regarding the existence 

of God as being in one sense a contingent matter. It has not, 

therefore, been shown that religious believers may not have 

ontological commitment to God as existingm, because the formal 

inquiry concerning God's existence or reality has not ruled out 

his existence as a passible material or factual concern. It has 

not been proven by this use of the ontological argument at least 



that the concept of God as contained u/ithin religion must exclude 

viewing God's existence as factual and hence material. In sum, 

what can and cannot sensibly be asked and said about God is 

admitted to be a part of the grammar of "God" and to show some

thing of the formal reality or existence of God. In that certain 

questions and statements must, and others cannot, be made or 

asked, there is a clear truth in saying that the investigation 

of God's existence is a formal matter. But that need not be 

the only type of concern about God. From our investigation so 

far, there is no a priori or grammatical reason to think that 

supposing that God might or might not exist, or does or does 

not exist, is incoherent or contradictory with the notion of 

God. Thus, so far, the existence of God may also be the matter 

of bona fide ontological dispute. 



CHAPTER 3 

MDRE PHILOSOPHICAL INADEQUACIES 

In order to have a genuine ontological dispute concerning 

God's existence, that existence must be both factual and exten-

sional. In order to be committed ontologically to God he must 

be conceived of as being an individual, or at least what is held 

to be true uithin religion must presuppose God as an individual. 

In addition to having argued that the existence of God is not 

factual, D. Z. Phillips has numerous supplemental arguments which 

are to prove that God is not the kind of 'being' which is termed 

"an individual." That is, he gives further arguments to prove 

that God's existence is not extensional. If his arguments are 

sound then our taking "God exists" as (Ex)Gx or (Ex)(x=g) cannot 

be possible ones. On the other hand, I should consider that ue 

might translate "Two Christians, a and b, worship the same God" 

as saying that one and the same individual, called "God," is 

worshipped by a and b, i.e., (Ca*Cb* (ExKGx'Wax'Wbx)). Also to 

say that there is one and only one (true) God is to say (Ex) 

(Gx*(y)(Gy-» y=x)). In each of these cases God is taken as an 

individual entity, and if there is no such individual, the state

ments which assert that there is are mistaken. My claim is that 

the arguments given by Phillips have not ruled out conceiving 

of God as an individual as regards Christianity, or probably as 



regards other monotheistic religions, to be misunderstandings 

•f God. In addition, Phillips terms such an understanding of 

God the "naturalistic fallacy." God as supernatural is neither 

individual nor agent standing in a causal relation to the world. 

In this chapter I shall argue that it is not necessarily a mis

understanding, or "fallacy," to so regard God. In the next 

chapter, I shall attempt to show that God is taken to be an 

individual by traditional Christianity. 

Two types of arguments are used by Mr. Phillips to show 

that God cannot be conceived to be an individual, what he terms 

"internal" and "external" arguments. If God conceived to be an 

individual and/or agent can be shown to be inadequate to the 

features of religion, this will be an internal argument against 

his being an individual. On the other hand, if there are 

philosophic or speculative difficulties for inferring that God 

exists or for giving a satisfactory explanation of the world 

considering God as individual and agent in these explanations, 

these will be external difficulties. If God is taken to be an 

individual and/or agent, and these difficulties arise, they will 

constitute external arguments against God being an individual. 

These two types of arguments bear on the issue of God's reality 

in different ways and I shall try to make this clear in the 

following two sections. Furthermore, since some of the external 

arguments are abbreviated or weaker forms of those posed by 

Hume and Kant, I shall assume that these are already well known 

and not repeat them as Phillips has stated them. 
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The Individuality and Identity of Gad 

A goad starting point for approaching Phillips' arguments 

against conceiving God as an individual is a reflection of his 

on the identity and sameness of God. 

If there is a disagreement over whether two 
persons are talking about the same third person, 
there are, in principle at least, uays of removing 
the doubt. But the identi-ty of God is not like the 
identity of a human being. To say that one worships 
the same God as someone else is not to point to the 
same object, or to be confronted by it. How did 
Paul, for example, know that the God he was worship
ping was the God of Abraham? What enabled him to 
say this was not an empirical method of verification 
as in the case of two astronomers who wonder whether 
they are talking of the same star. What enabled 
Paul to say that he worshipped the Gad of Abraham 
was the fact that, despite the many changes which 
had taken place in the concept of God, he and Abraham 
stood in a common religious tradition.'' 

In this passage, as in others, Phillips is opposing John Hick 

and Ronald Hepburn, e.g., who wish to hold that God is accepted 

within religion, without misunderstanding, as an individual 

entity. From this and other passages, a number of arguments 

may be constructed which supposedly show that God cannot be 

accepted as an individual. 

External Arguments 

Using the distinction drawn above between external and 

internal arguments, I shall first state and examine two external 

arguments and then an internal argument. 

1. Phillips, CP, pp. 25-26. 
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(1) If God were conceived of an an individual it mould 

make sense to say that he has or might have a biography. But 

this makes no sense. Hence, he cannot be conceived of as an 

2 
individual. 

It is very doubtful, first of all, that Christians deny 

that God has a biography. The believer might tell us that the 

Hebrew and Christian scriptures give us the biography of God. 

He might even claim that the history of the Church, from Acts 

onward, is a partial biography of God, and that world history 

may be viewed on the model of St. Augustine's Civitas Dei. This 

has been held by some, and even without subscribing to a process 

theology. "God acts in history," they say. Thus the history of 

God's action on the world and/or the changing relation of the 

world to God is the biography of God. For example, the scrip

tures and Church History are taken as the story of the mutual 

relation of God and world, and God's action, e.g., as regards 

1) the world and the Jewish people until the time of Jesus, 2) 

the story, or biography, of the incarnate God upon the earth, 

3) the development and life of the Church. The believer can go 

on to claim that although God acted in time and lived in time, 

this is compatible with the eternality and immutability of God. 

How plausible such a claim is, is not here under investigation, 

but it is one that not only can be made while viewing God as an 

individual but one that has historically been made. Peter 

2. Phillips, FPE, pp. 130 ff. 
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Geach, for example, attempts to make the first part of this 

claim not uholly implausible.^ My point is simply that it is 

not clearly true to say that it is senseless or not the case 

that God has a biography. 

Furthermore, not every individual, even those admitted 

by Phillips, has a biography. For example, a stone has no 

biography although it might be said to have a history. Perhaps, 

then, it is history rather than biography that was in mind. 

That is, there is for each individual some temporal or causal 

story at least conceivable. Since it has been held that God 

acts in time and has a causal influence in the world and on the 

world, creating and sustaining it, e.g., one might argue that 

this requirement is met. Secondly, it seems to me that it is 

questionable that every conceivable individual must have a 

history. Let us hypothesize that there are micron-particles 

which we call "muses," such that if a muse comes into existence 

at time t^ it may cease to exist at t^ + /S. , when is any time 

we are able to measure. The following narrative is told 

supposing that there are muses. Ue first detected muses by the 

appearance of yellow dots on a piece of red paper. One day our 

piece of red paper was placed on a chrome bumper. Yellow dots 

of varying intensity appeared on the red paper,' and when we 

picked it up from the bumper, we noticed that there were pits 

3. Peter Geach, "God's Relation to the World," Sophia, 
July 1969, pp. 1-9. 



on the chrome bumper. There uas a 7096 correlation between the 

location of the dots and pits, and a similar correlation betueen 

the intensity of the spots and the depth of the pits. Also, 

the pits and dots increased expotentially in an inverse propor

tion to the depth and intensity of pits and dots. There was 

no known explanation for this phenomenon. Therefore, we hypothe

sized that the pits and dots are caused by a hitherto unknown 

micro-particle, muses, and that the shorter the life and weaker 

the strength of the muses the more numerous they are. There are, 

moreover, many muses which exist only for a point instant and/or 

which are too weak to have any effect. Thus, there are many 

muses which have no temporal story, other than existing at some 

instant, and which have no causal story. So it seems conceivable 

to hypothesize the existence of muses under such circumstances, 

and so to conceive of individuals without histories. 

But, Phillips might say, if there are such things as 

muses which are individuals, then it must be at least in 

principle possible to date them and/or locate them in space, or 

they must be at some time and at some place. Thus the kind of 

biography he had in mind is one that dates and locates. That 

brings us to the second external argument. 

(2) Being an individual has a meaning connection with 

being individuated in time and space. Lie learn to identify 

and reidentify entities as the same individual by spatial loca

tion and temporal dating, e.g., by pointing at and being con

fronted by something in this way. Thus we learn to speak-
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meaningfully of individuals by identifying and reidentifying 

them in time and space. At least this is the case for non-

fictitious entities. Even those things unable to be identified 

or individuated directly, such as Julius Caesar, are identified 

in relation to those things which ue can so identify and in

dividuate. Hence all non-fictitious individuals may be identified 

or individuated either directly or indirectly, even our muses. 

Since such individuation makes no sense in regard to God, he 

neither has spatial Dr temporal properties, nor does he stand 

in spatial or temporal relation to other individuals, and it 

therefore makes no sense to call him an individual. 

It seems to me that a number of alternatives are open 

to someone who wishes to hold that God is an individual. He 

might hold that the above argument presumes that there are only 

individuals that have spatial and temporal properties, whereas 

God is the exception to this. Alternately he might claim that 

God does have spatial and temporal relations in at least one of 

two ways. First, he has them in the person of Jesus. Second, 

for any individual other than God, God is before and cotemporal 

with that other individual. Likewise he might claim that for 

any individual other than God, God is present where that indi

vidual is and at the same time present elsewhere. "Do not I 

it 
fill heaven and earth, said the Lord." Thus although, except 

in the case of Jesus, God is not directly identifiable and 

k. Jer. 23:2*4. 



individuated in time and/or space, since as Phillips reminds us, 

we cannot point to him or by our senses be confronted by him, 

yet we can go a uiay toward at least showing his uniqueness by 

his spatial and/or temporal relations to other entities. 

In the above paragraph one can notice that I used a 

notion of eternality, and of omnipresence too I suspect, which 

Phillips and Malcolm, e.g., would not admit. "Eternal" might 

be taken to mean either having no temporal predicates or having 

endless duration. The quote given by Malcolm from the psalms, 

"Before the mountains were brought forth or ever those had formed 

the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, 

thou art God," seems more in accord with the notion of unending 

duration than that of eternality which it is taken to represent. 

Furthermore, in Chapter 2, I tried to argue that the notion of 

endless duration had not been excluded by God's necessity. If 

someone says that God has endless or limitless duration, Malcolm 

and Phillips claim that it will make sense to say that it might 

happen that God ceases to exist, and that it will make sense to 

5 
say that he might be caused to cease to exist. Hence to say 

that God has limitless duration is to admit that he is not being 

conceived as an absolutely unlimited being. But even unlimited 

or endless duration, if it is a formal requirement of God, makes 

it senseless to ask if he might cease to exist or say that he 

might be caused to cease to exist, e.g. If we consider limitless 

5. Phillips, CP, p. 16. 
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duration to be a formal requirement of God's existence^., then 

certain statements and questions are ruled out, although in fact 

there might not be anything that is so conceived. God is, in 

our previous terminology contingent^ but not contingent^. 

In practice, it seems that there are tiuo concepts of 

eternality as regards God. Even if these two notions of eternal 

are incompatible, this will not show that God is not conceived 

of as an individual, although it will show that he is not con

sistently conceived of. 

To this point the arguments that God is not conceived 

of as an individual are what have been called "external" ones. 

All such arguments can show is that to hold that God is an 

individual involves intellectual difficulties. They cannot show 

that he is not conceived of or supposed to be an individual. 

For this an internal argument is needed. Therefore I shall turn 

to an examination of Phillips1 major internal argument. 

The Internal Argument 

The internal argument may be constructed from what D. 2. 

Phillips has written in various places.^ Hick, Hepburn and the 

present author wish to claim that God is accepted within religion, 

without misunderstanding, as an individual. Hepburn, but not 

the present author, admits that there is here a problem of indi

viduation, since this individual lies "outside" the usual 

6. Phillips, CP, pp. 25-26; FPE, pp. 3-*» and p. 131. 
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framework of time and space. My position is that both Hepburn 

and Phillips are confused on indiv/iduation and identity regarding 

God's individuality. Phillips holds that if there are questions 

of sameness regarding God but God is an individual, then these 

problems are insoluble. There are questions regarding sameness 

and they are not insoluble. This is shown by the story concerning 

Paul worshipping the same God as worshipped by Abraham. There

fore, God is not an individual. 

If there were the questions of sameness within Judaism 

and Christianity that Phillips thinks that there are, then we 

might have to grant the truth of his conclusion. The trouble 

is, there are no such questions. From believers' point of view, 

someone may be a heathen or gentile, idolator or heretic as he 

is ignorant or mistaken about God. There cannot for the Jew 

cr Christian be different gods as there are different persons, 

since the Jew or Christian believes there is but one god, called 

Vahweh, Theos, Deus Boze or God. Phillips' lack of appreciation 

of this point is shown in what he writes in the "Introduction" 

to Religion and Understanding. 

It may seem that I am over-emphasizing the 
diversity of religious beliefs to be found even 
within a single religion. I do not think that I 
am. I remember saying to a person once, 'I have 
no doubt that half-a-dozen gods are worshipped 
in such-and-such a church,' to which he replied, 
'Why stop at half-a-dozen? Why not count the 
congregation?' That was going too far, no doubt. 

7. D. Z. Phillips, ed., Religion and Understanding 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1967), p. 5. 



The same line of thought might lead us to think that half-a-dozen 

Wixons mere elected in the last presidential election. A 

Christian would say here that, in such-and-such a church, the 

members of the congregation had differing conceptions and/or 

attitudes toward God, some might even have been ignorant of him. 

This is shown in what the members say and how they worship and 

act. In this sense one might ask whether they worship the same 

god, but let us now be misled and infer that God is not an 

individual, or that talk of the same God is not talk of an 

individual. 

In countering Phillips' internal arguments it is my 

purpose to show that what is correct to say of God can be met 

by traditional attributes of God and taking God to be an indi

vidual. Whereas Phillips thinks that certain statements about 

God or attitudes to him can be accounted for only if God is not 

an individual, my position is that they can also be accounted 

for by employing attributes of God as an individual which 

Phillips does not consider. 

There can be a question concerning whether two persons, 

a and b, are talking about the same third person. This may 

happen, for example: 1) when a and b are using a name, e.g., 

"Ivan," which may be the name of more than one person; or 2) 

when the person they both are speaking of has changed in physical 

appearance, behavior or now lives in different surroundings. In 

any case, it must be conceivable that there be numerically two 



individuals of the same kind which we describe as persons. Were 

this not the case, an issue of sameness might arise but it mould 

not be that of personal identity. It uould be one of qualitative 

and not of numerical identity. We might wonder, for example, if 

Ivan is any longer to be considered a person, in view of his 

mental and physical incapacitation, e.g. Whether or not we would 

so consider him would depend on the reason for drawing the 

distinction and the circumstances of the case. Suppose, however, 

that a class has only one possible member, e.g., the class of 

physical fathers of Josef Stalin, or the class of persons 

identical with Josef Stalin. If a and b are both supposedly 

speaking of Stalin's father but some question of this arises, 

the question is not whether the father of Stalin of which a is 

speaking is the father of Stalin of which b is speaking. It is 

whether they are both speaking of the father of Stalin at all, 

or which is, or even if either is. Now it seems clear that the 

tradition in which Paul found hinself holds that there is one 

and only one God, one and only one true god. It is only con

ceivable within this tradition that there can be but one true 

god, called Yahweh or God, although different names are used 

of him and differing conception had of him and differing atti

tudes had toward him. Thus whereas the question of human and 

personal identity, and of the identity of physical objects, is 

a matter of numerical identity concerning individuals of the same 

kind where there are others of the same kind, there cannot be 
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someone raises a question of identity in this sense it shows a 

misunderstanding of the way "Yahweh" or "The Lord" operated in 

the Jewish tradition at the time of Paul and in the Christian 

tradition which maintained the monotheistic tradition. If, 

however, there is at most one God such a reply is passible and 

Paul could conceivably worship the same God as did Abraham but 

not necessarily because Gad is not in any sense an individual. 

Yet, of course, Gad's identity is not like that of human persons 

and is not that of personal identity. It appears, then, that 

the question of whether different persons worship the same god 

is for the Jew and the Christian one of whether someone is 

worshipping God at all or worshipping correctly. Sometimes it 

may be taken as asking if persons have the same understanding of 

the one true god, as he who asks the question is presumed to 

have. If the understanding is sufficiently close to that of the 

questioner, the latter might admit they are both or all worship

ping God. If not, he will not say they are worshipping different 

gods but that one party is not worshipping Gad. Yet at one time 

in history, it was possible to say that different traditions 

worshipped different gods, e.g., in the time of Elijah. 

A position that seems to underlie Phillips' argument is 

that having the same nature is to be the same God. Thus if the 

grammar of the God of Abraham and that of Paul's God are the 

same, they worship the same god or have the same concept of God. 
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And Paul does appeal to such arguments. "What I preach is the 

very same thing the prophets and Moses preached: that the 

Messiah must suffer and be the first to awaken from the dead, to 

announce the light of salvation to Jew and Gentile. ... King 

Agrippa, do you believe in the prophets? I know you do." Even 

though Paul appealed to the tradition, he certainly seems to have 

said some things not explicitly held in that tradition. We 

might say that the Jewish and Christian traditions are much the 

same, more or less the same. What in the case of Paul, then or 

in the case of Muslims, is that they say much the same things, 

more or less the same things. If this is the case, then the 

sameness seems to be a matter of qualitative sameness. And 

mustn't Phillips hold this? Would Paul be content to say that 

the God of the Christians was much the same as that of the Jews? 

Paul was a Pharisee, believing firmly in one Lord and one Law 

according to the strictest tradition. What belief in one God 

amounts to precludes even saying that the Gad of the Christians 

was much the same, or more or less the same, as that of the Jews. 

The question of the sameness of God in Paul is not that of the 

sameness of God or sameness of gods in Phillips' sense, although 

Paul made an appeal to tradition, but whether Jesus was the Son 

of God or a blasphemer, whether those who worshipped him 

worshipped the God of Abraham and Moses or were idolaters. 

What was at issue with Paul, as he narrates his defense 

before Festus and King Agrippa, was not merely whether his God 



7B 

was qualitatively the same as that of Abraham and Moses, but 

whether Jesus was the Son of God, whether he and Christians were 

idolators in worshipping Jesus. His claim was that Jesus was 

the Son of God and the Messiah, whereas he had before his con

version considered it blasphemous that this man claimed to be 

such, and idolatrous that persons worship this man. Since the 

claimed realization of the status of Jesus began with an over

powering and 'confirmed' experience, I do not know that Paul 

would have claimed the discovery was not empirical as Phillips 

tells us Paul did. Lias Paul, we might ask, out of his mind as 

Festus thought? Paul himself might have wandered this immediately 

after his experience on the road to Damascus. He says, however, 

that he is not insane but rather that what he claims is "true 

and sensible." He can here make an appeal to the law and to the 

prophets, for he preaches "nothing other than what the prophets 

g 
and Moses have previously preached." Paul was in a common 

religious tradition with Abraham and the prophets before, during 

and after his experience. Before it, he judged Christians to be 

idolators and Jesus to be a blasphemer; after it, he was himself 

a Christian. In being a Christian he judged Jesus to be the Son 

of God and worship of him to be true warship of the Gad af 

Abraham. QJhat taking Jesus to be the Son of God amounts to for 

Christians, it will be argued in the next chapter, strengthens 

my position that for religion God is an individual. Although 

Q. Acts 26:22. 
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Phillips has seen the importance of tradition for settling 

questions within religion, he has, I have tried to indicate, 

misunderstood the questions within tradition. 

As Phillips has been interpreted, he has identified the 

question of the identity of God and that of the sameness of gods. 

If there are problems of sameness, however, they cannot be 

questions of God's identity since there are no such questions, 

there being only one God. To ask about sameness concerning God, 

we have suggested, is more like talking about Josef Stalin's 

father than of an individual of a kind of which there may be 

more than one. Also, at least with God, individuation is not 

necessary for talk of his being an individual, since he is one 

of a kind. Insofar as Phillips has made the identity of God 

that of sameness of nature, his position is not adequate to 

features of the Jewish-Christian tradition. This is shown by 

his interpretation of the story concerning Paul's worshipping 

the same God. Furthermore, what justifies a statement or what 

supports the truth of a statement is not necessarily what is 

meant by the statement or what the statement means. The story 

of Paul was told by Phillips, I suspect, in an attempt to 

collapse questions of justification and truth into those of 

meaning. This is not an uncommon attempt for some Uittgenstein-

ians. 

It is not, however, that Phillips is totally incorrect. 

He denies that the identity of God is that of personal identity, 
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or that of physical objects. He is close to the Christian 

religion here. Questions of personal identity are those of 

numerical identity where there may be at least two persons, in 

such a way that the numerical identity is personal identity. 

This is not the case with God, as seen in considering the teaching 

of the Trinity. Furthermore, to even speak of an individual in 

most cases is to mark off one of a kind from another or others 

of the same kind. Since for a Christian it is impossible to 

admit that there even may be tuo true gods, what sense is there 

in saying that God is an individual? To say that God is an 

individual is to say, I offer tentatively, that there is at 

least one and at most one true god, called "God.11 That is, I 

think that the orthodox believer might accept as true the state

ment "(Ex)((Gx*(y) (Gy y=x))." This and as well the statements 

concerning a and b worshipping the same God, given at the begin

ning of this section, have not so far been ruled out. So it is 

still possible that a believer may consent to them without being 

inconsistent with the notion of God. Notice that the identity 

relation here is not one of personal identity. A Christian will 

say, "The Father is God and Jesus is God," as well as, "God 

created the world," and, "Jesus created the world." He will not 

say, "Jesus begot Jesus," or, "Jesus prayed to Jesus," although 

he will say, "The Father begot Jesus," and "Jesus prayed to the 

Father." Such verbs as "beget" and "pray to" it is noticed are 

ones that can take personal noun phrases as subject and object, 

but cannot be used reflexively. The point is that although 
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there is a sense of individuality, at least and at mast one, 

concerning God which has not been ruled out, that sense is neither 

of one individual among two or more of the same kind nor that 

of personal identity. Thus the individuality and identity of 

God is not that of personal identity or of physical objects, and 

although there are more than one divine 'person' admitted, there 

is at least and at most one God. To show that this is not neces

sarily false or senseless, has been the concern of Christian 

theologians and philosophers for centuries. So far it has not 

been proven that they need have no such concern. 

The Naturalistic Fallacy 

Concerning God, D. 2. Phillips thinks that in prayer and 

in philosophy "The Naturalistic Fallacy" may be committed. God 

who is a supernatural 'being' may be conceived as a natural being. 

What this amounts to in prayer is an attitude toward God as one 

who gives assurances and guarantees, one who is responsible for 

particular events and one who commands where he has the power. 

In philosophy it is to conceive of God as an existent among 

existents and an agent among agents, one who stands in an in

ferential or causal relation to the world. 

What surprises me is that so many Christian 
philosophers seem to be talking about a natural, as 
opposed to supernatural God; a God who is an existent 
among existents, and an agent among agents. LJhat can 
one say to philosophers who insist on talking in this 
way? One can ask them to look again at the way 
people worship, at what the Saints have written about 
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their Faith. Also, one can point out the implica
tions which their way of talking has for religion.9 

In the following chapters we shall be concerned with worship and 

the saints. The implications of Phillips' way of talking will 

also be of concern. In this chapter I shall be interested to 

see if the accusation of committing a natural fallacy can be 

shown to be valid. 

If it had been shown that the extensional existence of 

God had been logically precluded, and if it had been shown that 

"God exists" cannot be taken as a factual statement, then to 

view God as an existent among existents, that is, as an individual 

that might in fact exist, would be a "naturalistic fallacy." 

This would then be a confusion concerning God. If we were to 

take an agent to be ̂ n individual who has ethical characteristics 

and who stands in causal relation to the world or events therein, 

neither could we take God to be an agent. So regarding both 

"existent" and "agent," if Phillips' previous arguments were 

sound, he can make his accusation. However, thus far, that so 

viewing God is a fallacy has not been sufficiently supported. 

What he attempts to show is that the implications of conceiving 

God to be natural are untenable 1) when seen against what we 

know more or less in general, and 2) when seen more specifically 

against the phenomena of religion. The "more or less" general 

considerations are epistemic and moral ones. The distinction 

9. Phillips, CP, p. 83. 
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•f 1) and 2) corresponds to that of external and internal 

arguments used in the previous section. 

The main concern of Mr. Phillips in Chapter 5 of The 

Concept of Prayer is to understand the kind of dependence that 

the world has on God. He attempts to show that the relation of 

dependence rules out an inferential or causal relation between 

world and God. It is one that is to be understood in terms of 

religious practices and attitudes, in devotion, prayers of thanks

giving and seeing the meaning of life. I shall attempt to show 

that the arguments which purportedly establish the untenability 

Df conceiving God as individual existent and agent at most show 

that the material existence of God is questionable, but not that 

so conceiving him is fallacious, i.e., that it is to conceive of 

God other than he is conceived of in traditional Christianity. 

Having established this, I shall claim that the analysis of 

dependence given by Phillips is not one which needs to be 

accepted. 

External Arguments 

The external arguments used by Mr. Phillips fall into 

two groups, those concerning epistemology and explanation, and 

those concerning theodicy. He seems to think that theodicy is 

either an impossible or senseless undertaking. Whether theodicy 

is possible is dependent for one thing upon what theodicy is 

conceived to be. A minimal notion of it is that of showing evil 

does not count decisively against God's existence. Such a 
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theodicy may be possible. Theodicy mill be senseless in one of 

two ways. First, if the concepts of God as causal agent and 

causality are incompatible, theodicy is senseless. The work of 

Hume and Kant are a_ propos but too familiar to need review here. 

Secondly, if the concept of God as causal agent were shown to 

violate the religious concept "God," theodicy is senseless. But 

to demonstrate this an internal argument is needed. Thus I 

shall be concerned only with the epistemic arguments, and then 

only with those that seem to be specifically characteristic of 

Fideism. 

(1) If God is an individual causally related to the 

world, then there is only a contingent relation between God and 

world. It is then conceivable that the world does not depend 

upon God. This is not acceptable to the religious believer. 

Therefore 

The religious believer wishes to hold that God is neces

sary for the world. Phillips has accepted Hume's analysis of 

cause, it seems, in which there are no necessary causal connec

tions. Hence if God is the cause of the world, there is no 

necessary relation between God and world. Yet he wishes to 

account for the necessary relation between God and the world 

which the believer asserts. One possible rejoinder to this 

argument is to hold that there are necessarily true synthetic 

propositions concerning causes, and that "God is cause of the 

10. Ibid., pp. 8^-85. 
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world" is one of these. If this is not accepted, it will be a 

temptation to show that "The world depends on God" is true in 

virtue of meaning, i.e., by 'depth grammar' arguments as Phillips 

has attempted. However, it seems to me that a believer might 

say that he may be incorrect, that the world does not necessarily 

depend on God, if he will admit that God might not or probably 

does not exist. As I hope to show in the last chapter, one who 

is a believer might come to say this. In any case, it is not 

incumbent upon me to defend a necessary causal dependence of the 

world upon God, since my position that "God exists" is a factual 

claim and that God is assumed to be an individual may be 

supported without such dependence. 

(2) If God were an individual upon whom the world 

depends, this would be a factual hypothesis. It is not a factual 

hypothesis that the world is dependent on God, since nothing 

11 counts for or against it. Therefore .... 

The obvious rejoinder here is that some facts and con

siderations do count for or at least against this "hypothesis." 

Although this is denied by Phillips, he has, it seems to me, 

little reason for doing so. What counts against the "hypothesis," 

however is not, I think, any determinate and specific fact or 

facts but rather a pattern of these. Further these must not be 

totally within the framework of religion. This at least will 

account for the phenomena of some converts and apostates. 

11. Ibid. , p. 85; Phillips, FPE, pp. and pp. 173 
ff. 
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Further the "hypothesis" need not be in conflict with science, 

since the believer might hold that God's causality is necessary 

for the "mundane" causes, and no matter what these are discovered 

to be God is necessary for them also. I shall show what some 

of the facts and patterns are that might count against God's 

existence and hence against the validity of saying that the world 

depends on God in the final chapter. But even if nothing at all 

counts for or against God's existence, the early position of 

Anthony Flew that the statement of God's existence is intended 

as factual but is not genuinely factual would follow as validly 

as the conclusion of the Fideists, unless it had already been 

shown that God is not conceived to be an individual and agent. 

Then the world's dependence on God would "conceptually" have to 

be intended otherwise than as a causal dependence, if that 

dependence were to be coherent with the kind of 'thing' that 

God is properly conceived to be. And here a Uittgensteinlan 

will look for a meaning connection between dependence on God 

and the distinctively religious behavior of believers. 

Important as the questions raised here might be for the 

validity of some religious statements, I shall not deal fully 

with them for a number of reasons. First of all, it is not my 

intention to defend or to attack religious statements, or what 

I consider to be necessary presuppositions of religion. Neither 

do I intend to investigate how defensible religion is when it 

makes certain statements or rests upon certain presuppositions. 

My concern, at this point, is to show at most that the Fideist 
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position is not one which must be adopted, even as a last trench 

defense, for it turns out it cannot, on my view, even be that. 

External arguments cannot establish that there are no assertions 

intended or presupposed as factual or hypothetic or causally 

explanatory in nature. They may establish that even if intended 

as factual or hypothetic, e.g., they do not measure up to what 

a reasonable man will accept. To see hou such statements do 

operate or are accepted uiithin religion, it is better to look 

at religious statements and practices, which have a connection 

with them. This will give a better understanding than arguing 

that good hypotheses cannot have certain characteristics, 

religious "hypotheses" do have these undesirable characteristics, 

and, therefore, they cannot be even intended as hypotheses—they 

must be something else. 

Internal Arguments 

There is at least one line of reasoning which Phillips 

uses that may be formulated as either an external or internal 

argument. In either case what is supposedly shown is that God 

is not an agent among agents. In either version it is interesting. 

In its internal form this line of reasoning might be stated as 

follows. 

(1) If God as creator is taken as the cause of the world, 

he must be considered to be the creator of a design. But then 

one must take account of the fact that men may not approve of 

the design. Further, as creator of the design, we must attribute 
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moral responsibility to God: i.e., he is an agent among agents. 

Then some things that happen, e.g., the death of innocent persons, 

will be correctly described as the killing of the innocent by 

God. Such actions as killing the innocent me condemn no matter 

what the consequences. Hence if God is the creator of design, 

he must be judged as a moral agent and condemned or theodicy must 

be engaged in. Theodicy is nonsense, and, hence, God if an 

agent is condemned. But to condemn God is not open to religious 

believers, as shown by the story of Job. Therefore God is not an 

12 
agent. 

There are, it seems to me, so many things wrong with 

this argument that it may be attacked at a number of points. The 

position that there are acts which we condemn no matter what 

seems inconsistent with Phillips view that if we come across 

child sacrifice in another culture or were to have witnessed 

Abraham about to slay Isaac we could not condemn it, for we 

would not have the notion of child sacrifice in the other culture 

or at the time of Abraham. It seems to me that if the other 

cultures and times had the notions of killing and innocence that 

we do even they might say that it was killing the innocent in 

which they were engaged. Ue certainly could say this. Thus if 

killing the innocent is condemned no matter what and yet we 

cannot condemn it when it occurs in another culture, this con

stitutes an inconsistency. Let us ignore this major objection 

12. Phillips, CP, pp. 86 ff. 
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however. I should consider it the view of a "moral" fanatic or 

of a philosopher defending a theory to say that there are kinds 

of actions that are never justifiable, in the sense that there 

can never be overriding reasons for performing an act of one 

kind, e.g., an act that is unjust or otherwise "wrong" or "evil." 

What counts as overriding in each case, I hold, depends on the 

case and the circumstances. Secondly, Phillips holds that an 

13 
"evil action," if "justified," is even more evil. Even if we 

call certain kinds of actions "evil," e.g., killing the innocent 

or otherwise acting unjustly, then if such an act is .justified 

and not merely rationalized, it is at least permitted and not 

morally worse. If it is rationalized it is not really justified, 

and then it may indeed be worse. But rationalization is the 

masquerader of justification, and if an act is rationalized it 

is conceivable that under some circumstances it could be justified, 

as being demanded or at least permitted by the particulars of 

the case. That is, there may be particular contexts and circum

stances in which any kind of action could be justified. Even 

if this were not the case, I do not agree that God would be 

condemned. It would rather be the case that if things happen 

that cannot be justified and that the creator of a design is 

morally responsible for them, then God would not be condemned 

but would not exist. For part of the usual concept of God is 

that he is provident and loving. If there were a supreme being 

13. Ibid., p. 93. 



such that he were the creator of a design and morally condemned, 

the believer might say that the god or supreme being we called 

God is really a power of evil, one to be placated but not to be 

emulated and praised, as in witchcraft. God does not exist and 

we were orphans from our birth. Arguments against the existence 

of God formulated from the properties or formal requirements of 

God such as omnipotence and benevolence on the one hand and the 

presence of evil in the world, an the other hand, are certainly 

nothing new. Nor is the presence of evil in the world of no 

concern for the believer when seen as contrasted to an all 

powerful and all good God. One has only to think of Augustine, 

Aquinas and Calvin, for example. 

That it is not permitted to condemn God does not neces

sarily entail that it is not permitted to view him as an agent. 

To say that God is responsible is not to say that he is blame

worthy or praiseworthy, in the sense that he acted well when he 

might have acted ill. Rather it seems that God is viewed as the 

standard of ethical character. He is, moreover, as Simone Weil 

states in a quote given by Phillips, innocent. Praise and 

blame do not apply to him in such a way that he is said to be 

subject to the criteria of right and wrong-doing. To say that 

God is responsible might mean either that he is the cause of 

happenings or that he merely permits evil. Then the premise 

"If God is responsible he is condemned ..." can be rejected 

on several grounds. First, to speak of responsibility in terms 

of God is not to be taken as implying the possibility of praise 
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and blame in the more usual sense, since God is the paradigm of 

ethical character and innocent. The question is how there can 

be such a God and evil, and this, theodicy attempts to show, is 

not impossible. Secondly, there are no kinds of actions which 

are neither excusable nor justifiable no matter what. Third, 

even were an action condemned it might be attributable as regards 

praise/blame to a moral agent other than God. Phillips' own 

comments on Job are interesting. "If God were the cause of 

Job's misfortunes God would be condemned. ... It is difficult 

to see how Job could have avoided saying that God was evil; that 

I** he was in the hands of an evil demon." Of course the tempta

tion for Job, I take it, was to give up his belief that God was 

irreproachable, i.e., that there was a god of irreproachable 

ethical character. He might have yielded by trying to justify 

God's ways in ignorance. God asked him, "Where were you when I 

laid the foundations of the world?" Or he might have condemned 

him who laid the foundations of the world. It is further 

interesting that we are told in the narrative at the beginning 

of the Book of Job that Job was in the hands of an evil power. 

The reason God is not condemned is not necessarily that he is 

not an agent, but possibly that he is of an irreproachable and 

paradigmatic character. To condemn God, for the believer, would 

be much like a LJittgensteinian claiming that the meter bar in 

Paris is not a meter long. Further, just as the LJittgensteinian 

1<+. Ibid., p. 98. 
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might still believe there is a meter bar in Paris, let us name 

it "Lymeter": the believer might believe there is, in the 

material sense, a god called "God." 

(2) The argument to God as the creator is inadequate 

to the concept of God as creator contained in religion. Ue 

might recognize a first cause and still ask, "So what?" Ue 

15 
cannot ask this about God. Therefore .... 

If God is considered to be creator, even as first cause, 

it is not this alone that he is considered to be. He is creator, 

lawgiver, ethically irreproachable, provident and loving also. 

The Christian believes further that it is one and the same God 

which is the God of which these predications are made. Thus one 

might ask "So what?" of the creator as first cause, if there 

were more than one first cause. For example, the latter 

Aristotle apparently held there were fifty-five prime movers, 

a separate one for each order of motion in the universe. However 

the Christian may believe that there is but one, and there is 

but one God who is not only first cause but provident, loving, 

etc. Then he might not ask, "So what?" consistently, because of 

the total set of his beliefs. 

(3) If God is an agent, he is responsible for actions 

in the world. If he is a responsible agent, then we may question 

why things happen as they do. We might then question God as to 

why some particular event happened. This, however, is not open 

15. Phillips, FPE p. k5. 
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to believers, again as shown by the story of Job. Thus to 

16 
conceive of God as an agent is not open to believers. 

What is not open to the believer is to deny that God may 

bring good out of evil. He may question God when such questioning 

is a search for the will of God or for what good it is that comes 

17 
from particular evils. But the believer will not demand 

reasons of God, expecting that God must answer or thinking that 

one can judge whether God's actions are justified. To do this 

would be to misunderstand or deny, by attitude or behavior, faith 

as fiducia, in God. Thus the story of Job might be read, and 

has been read, as the temptation posed to a believer's faith in 

God. It need not be interpreted as entailing that God is not an 

agent, for he is not only an agent but one who is irreproachable 

and to be trusted in his providence. For the believer, evil may 

be seen as a temptation to that faith. 

(.U) Suppose that belief in God as creator were a belief 

in a causal explanation. Suppose also that one no longer 

believes in God in this sense. What other beliefs of the same 

kind will one hold? "If a people lost their belief in God, 

belief in God is not 'intelligible but false' for them, but un

intelligible. 

16. Phillips, CP, pp. 88 ff. 

17. John 9:3. 

18. Phillips, FPE, p. ^6. 
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I suspect that there are various degrees of intelligibil

ity and that no longer to believe that God is creator need be 

no less intelligible after ceasing to believe it than it was 

while it was still believed. Its unintelligibility might even 

be the cause of ceasing to believe. Or it might be that the 

belief is seen as just too fantastic in view of what the former 

believer knows. Then he might say he has no need for that 

hypothesis, and no other would take its place, for he may be 

satisfied with those he already has. Dr even as Phillips himself 

suggests, if one asks, "Why is there a world at all?" and under

stood this question to be a demand for a causal explanation to 

"which God is the answer, but later comes to think that to demand 

a causal explanation here is a misunderstanding, then not only 

would he have an account for how his belief was mistaken, but 

no other would take its place. Some other hypothesis might take 

the place of belief in God, although this is not to say that 

belief in God is only a hypothesis. On the other hand, if the 

believer comes to think that the belief is mistaken and can 

account for that mistake, no hypothesis need take its place. 

The reason, again, that no other hypothesis need take the place 

of belief in God is not necessarily that it is no hypothesis at 

all. 

Summary Remarks 

Mr. Phillips has argued in various ways that the whole 

conception of God as an explanation and the resulting project of 
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fallacy," of taking God to be an existent among existents and 

an agent among agents. On the one hand, if God is an existent 

and plays a role in explanation, it is bad explanation. Again, 

if God is an agent, then problems of evil arise and God is con

demned. I have tried to argue: 1) Even if proposing and accept

ing God in a role of causal explanation yields bad explanations, 

although these may not be as bad as Phillips holds them to be, 

that is not necessarily to imply that belief in God as creator 

is not or is not connected uith a belief in him as an explanation. 

2) Even if there is a problem of evil for believers, God cannot 

be condemned, for a) no sort of action is in principle not 

justifiable or at least not permitted under some circumstances; 

and b) God has traditionally been conceived not only as agent 

but as an irreproachable and paradigmatic ethical character. 

Thus it seems that within Christianity God may be thought of as 

an existent among existents and as an agent among agents, but 

not entirely like other existents and other agents because of 

special attributes ascribed to him and the particular attitudes 

entertained toward him. This being the case, it seems that we 

can consider the religious believer to be holding that the world 

is causally dependent upon God, even if there is no sound infer

ence from the world to God. 

Then isn't this position committed to skepticism? If no 

valid inference from world to Gad is possible, I suspect that 

religion is epistemologically committed to some form of 
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skepticism. Skepticism is a position that many Uittgensteinians 

attempt to overcome by raising meaning questions. In this case 

the question is: "What does it mean to say religiously that the 

world is dependent on God?" Phillips attempts to overcome all 

the difficulties of skepticism and theodicy by an account of 

"dependence on God" that is neither causal nor inferential but, 

rather, one which finds the meaning of this dependence in 

religious attitudes and practices. "By thanksgiving the believer 

recognizes that life has hope: he is rescued from despair . . . 

To despair is not to think that this or that is hopeless, but to 

think that life itself is hopeless." "To see the world as God's 

creation is to see meaning in life. This meaningfulness remains 

untouched by the evil in the world because it is not arrived at 

19 
by an inference from it." "Prayers of thanksgiving . . . are 

the religious answer to the way things go, the recognition of 

20 
the dependence of all things on Gad." Phillips has harsh 

words for Hick and those who commit the "naturalistic fallacy," 

since in his view they demand assurances. But it seems to me 

that it is Phillips himself who demands a trouble-free assurance, 

because he eliminates the possibility of being wrong by trans

ferring or at least limiting the meaning of "dependence on God" 

to devotion. This may well be one religious sense of "depen

dence." Causal dependence is surely not solely a religious 

19. Phillips, CP, p. 97. 

20. Ibid., p. 110. 



notion; but it is, I think, a notion contained in religion 

insofar as it relates the world to God. This has not been ruled 

out even if it has been shown that certain religious practices 

demand more than causal dependence. What is of note is that the 

examples we might have cited as religious practices, e.g., 

petitioning God for particular things and thanking him for 

particular things, have been ruled out as religious by Phillips 

and viewed as superstition. By him they are seen as superstition 

and not truly religious, because they embody the "naturalistic 

fallacy." Yet if my arguments are correct, the "naturalistic 

fallacy" is a proper name but not necessarily a correct descrip

tion. It might be better to describe the phrase as a persuasive 

definition. In any case we have not been given sufficient 

reasons to accept Phillips1 account of "dependence on God" as 

exhaustive of what such dependence amounts to in Christianity. 

21 
Furthermore, it has been argued by R. T. Allen and P. R. 

22 Baelz, that the type of dependence espoused by Phillips entails 

a hope that is vain and empty. If this is correct, then the 

hope of a religious person need not be shown to be empty and 

vain, on that account at least. It will be a 'false' or mistaken 

hope only if there is in fact no God. 

21. R. T. Allen, "On Not Understanding Prayer," Sophia, 
October 1971, pp. 1-7. 

22. Peter R. Baelz, Prayer and Providence (London: 
SCM Press, 196B), pp. 75 ff. 
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In concluding this chapter, I wish to make some observa

tions on the thesis of Fideists that religion constitutes a 

separate, distinguishable language-game. If God's existence is 

taken within religion to be a factual and material matter, and 

if the dependence on God is taken to be at least in part causal 

dependence, then religious language would at least share much 

with "other language-games." By saying that a language-game is 

separate and distinguishable, I take it that what is primarily 

expressed is that the grammar of key concepts or terms in 

religion such as "existence,11 "belief," and "dependence" have a 

different context of use, different functions, different entail

ments, etc., than when these terms are used, e.g., of physical 

objects and persons. But what I have tried to show is that these 

terms or concepts do not necessarily have such a different grammar 

as the Fideists claim. What I hope to show in the following 

chapter is that there is much more overlapping between the use 

of these concepts in religion in regard to God and their use in 

our "mundane" affairs in regard to physical objects and persons 

than Fideists are willing to admit. If this can be demonstrated, 

then the description of language given in the following quotation 

seems more apt than the separate language-games analogy used by 

Fideists: "Our language can be seen as an ancient city: a maze 

of little streets and squares, of old and new houses, and of 

houses with additions from various periods; and this surrounded 

by a multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets and 
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23 ' 
uniform houses." Houever, the analogy is defective in that, 

insofar as the discourse used by believers when speaking reli

giously is to be compared to a street, it must be a street under 

repair, construction and reconstruction. 

What is of further interest on this point is that 

Phillips asks the question: "If religion as a whole is a mistake, 

24 
what sort of mistake is it?" He apparently thinks that 

religion as a whole cannot be mistaken. Since he has confined 

his use of "religion" to the Judeo-Christian tradition, I suppose 

that "religion as a whole" refers to this tradition and not to 

Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, etc. But even here although no one 

answer is possible, because they will depend on the form of 

Judaism or Christianity or even the individual believer, Phillips 

himself, it seems, might attempt a general answer. He states 

that to make, or conceive of, God as playing a role in causal 

explanation is to misunderstand the big question. That big 

25 
question is why there is anything at all. According to 

Phillips and J. R. Jones this is not a question that calls for 

nC 
an explanatory or causal answer. But if it is not such a 

23. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 
trans. G. E. M. Anscombe (3d ed. New York: Macmillan, 1960), 
I Remark 1fl. 

24. Phillips, CP, p. 19 and FPE, p. 153. 

25. Phillips, FPE, pp. 46-47. 

26. J. R. Jones, "Love as Perception of Meaning," 
Religion and Understanding, ed. D. 2. Phillips (Oxford: Black-
well, 1967), pp. 141-153. 
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question, and yet believers take God to be necessary for 

answering it, and moreover take God as creator to be a causal 

explanation of why there is anything, then one suspects that the 

acceptance of God in this role mill show how their religion, 

although given as a datum for understanding as an Urphaenemenon 

for investigation, is yet fundamentally mistaken. Thus although 

this game jjs played, it ought not be, according to Phillips, 

for it is not in order as it is, resting as it does on a mis

understanding of the big question. 

These observations are preliminary and incomplete, and 

I intend to return to them in the concluding chapter. Having 

now made some room for the possibility, at least, of God's being 

conceived and understood as a being existing in fact and exten-

sionally, one upon whom the world causally depends, we shall see 

whether this is in fact the case within Christianity. If so, 

the Fideist account will not be an adequate account of religion, 

at least in its Christian form. If inadequate, it will not be 

a correct philosophical account by the Fideist standard of 

correctness. 



CHAPTER (* 

RELIGIOUS INADEQUACIES 

In the previous two chapters I have tried to show that 

there have been given no logical or philosophically compelling 

reasons to accept the Fideist account of God's reality as neces

sarily correct. D. Z. Phillips has not proven that to conceive 

of God as existing in fact and as an individual and agent is to 

misunderstand the God of Christianity. I have also suggested 

that prima facie, at least, it looks as though Christianity 

conceives of God in a may that Phillips uishes to preclude; 

hence the burden of proof is upon him, since he wished to pre

clude such an understanding as a misunderstanding. My prima 

facie case was made simply by referring to the Nicene Creed and 

indicating the way in which to my knowledge it has been tradi

tionally understood. Thus it appears that the Fideist account 

is not one of Christianity as it has been historically accepted 

by believers and is today accepted by such as Catholics, Anglicans, 

Orthodox, at least conservative Lutherans and Presbyterians, and 

Baptists. These constitute what I should consider a not in

significant body of believers. 

In this chapter my intention is to go beyond this first 

thesis that the Fideist account is not one that must logically 

be accepted to a second thesis: that it is in fact a mistaken 

101 
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account. This is so because it cannot account for significant 

and central features of the Christian religion. That is, it 

does not meet the standard of adequacy as outlined in the first 

chapter. Although there are many insights and correct statements 

concerning the Christian form of life in Phillips, e.g., even 

these klinqen nicht treu when seen against the background of 

Fideism, since Uittgensteinian Fideism has gone wrong on central 

issues and concepts. The chief of these, I have been claiming, 

is the concept of God and his reality. Thus even what at first 

reading, or out-of-context, seems genuine or insightful, when 

understood in terms of or related to the concept and reality of 

Bod in the Fideist philosophy of religion are a distortion—albeit 

a "systematic" one. I shall attempt to show this by an examina

tion of the Christian community as seen in its beliefs and 

practices. In the final chapter I shall investigate the possible 

reasons for this systematic misunderstanding. 

The Christian Community 

Wittgensteinians generally, and Mr. Phillips in particu

lar, place what is, I agree, a proper importance on the role of 

community. Yet they have not given much detailed study to what 

role the community has actually played in Christianity. Neither 

is there a detailed analysis of what constitutes a community or, 

in casu, the Christian community. Phillips tells us that within 

religious traditions there are tests of what is true or false, 

deep or shallow. Thus not just anything can count in religion 
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•i 
as true or truly religious. In short, it is the standards 

within the religious tradition and community which determine 

what can and/or cannot be admitted. It is interesting to note 

that the concept of the Christian community has been expressed 

traditionally by the ward "ekklesia" or "church." The Church 

contains the truth for the orthodox Christian, in both practice 

and belief. The correctness of belief and practice as specifi

cally Christian is measured by the standards of the Church. 

With this Phillips seemed to agree, and The Concept of Prayer 

might be viewed as the work of a LJittgensteinian theologian 

giving an analysis of what the Church teaches, in accord with 

the venerable formula: Lex orandi, lex credendi. At least we 

might say that any teaching or account that claims to be 

Christian or true of Christianity, and yet is not acceptable 

to the Church is ipso facto not what it claims to be. "To be 

acceptable" is not the same as to be actually accepted. An 

acceptable account may not be accepted for any number of reasons, 

obstinancy or misunderstanding to name but two. 

As "the Church" has been and is used, it is not some 

building or even some merely visible society or institution. 

Saint Paul indeed used the phrases "Church at Ephesus," "Church 

at Corinth," etc., in the sense, I think, of assembly. In the 

Acts, however, the Church is "throughout all of Oudea and Galilee 

1. Phillips, FPE, p. 153 ff. See also CP, Chapter 7 
and pp. 153 ff. 
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and Samaria." It is like a body into which the members have 

been baptized, having different members and functions. It is 

saved and ruled by Christ. It is "the chosen race, the King's 

priests, the holy nation, God's own people, chosen to proclaim 

the wonderful acts of God. . . . Its description has been 

given a summary: viz., that it professes "one Lord, one faith, 

one baptism." In the words of the Nicene Creed, still used by 

Christians today in their public worship and instruction, it is 

one, holy, universal and apostolic. The Church claims to have 

a body of teachings and practices from the apostles, which in 

turn were received from Jesus and have been handed down to the 

present day. It is thought of by Christians as more than this, 

but at least as no less than this. Thus the belief and practices 

of the Church are supposedly apostolic, as traceable to the 

apostles who received and passed on the message and practices 

of Jesus. Concerning what that includes and excludes, what the 

Church teaches and does not teach, there is room to question. 

Ldho does and does not belong to the Church is also open to 

question. Many who think themselves to belong, do not; many 

who are not thought to belong, do. What philosophic and theo

logical accounts are adequate to Christianity are also open to 

question. One test of what is true in Christianity or truly 

Christian is apostolicity. My contention will be that the 

2. Eph. 5. 

3. I Peter 2:9. 
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Fideist account is not adequate to apostolic Christianity, at 

least not without some revisions to be explored later. It is 

not adequate, I hold because it fails the tests or criteria for 

"truth" and "truly Christian" contained within apostolic 

Christianity. 

If one is to study Christianity, what does one study? 

The Scriptures; the early Fathers; the schisms and heresies; the 

saints and reformers; the martyrs and the teachers; the Western 

Roman and Byzantine Empires; Orthodoxy, Catholicism, Lutheranism; 

main streams and off-shoots; developments and dead ends; in

fluences and effects; beliefs and practices; liturgies and 

sermons; etc. Can anyone really hope to find what is true in 

Christianity or truly Christian in this way? It seems that 

there is such a mass of material, and so many at least apparent 

contradictions. Abelaard, for example, in Sic et non pointed 

out one hundred fifty in doctrinal matters alone. Certain things 

do stand out, however, and it seems that we can come to an agree

ment that within religion certain sources are appealed to, types 

of arguments employed and concerns felt, so that even if not 

many definite answers are found concerning what has been accepted 

as true, we will at least know something of what the tests for 

truth are. I say this, knowing that I am an amateur in these 

fields and hence being fully ready to receive correction from a 

more enlightened source. In contradistinction to some other 

religions, Zen Buddhism, e.g., Christianity has two aspects 

which are facts about it. That is, they are just there for 
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anyone who concerns himself about it to see. First, it is an 

"Historical religion," and secondly it is a "positive religion." 

In what ways Christianity is historical and positive will be 

dealt with in turn. 

First of all, Christianity grew out of the Judaic tradi

tion and claims to be its fulfillment. Thus Paul could say that 

he preached nothing beyond what the prophets had; Jesus could be 

reported as having said that he had come to fulfill the law and 

prophets. Yet that very tradition from which Christianity grew 

made it problematic, and the concept of God or Yahweh, together 

with the rejection of the charge of idolatry, was central for 

the early Christians as it was for the Jews. Thus in its origins 

and self-appraisals and concerns, Christianity was historically 

an outgrowth of the Jewish religion. 

The message of Christianity is given largely in the 

preaching of the Gospel. The first words were about Jesus of 

Nazareth. Jesus was seen as a historical figure, one who lived 

in history. "The Good Mews was promised long ago by God through 

his prophets, and written in the Holy Scriptures. It is about 

his Son, our Lord Jesus Christ: as to his humanity he was born 

L 
a descendant of David." Insofar as the Gospel centers upon the 

story of a historical figure, Jesus of Nazareth, and insofar as 

the Gospel is central to Christianity, the latter is a historical 

religion. The disciple Peter once replied to Jesus, reportedly, 

U. Romans 1:2-3. See also Acts 2:22. 
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"Lord, to whom mould we go? You have the words that give eternal 

5 
life?" For one who today believes that Jesus is the way, the 

truth and the life, the question is still: "To whom would we 

go for the words of life?" This is so since there are conflicting 

claims and interpretations about the words, or the message of 

Jesus. How can one test who is a true teacher or true prophet? 

Might not Kierkegaard and/or Phillips be false ones? A large 

body of believers holds that it is principally if not exclusively 

scripture and tradition that give the test. That opinion is one 

that has been held by the Christian community throughout history. 

How scripture and tradition are approached and used to discern 

the truth in Christianity and/or what is truly Christian are 

issues, however, which pose methodological difficulties.^ 

Christianity, however, is historical in the further sense 

that it attempts to maintain a continuity with its own history; 

it attempts to be both scriptural and traditional. Arguments 

for what is truly Christian or true appeal paradigmatically to 

these sources. Thus Catholics, Orthodox and Protestants, although 

in firm disagreement over the desirable structure of the com

munity of believers and the role of the Pope of Rome in that 

community, all appeal to the reported teachings of Jesus and the 

traditional interpretations of his words, as shown in the 

5. John 6:68. 

6. Cf. Jaroslav Pelikan, Historical Theology (t\lew 
York: Corpus Instrumentorum, 197171 
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writings and practices of the early Church. More to our point, 

in controversies about the nature of the Christ or Messiah those 

concerned uith the issue appealed to the same Scriptures and 

traditional sources. Often in the controversies of "Christians," 

documents were even forged or misrepresented so as to give 

7 
support to one side. Certainly this kind of action is neither 

an honest nor a "Christian" thing to do, but it does show what 

emphasis was placed on tradition. This appeal to Scriptures and 

tradition is a paradigmatic way for Christians to attempt a 

solution of their differences. Thus to be acceptable to believers 

as adequate to Christianity, any account of the reality of God 

will have to be congruent with Christian tradition. A large 

and highly important part of this tradition is comprised of the 

Christological disputes and resolutions thereof in the early 

Church, from the Council of IMicaea to that of Chalcedon. The 

Christological disputes and solutions thereof during this period 

were formative of historical Christianity. The expressions used 

in solving the controversies concerning the Christ served as 

tests of correctness regarding belief and teachings for the 

early Church and have been widely accepted as such down to the 

present. 

Furthermore, Christianity as its message has been pro

claimed has a historical base. IMot only is it a report of the 

7. Alexander Schmemann, The Historical Road of Eastern 
Orthodoxy, trans. Lydia W. Kesich (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 
1966), p. 127. 
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teachings of a historical figure, but it is proclaimed to be 

vindicated by miracles, the chief of which is the bodily resur

rection of Jesus. Thus we find Saint Paul saying: "If Christ 

has not been raised from death, then we have nothing to preach, 

and you nothing to believe. More than that, we are shown to be 

lying against God, because we said of him that he raised Christ 

from death. . . . And if Christ has not been raised, then your 

B 
faith is a delusion and you are still lost in your sins." 

Although certainly this reference may today be given a meaning 

it did not originally have, Paul and Christians have taken the 

resurrection to be an event in time, and, moreover, a bodily 

resurrection. 

This suggests another way in which Christianity is 

historical, viz., it has a history in the sense of development. 

That history is contained in, e.g., the Acts of the New Testament 

and the history of the Church. Within that history one can find 

what Christians believed and did. And this history itself, it 

seems, teaches us that their belief was at least in part ex

pressed in a set of propositions assented to and confessed 

openly, which separated them from others. In this sense Chris

tianity is what I term "positive." Thus Christianity, as against 

other religions, Zen Buddhism, e.g., is largely credal. It has 

carefully formulated creeds, pronouncements, hymns and prayers 

0. I Cor. 15:1^-17. 
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which are all doctrinal in nature. The credal statements were 

called "Symbola" as marks or tests by which "Orthodoxia" was 

contrasted with heterodox beliefs, and those of the "true faith" 

or "true glory" separated from others. Although the preposi

tional character of belief is a matter over which speculative 

disputes have centered, I hope that the following discussion 

concerning "Orthodoxia" and the first section of the final 

chapter will strengthen my claim that there is a propositional 

element in belief. Of course there was not only a concern with 

creeds and expressions of what was believed, but also with what 

actions constituted correct practices: i.e., "Orthopraxia." 

Yet the concern for formulations of belief in creeds and pro

nouncements, I shall argue, is not irrelevant and must be taken 

into consideration by anyone attempting to give a full account 

of the Christian religion. Any philosophic or conceptual account 

must deal satisfactorily with these, as well as with Orthopraxia, 

if it is to be accepted as an adequate account. Even if it be 

a recommendation for change that is made as calling for a "new 

g 
heaven and earth" or a new concept of God, a change can only be 

accepted by the Christian if it is faithful to the history of 

Christian belief and practice. If the recommendation for change 

is not faithful to the history and positive teachings of 

Christianity, it will not be acceptable to concerned and 

9. Phillips, Death and Immortality (London: Macmillan, 
1970), p. 78. 
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knowledgeable Christians. It will then be a recommendation for 

accepting a neo-Christian religion, or placing new wine in old 

skins. This is what I think to be the import of Phillips' 

philosophy of religion, at its best. 

The most telling point at which Phillips' and the 

Fideist account of Christianity breaks down, I have been 

suggesting, is that concerning the reality of God. It is here, 

basically, that Phillips can be seen to have placed new wine in 

old skins. The modern Uittgensteinian Fideists have, it seems, 

gone so far beyond Christianity, assuming that the Christian 

God is conceived to be an individual existing in fact, that they 

have espoused atheism, in one sense at least. Perhaps it is 

not surprising that they prefer atheism, but it is surprising 

to be told that an atheistic account is the only adequate account 

of Christianity, especially when "philosophical" is equated with 

"conceptual." Theirs is an attempt to change bath Christianity 

and atheism by making the amazing discovery that within Christian

ity there is not even the conception of a God who exists in fact, 

and concerning whose existence Christians and atheists have 

classically disagreed. Thus the new wine has been fermented 

from a new conception of God, or better, the conception of a 

new God. In this chapter I shall try to show that the "God" of 

the Fideists is not the God of Christianity and that Fideists 

are atheists, consequently, when measured by the beliefs of 

Christians in anything like the traditional sense. 
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Orthodoxia 

One of the fundamental and most distinguishing beliefs 

of the Christian community is that Jesus as the Christ is true 

man and true God, or as it is expressed, "very man and very 

God." This is perhaps the most basic belief of Christianity, a 

belief which separates Christians from believers in other 

religions whose traditions are close to Christianity, e.g., 

Judaism and Islam. It is also one which has been the center of 

controversies from the inception of Christianity to the present 

time. Thus it is important to see whether any proferred account 

of Christianity can at least make sense of the controversies 

surrounding this belief. 

One Lord 

When Christianity arose after the resurrection and 

ascension of Jesus, the Christians were taken by the Jews to be 

idolators. The issue with Paul as hs defended himself before 

Festus and Agrippa was whether or not he was an idolater in 

worshipping Jesus. The Jews held that there was one God, a 

belief that the Christians shared. If then Jesus was not God, 

worship of him would be idolatrous, since only God should be 

worshipped. The problem arose because of what was held in the 

shared tradition. The claim that Jesus was "one with the Father" 

and that he was God was "scandalous" and a stumbling block to 

the Jews. 



113 

D. Z. Phillips tells us that Christians believe in a 

God of love: "love uhich means losing self in the object of 

love.11 He quotes Simone LJeil uho contrasts the Christian concept 

of God with the concept of god had by Thucydides, viz., of a 

being uhich exercises all the power of uhich that being is 

capable. "It is not so uith the God of the Christians. He is 

10 
a supernatural God, uhereas Jehovah is a natural God." It 

is one thing to conceive of God in two ways, another to conceive 

of tuo gods, as uas argued in the preceding chapter. In the 

history of the early Church ue hear of a bishop's son, Marcion, 

uho held that there uas such a marked difference and opposition 

betueen the Hebreu and Christian Scriptures that there were two 

Gods, one of the Lau and the Old Testament, another of Love and 

the Neu Testament. As used by Phillips, the above quote from 

S. Weil is at least suggestive of Marcionism, a teaching held 

to be heretical according to Christian belieF. The reason is 

not that Marcion presumed that God uas an existent, but because 

according to Christian belief there is but one God uho is the 

God of both Old and Neu Testaments. If the above quote were 

taken to mean that Christians have a more perfect conception of 

God than that held by the Jews, this would be acceptable to 

Christians. Even with the Jews, however, God did not exercise 

all the power of which he uas capable, nor did they think that 

he did. Christians still believe that he may still exercise 

10. Phillips, CP, p. 101. 



his power, although he does not always exercise all his power. 

But the major point is that Christians claim to worship one and 

the same God as the Jews did, although they also claim to have 

a better knowledge of him because he has revealed himself to them 

in Jesus who is himself true God. Thus although Christians 

think themselves to have a different concept of God—one fuller 

and more adequate—it is a concept of the God of the Hebrew 

Scriptures and of the Jews, i.e., of Jehovah. Furthermore, if 

Jesus is God, then he is the God of the Christian and of the 

Jew, and of all men for that matter, according to the teachings 

of Christianity. 

The Homoousios Doctrine 

That Jesus is God is a so-called "mystery" that has not 

only divided Jew and Christian, and Christian and other religious 

believers such as Muslims; but also those who wish' to be termed 

Christians, at least since the time of Arius. Thus the Arians 

11 
were also termed "Diatomites" or "Separaters." So it seems 

appropriate to recall briefly the Arian heresy at this point, 

since it still represents the issue on which Christianity itself 

is divided. Much depends for the Christian on how he understands 

the phrase "Son of God" when applied to Jesus. R. Bultmann, 

e.g., considers "Son of God" to have the biblical sense of 

11. John Damascene, Writings, trans. F. H. Chase, Jr., 
V/ol. XXXVII, The Fathers of the Church (Washington: Catholic 
University Press, 1958), p. 127. 
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oriental potentate. The union of God and man is for him one of 

personal meeting or confrontation, and not the union of two 

natures in Jesus. The positions of Bultmann, Paul Tillich and 

also of Paul Van Buren are, I think, incompatible uith the 

position of the Church worked out as a result of the Arian 

controversy. Although Phillips has not given us his position 

on this matter, it seems that the overall position of Fideists 

is incompatible uith the historic position of the Church. Thus 

I shall commence by considering the Arian controversy and the 

resolution of it. 

Arius uas a presbyter and theologian at Alexandria (+336). 

His intent uas apparently to develop a philosophical or theo

logical interpretation of the Christian message, particularly 

in regard to the person of Jesus as the Christ. He uished to 

frame a conception of Jesus in a manner that uould be free from 

difficulties for the philosophers and cultured persons of his 

time, so that the teachings of Christianity uould be acceptable 

to them, and yet true to the Gospel concerning Jesus as Christ 

and Son of God on the one hand, and God as one and supreme on 

the other. Since Jesus uas the Son of God and the concept of 

fatherhood entails temporal priority of the father, there must 

have been a time at uhich the Son did not yet exist. Secondly, 

God is distinct from the uorld and everything in it. He is, 

moreover, one. Were Jesus generated by God, as many taught, 

thsn he uould be one in nature uith God and uould himself be 

God. But God is distinct and one, and thus the Son of God must 
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have been created. Jesus, then, is temporal and not eternal, 

and is a creature. He is not true or very God. A number of 

other consequences followed, such as, for example, that Jesus 

was subject to change and capable of moral growth and that Mary 

is not the bearer of God. Furthermore, Christians would not have 

the knowledge of God they claim to have in knowing Jesus. 

Controversy arose in Alexandria concerning the teachings 

of Arius, and spread throughout the Eastern churches. Subse

quently a council of the churches, or of the Church, was convened 

in Nicaea in 325 by order of the emperor Constantine. 

Arius and his followers employed the language of the 

Scriptures and of the usual apostolic teaching to that date. 

There was none of it they could not accept, or which separated 

them from others who called themselves "Christians." Jesus the 

Christ was called "Son of God" and there was room for a type of 

worship of the Christ and a doctrine of salvation through him. 

Although many considered the teaching of Arius to be unfaithful 

to the apostolic faith, there was a widely shared feeling that 

minutiae and fineness of detail should not be pressed against 

the Arians, since among other things this would have the effect 

of dividing the Church. Also there was a suspicion among some 

that the opponents of Arius were at least tinged with the heresy 

of Sabellianism, which taught that God was one in essence or 

substance, but manifested himself in three modalities as Father, 

Son and Spirit. However, it was finally agreed upon to accept 
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as a Symbolon of faith the baptismal creed of the Church at 

Caesarea, with the addition of the word "homoousion" (homoousion 

to patri) and some other alterations. The meaning of the word 

"homoousion" was considered to be so precise and explicit as to 

exclude the position of Arius and his followers concerning the 

person of Jesus and his relation to God, which position was 

judged by the council to be a philosophical or theological re-

interpretation not in accord with the faith of the Church. The 

expression was itself, however, thought to be a correct symbolon, 

i.e., a test and expression of that faith. The entire Symbolon 

was ended with the words: 

Those, however, who say 'There was a time when 
he was not' and 'Before he was born he was not' and 
'It is the case that he was made from non-existents1 

or proclaim that the Son of God is of a different 
substance or being (or created) or capable of change 
or moral change, the catholic Church separates from 
itself.12 

Thus the reality, substance or being, of Jesus was one with the 

Father, one with God. When seen against the Jewish tradition 

which was shared by Christianity, and which was committed to one 

God, and when seen against the other beliefs such that God is 

of eternal duration and of uncreated nature, this oneness of 

Jesus with the Father points to an understanding of God as of 

an individual substance. I fail to see how it can be made to 

fit into the Fideist account of God's reality or how that account 

12. Heinrich Denzinger and Adolf Schoenmetzer (eds.), 
Enchiridion Symbolorum Definitipnum et Declarationum (33d ed.; 
Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1965), nr. 126, pp. 52-53. 
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can even make sense of the issue other than saying that it is a 

confusion. 

Historically it would be a mistake to say that the 

Symbolon adopted by the Council of Nicaea settled the Arian 

controversy or that the mere adoption settled it. In fact the 

controversy raged for centuries. It is still, for that matter, 

not completely settled: there are still groups who consider 

themselves Christian uhich do not accept the Homoousios doctrine, 

e.g., some Syrians and Unitarians, in addition to a number of 

theologians. Yet this does not go against my thesis that the 

doctrine points to God's being traditionally conceived of as an 

individual substance, for the very rejection is typically based 

on such a conception. Furthermore, the body of believers which 

I mentioned earlier, viz., Catholics, Anglicans, et alia, do 

accept the doctrine. That the latter is so, may be verified by 

consulting the various Credal books, prayers of the liturgies, 

works of theologians and the writings of the Fathers and Doctors 

of the Church who are viewed by the community of believers as 

both saints and expounders of the faith. 

Some concerned to deal with Christianity have wished 

to reject the teachings of the early councils, e.g., G. Id. F. 

Hegel, Adolf von Harnack and Paul Van Buren. I do not wish to 

deal explicitly with the rejections of the teachings other than 

saying here that all who have had an acquaintance with Christian

ity and wished to reject the councils, saw the importance of 

giving an account of their confusions. Although Phillips-would, 
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I think, make the same attempt his arguments so far have been 

less than compelling. I shall examine some more promising 

attempts later. Here I wish to discuss the expressions Df the 

councils and their religious importance, and to show that the 

Fideist position is incompatible with the tradition of the 

Christian religion, i.e., incompatible uith the community of 

believers as it has expressed itself. 

Jesus and the Father were said to be homoousion, i.e., of 

one ousia, reality or substance, Qusia was rendered substantia 

by the Western theologians, and these terms seem to have included 

Aristotle's notion of "primary substance," the notion of an indi

vidual entity, or particular, which exists. It is my opinion that 

although it is not a complete account, it is correct to say that 

in proclaiming Jesus to be of one substance with the Father it is 

presupposed that there is one substance, viz., God—or perhaps 

better, Godhead--which is Father, Son and—which becomes clear 

from the councils after l\licaea--Holy Spirit. Admittedly, by 

talking of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, which are said to be 

separate "persons" or "hypostases" a difficulty is introduced. 

However, as is clear from reading of these terms, they are not 

meant to be synonomous with "person" as we use it. It was stated 

by Augustine, e.g., that "persona" is a word inadequate and not 

13 
strictly correct. The word "homoousios" is not explicit enough 

13. Cf. Augustine, The Trinity, trans. Stephan McKenna, 
The Fathers of the Church, Vol. XLV (Washington: Catholic Univer
sity Press, 1963), Book VII. See also John Damascene, op. cit., 
pp. 1*»1 ff; and Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, Q 39, art. 1 and 2. 
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as it uas used at Nicaea to answer the question of whether Jesus, 

as Son of God, and God the Father are numerically one or quali

tatively one. The Creed as formulated and accepted seemed to 

revert to Sabellianism, but an attempt uas made to avoid this 

imputation in the Council of Chalcedon by distinguishing between 

•usia and hypostasis. Damascene and Aquinas, e.g., understand 

the latter term in a relational sense such that in the one sub

stance or essence, ousia, of God there are three distinct 

subsisting relations, hypostases. Since in this paper I have 

been suggesting that "God exists" may be captured by the exis

tential quantifier, it is reasonable to ask whether it is ousia 

or hypostasis that contains the quantifier. In either case 

problems of identity and difference will arise: I shall be 

pushed toward Sabellianism on the one hand and Arianism on the 

other. My choice is to view ousia as being at least partly 

expressable as or presupposing (Ex)Gx. The reasons for this are 

contained in the following paragraphs. Were no answer forth

coming here, the charge could be made that my use of the quanti

fier has, after all, nothing to do with the reality of God in 

traditional Christianity. 

The word "ousia," or "substantia" in Latin, although it 

has a long history, was in theological and religious usage by 

the third century, for example, in the correspondence of Denis, 

the Pope of Rome. It seems to have been a word that expressed 

both the senses of primary and secondary substance of Aristotle. 

But what is an individual entity dt particular existing thing, 
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protp ousia, is something that satisfies the existentially or 

universally bound variables, as for the sake of this paper we 

have understood them. One concern of the early Christians uas 

to shou that they were not practising idolatry, i.e., that they 

worshipped the one true God in worshipping Jesus. Thus what or 

who was incarnate in Jesus was the God of Abraham and Moses 

himself. Since Jesus was taught to be of one substance with 

God, it appears reasonable to hold that the early Church and 

those in the tradition would accept the formula (Ex)(Gx*x=j), 

on our above readings and taking "j" as "Jesus." They would 

even accept it with the Father as a substitution instance of x 

so long as it is ousia and not hypostasis which the quantier 

and variable are taken to at least partially capture. Dn the 

other hand if it is hypostasis which we claimed to capture it 

would be unacceptable, since Father and Son are traditionally 

held to be hypostatically or "personally" distinct. My position, 

then, is that it is God as Godhead, and not as each "person," 

that can be viewed as an individual existent satisfying the 

existentially bound variable, consistently with the "homoousios" 

doctrine. 

Put quite simply, unless there is an entity which existsm 

as an individual and which is God, I fail to see how Jesus can 

be of one substance or reality with the Father and taken to be 

God, as this was apparently intended and has been traditionally 

accepted. On the other hand, if there is no God who exists 
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extensionally this counts against the "homoousion" doctrine. In 

this sense I should consider that God's extensional existence is 

a presupposition of something that has been decided upon as true 

in Christianity and which has come to be used as a test or 

standard Df orthodox belief. 

The Theotokos Doctrine 

Also of interest are the implications which the "homo-

ousios" doctrine has historically had. One of these is that 

Mary is the Theotokos, or bearer of God. According to ftlestorius, 

e.g., all that can properly be said of Mary is that she bore the 

human body of the Christ but not the Deity or Godhead itself. 

On the contrary, it was held in the councils, that in Jesus there 

was such a perfect union of God and man that in bearing Jesus, 

Mary bore God. She was the Theotokos. This is an implication 

of the "Word made flesh" and of the Son's being "homoousion with 

the Father." This doctrine was also taken over in the life of 

the worshipping community. It is the basis of veneration of the 

virgin Mary; and the Theotokos teaching appears explicitly in 

two places in the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, the liturgy 

used in Orthodox Churches and in the Eastern Rites of the Roman 

Catholic Church. In Western Christianity this doctrine has 

sometimes tended to be distorted somewhat in the direction of a 

motherhood and virginity cult, or Mary has been venerated to a 

degree that some judge inappropriate at best. From its form in 

Roman Catholicism Protestantism has tended to disassociate itself. 
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However, the Theotokos doctrine itself has been widely accepted. 

Again on the basis of the Fideists' account of God's reality, I 

fail to see that the doctrine or veneration of Mary can carry 

the same import. 

This cursory and incomplete account of Othodoxia from 

the Apostle Paul to the Theotokos doctrine was meant to show 

several things. I began this history of the tradition sharing 

with Phillips the view that the Christian community was important 

for determining what is true in Christianity or truly Christian. 

What the community uses to judge concerning truth or what is 

truly Christian is scripture and tradition. Lie saw what has 

been held in the historic community as true and truly Christian 

belief from the time of Paul to the doctrine of the Theotokos. 

What was held can be viewed as a continuously developing teaching 

concerning Jesus as true God, which is a central and distin

guishing tenet of Christianity. Next, the history of doctrine 

involved thinking of God as an individual entity. On the other 

hand, if we do not assume this, the Church must have been mis

taken. It is hard to see: how warship of Jesus could be 

questioned as idolatry but said not to have been this; how the 

God of Christianity and of Judaism can be one and the same God; 

how Jesus is homoousion with the Father; and how Mary is the 

Theotokos. Further, the accounts given of these propositions by 

the traditionally accepted saints and doctors or expositors of 

the faith are in accord with the view that God is a substance. 

What is more, many of these same doctors of the faith, Athanasius, 
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Damascene and Aquinas, e.g., gave a posteriori proofs for God's 

existence, and the Catholic Church teaches officially that such 

proofs are at least possible, uhile other Christian churches at 

least consider them fruitful in thinking of God: all of which 

shows that God has been so conceived. Finally, what were 

accepted as the very tests or symbola of Orthoxia were statements 

about Jesus being true God, being homopusion, and about Mary 

being Theotokos. The way in which these have been intended and 

accepted through the centuries rules out the attempt to under

stand God as having an existence which is not that of an individ

ual entity, although he is clearly thought of as far different 

from other entities, for example, being eternal, uncreated, 

provident and loving. 

I think that a like case can be made out regarding God's 

action or activity: i.e., God is conceived as an agent. For 

the way the creation of the world and the action of God in Jesus 

have been traditionally accepted are causal and hence very 

different from the account offered concerning grace and the 

dependence of the world on God by Phillips. Thus there is a 

tension between the Christian community and the Fideist philoso

phy of religion as it bears upon Christianity. However, a 

Fideist analysis of God's action and causality has not thus far 

been ruled out as possible in principle or even as acceptable 

within the Christian community. Until it is offered we cannot 

tell whether or not it will be acceptable, unless, that is, there 

is something about the method employed by Llittgensteinian • 
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Fideists that is in some uay fundamentally incompatible with the 

basic belief and/or presupposition of Christianity. 

Some Objections 

There are a number of rejoinders open to a Fideist con

cerning the story I have told and the lessons concerning the 

reality of God within religion which I think the story has taught. 

Some of these are more superficial, others are deeper. It is the 

more superficial ones with which I am concerned at present and 

we will deal with the deeper ones in the final chapter. 

A Fideist might say something like the following. Isn't 

it clear that in using expressions like "substance," "individual 

entity," "homoousios," "existential operator" you have ceased 

to speak religiously or spiritually? These teachings or accounts 

are theological or philosophical, not religious. Moreover, they 

are confusions about religion, and if the councils meant or pre

supposed what you have suggested they did, then so much the 

worse for the councils. The councils were confused at this 

point. But at any rate, you cannot use the councils as material 

for the study or conceptual analysis of religion, for what they 

were doing was giving an account or interpretation of religion. 

Thus they can be mistaken like anyone else. 

My point in using the councils was that what they had 

to say was used in their time as a test of truth and adequacy in 

belief and teaching. The formulations adopted by them, moreover, 

have been accepted as tests of truth or adequacy within the 



Christian community, and any account which calls these tests 

into question must give grounds for so doing that will be 

acceptable to the Christian community, if it is to be taken as 

an account of traditional religion. However, it is clear that 

the words cited, and the existential operator, are all non-

scriptural and play no large part in the everyday language of 

believers; some of them never occur at all. Although "homoousion 

or a translation of it is used in liturgical worship and public 

instruction, this word was itself objected to by many of the 

Fathers of the Council as technical, e.g., and non-scriptural. 

But the question is whether or not the cited words and the exis

tential operator give a correct expression or formulation to the 

faith of the community of believers. LJhom we take as believers 

here will determine whether or not this is the case. Certainly 

they do not express the faith of Tillich or Van Buren, at least 

if what they have written is a correct statement of what they 

believe. Perhaps they do not express the faith of S. Kierkegaard 

or Simone Weil, Phillips'favorite believers, either. If, however 

we are to take these people as paradigmatic, my claim is that 

we are gravitating about questionable examples to begin with. 

Where there is question as to whether someone is truly Christian, 

it is the tradition itself and Scriptures that contain the tests 

of who is to count. Phillips, e.g., tells us to read the saints 

again if we do not end in agreement with him. My contention is 

that Athanasius, Damascene, Aquinas, e.g., are recognized as 

saints. They were also intelligent, thoughtfully concerned with 
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religion, and articulate. They tried to give an account of their 

faith. Since Christians have accepted them as saints, supposedly 

theirs was a genuine Christian faith. Further, since they are 

accepted as Fathers or Doctors, it is the case that believers 

have taken their accounts of the faith to be basically correct. 

Thus it appears that they may serve as paradigms of Christians— 

as might Paul, only more so of course. Now, on the other hand 

the early councils considered themselves, after much delibera

tion, to be in accord with the scriptures, Paul, the other 

apostles, and the faith of believers. Athanasius played a part 

in the early councils. Damascene, Aquinas and centuries of 

believers have accepted the councils and even taken their ex

pressions and pronouncements concerning Jesus and the Trinity 

as standards of orthodoxy to which philosophical or theological 

accounts of belief must conform. But of course that does not 

prove that there was not confusion. It mould make it extremely 

surprising, however and some plausible explanation of the con

fusion must be forthcoming. Although the arguments to show that 

they would be confused in their expressions and pronouncements 

have so far been found wanting, I shall try to give some further 

explication of why I do not think that the charge of confusion 

has been substantiated by Fideists, at least in the case of 

Phillips. 

The councils were concerned to preserve the faith, al

though this is not to say that their motives were always unmixed. 

A central part of that faith was and is that Jesus was/is- true 
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God. Yet God is unique and supreme. Didn't this view of Jesus 

make Christians idolators? That was the concern of the early 

Church, and that is a religious concern. Isn't the belief that 

Jesus is God a religious belief? It is the central and distin

guishing belief of Christianity, measuring other beliefs and 

determining one's attitude toward Jesus; hence, it is a religious 

belief. To explain or spell out that belief in different terms 

may or may not be religious. If its motive is to safeguard the 

true faith lest it be diluted or distorted by those who proclaim 

to be teaching the truth of or truth in Christianity to those 

inside and outside the community, then I would say that the act 

of expounding the faith in such a way as to separate it from 

these other teachings or accounts is a religious activity, 

although also philosophic or theological, find this, in my 

opinion, is why the fathers of the councils thought they had to 

say anything at all, viz., to separate themselves from what they 

considered dangerous teachings. Why these opposing teachings 

or accounts were dangerous was, e.g., because they were partial 

truths, but as such especially liable to mislead. They were 

only partial, moreover, in such a way that by trying to give an 

account of or an expression to the faith in terms of only some 

truths they were led to deny others. This idea of partial 

teaching, by the way, is the traditional notion of "heresy." 

By placing an unhealthy emphasis on or by accepting only some 

truths and attempting to account for or express the entire faith 

by these alone, one is led to falsehood. And one might view the 
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internal arguments of the last chapter as following this classic 

pattern. 

The fathers of the councils, moreover, said the specific 

things they did for several reasons. First, their particular 

formulation was thought to center on the particular point at 

issue at that time. Secondly, it was considered to be suffi

ciently explicit to separate their view from the heretical one. 

Thirdly, it was thought to be a correct although perhaps not 

complete expression of the apostolic faith of the community. 

Thus although more meta-religious than religious in original 

formulation perhaps, the activity of forming the symbola and 

pronouncements mas motivated by religious concerns. The 

resultant formulations were also made looking to the scriptures, 

apostolic tradition, and the faith of the living community, 

•nee these symbola and pronouncements have been formulated and 

admitted into the tradition, they are standards or criteria of 

judgement for truth. I can thus see no reason not to consider 

them religious. Even when being formed as intellectual expres

sions of the faith and so meta-religious, their very purpose 

was to have a regulative bearing on the Christian religion as 

practiced and confessed. 

These expressions and pronouncements do not seem, however, 

to have been intended as final. At least that seems to have 

been the case prior to the schism between East and West. In the 

early councils the expressions of faith seem to have been in the 

nature of locating mysteries held by faith, for example, that 
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Jesus is one in substance with the Father or that there are 

three distinct hypostases in God or that Mary bore God. These 

were meant, I think, to be tentative. When viewed as separating 

the true from heretical teaching, these symbola and pronounce

ments do, however, locate the mystery of faith in a place heresy 

does not. Thus versus Arianism the mystery of Jesus being God 

is expressed as his being one in substance with the Father or 

that the one God became man, and not that a being akin to the 

neo-Platonic demiurge became man—as was held by Arius and those 

who wished to make Christianity acceptable to the philosophers 

and cultured persons of the time. Thus Adolf von Harnack com

pares the formation of successive expressions as having a down

ward spiraling movement. The Orthodox theologian IMikos IMissiotis 

14 
makes the same point. I am even willing to admit the con

ceptual possibility of philosophical or theological confusion 

on the part of the members of the councils. This is at least 

conceivable. But in order to accept this, one must be willing 

to change the standards of truth concerning true in Christianity 

or truly Christian if such changes can be shown to be justified. 

The councils, however, do serve as the present standards of 

judgement and have gained at least a venerable position. A 

requirement for change here will have to be recognizable and the 

new tests acceptable to Christians past and present: Paul, the 

14. Nikos IMissiotis, "Interpreting Orthodoxy," Ecu
menical Review, January 1961, pp. 4-28. 
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Fathers, Doctors and the body of Christian believers. In other 

words, Fideists may be correct; however, they have so far, if I 

have been correct, not shown this. 

In regard to the central issue concerning the reality of 

God, that God is assumed to be an individual entity of some 

sort is the only view I know that does justice to the problems 

and concerns of Paul and those engaged in the Christological 

controversies. Any philosophic or grammatical arguments calcu

lated to deny this type of reality to God will only show that 

Christianity has difficulties, either resting on a mistake or 

being inconsistent. Uhat sort of arguments might serve to permit 

the Christian to accept the view of the Fideist or others, when 

that view is not in accord with the reality of God assumed in 

historic Christianity, is yet a question. 

Orthopraxia 

So far in this chapter I have centered upon what might 

be called public and traditional professions of faith in doctrinal 

expressions. Christians, however, not only profess their faith 

but confess it in various ways. In other words, there are 

certain activities and practices which are considered truly 

Christian. These constitute what I have termed "Orthopraxia," 

and here too the Fideist account, as paradigmatically contained 

in the religious philosophy of D. Z. Phillips, is not, I claim, 

adequate to its subject matter. 
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Attitude Toward Jesus 

Christians worship and approach Jesus as the incarnate 

God. They pray to him, thank him, petition him, and study him. 

As God he is for them a unique and necessary figure. He is 

unique in being a man but also God. He is the revelation and 

"the perfect image" of the true God. He is necessary for their 

salvation and their knowledge of God. The scriptures in which 

the teaching of Christianity is primarily but not exclusively 

contained proclaims itself to be the story and account of Jesus 

of Nazareth. He is viewed as "the way, the truth and the life." 

Thus in coming to know Jesus, the Christian thinks himself to 

know God. This is possible with no other figure, since Jesus 

is thought to be God incarnate. A proper guide to the under

standing of the Gospel, the Christian holds to be contained in 

the apostolic teachings of the Church. 

For the Christian, then, there is no other figure that 

can substitute for Jesus, not just because he was the one who 

taught the apostles and founded the Church but because of whom 

he is considered to be. Yet on the view of Phillips, Jesus is 

contingently related to Christianity and the Christian life. If 

another figure had exemplified the spirit of selfless love, he 

would, I take it, be the object of study and the norm of the 

Christian life and would be the one bringing salvation. If 

another figure had taught us as well or better, he would be the 

revelation and image of God. But for the Christian this is 



133 

inconceivable, and Jesus is the norm of all revelation as the 

complete and best revelation of God, since he is God himself as 

that has been explicated in the Christological disputes. He is 

not the exemplification of the spirit of selfless love but God 

himself, of one substance with the Father. 

For the Jew, God was a jealous God. "I am the Lord, your 

God; you shall have no others." Since Phillips seems to admit 

that the God of the Jews was a "natural" God and hence an 

existent and agent, we agree on this. But Paul and Christians 

claim to be worshipping this same God in Jesus. Phillips points 

out that for Jesus to be seen as the Christ, those who so saw 

him must have participated in a community within which Jesus 

could be so recognized. To judge that Jesus was God there must 

have been a concept of God and an institution of use within 

which this decision could be made. The religious community was 

therefore central in deciding whether Jesus was God or worship 

of him idolatry. In speaking of God the Mew Testament writers 

and the early Christians were speaking of Yahweh, the God of 

Sinai, of the covenant, of the patriarchs: the supreme agent. 

They were within the Jewish tradition, and the Scriptures first 

used by Christians were the books of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Although Jesus changed the concept of God, there is little, if 

any, doubt that the early Christians thought of it as a more 

perfect knowledge of the same God. How else, Phillips himself 

asks, could the former Pharisee, Paul, think that he worshipped 

the same God and was not an idolator? And yet: to so wo-rship 
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and approach Jesus as God, when God is considered a "natural" 

God, is superstition on Phillips' account. This can hardly be 

superstition uithin Christianity, unless Christianity itself is 

superstitious. 

Evangelism and Exclusivity 

Another practice that -is taken to be truly Christian 

is evangelism or missionary work. There are certain actions 

that are not properly missionary uork and these it is best to 

mention in view of some of the things that Mr. Phillips has 

written. Although sometimes carried out in the name of missionary 

uork, torture, burning of churches and heretics, political 

intrigues and other practices associated with the unsavory 

connotative use of "Jesuitism" and "Papistry," as used in the 

15 
works of Dostoyevsky, e.g., are not missionary work. Most 

simply and fundamentally, missionary work is preaching the 

Gospel and baptizing. The missionary preaches the Gospel as 

the revelation of God for all men and as the best and most 

complete teaching of God. The God revealed in the Gospel is 

also viewed as the God of all. It is the word of God himself 

for all men, according to the Christian. Phillips tells us, 

for Christians, ". . . 'the eternal' has been captured in 

certain specific propositions about God—for example, that God 

became incarnate in Jesus of IMazareth. It follows, according 

15. Cf. Phillips, FPE, p. 2V7. 
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to them, that what is of eternal importance is that they should 

16 
try to get all men to assent to this special revelation of God." 

It seems to me that there is an unsubtle misrepresentation here. 

Granted that God's becoming incarnate in Jesus is a fundamental 

truth of Christianity, it does not follou, for Christians, that 

what is of eternal importance is that they should try to effect 

assent to the revelation. Uhat does follou is that they should 

make that revelation known, because it has been entrusted to 

them, because Jesus gave them that commission in his words to 

teach and baptize all nations, and because* of course, it is on 

their view at least, a universal and true revelation. The assent 

is simply not theirs to effect, nor is it on the Christian view 

something effectable by human endeavor. Phillips goes on to 

say, "Even if you believe you have eternal truth, it does not 

17 
follou that you ought to proselytize." Well, much depends 

on uhat is meant by "proselytize." If you believe that you have 

the truth you ought not be ashamed of it, you ought profess it 

on the proper occasions and confess it by your life, I suppose. 

To be an apostle, however, is a ministry not given to all on 

the Christian vieu. Just because some Christians have been 

mistaken about uhat counts as missionary uork does not count 

against the entire practice, uhich stands as a truly Christian 

one. 

16. Ibid., p. 236. 

17. Ibid. 
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Same Objections 

Seeing that Christians consider themselves to have the 

truth, Phillips asks what price can be put on the truth. "If 

you say no price is too high, the logic of persecution is 

18 
complete. The end justifies the means." The end is not for 

the missionary to effect assent, but to preach the uord and 

receive into the community by baptism those who believe. No 

price is too high for him, as the stories of the apostles 

testify. Neither does he consider the price that those who 

hear and believe have to pay too high. Again, neither is the 

price paid by those who hear, understand and freely reject the 

message too high to be paid. And this, if I understand Christian

ity, is the hardness, not what must be done to effect assent, 

for that is not a proper task. 

Still, even though the above protest against missionary 

work was misplaced, Phillips has others. He states that mission

ary activity rests upon an identification of complete truth with 

Christian truth. It would be better to say the most adequate 

truth is identified with Christian truth. But, he then proceeds, 

"It is not a case of Christianity being a better religion. This 

would assume the existence of an objective religious norm. But 

19 
is the norm any more than what we (Christians?) believe in?" 

To say that Christianity is the best religion and this is so 

18. Ibid., p. 239. 

« P» 2̂ 6. 
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since there is an objective norm which is more than what is 

merely believed would I think be an acceptable statement of 

what missionary work rests on. The norm of religious truth 

believed in, or on, by the Christian is Jesus as the revelation 

of God, not merely for them but for all men, and hence Christian

ity is considered the best religion. The question, even for 

the Christian, is whether or not this is SD, as Phillips asks. 

On Phillips' view, asking whether or not some religion 

is objectively better, when the judgement of better is based on 

an objective and universal norm of truth, is a mistaken question. 

In both The Concept of Prayer and Faith and Philosophical Enquiry 

he contrasts the "supernatural God of selfless love" with the 

"natural God" who exercises all the power of which he is capable. 

What proves those who hold that God is a "natural God" are not 

worshipping the true God and "in the wrong?" He quotes Simone 

Weil that, though extremely rarely, a man will forebear out jpf 

pure generosity to command where he has the power to do so, and 

that what is possible for man is possible for God also. "In 

this answer," we are told, "Simone Weil is profoundly right. 

What other proof of the truth of a religion could one ever ask 

Z D  
for or hope to possess?" I presume that this is meant as a 

rhetorical question, although it should not be—even if the 

answer is "None." 

20. Ibid., p. 2^8. See also CP, p. 160. 
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The difficulty here is that Phillips has supposedly been 

giving us an account of Christianity, and I presume of traditional 

Christianity, although one stripped of philosophical or theo

logical confusion. One of the practices of Christianity is 

missionary activity. After admitting that and stating that 

missionary work rests upon an identification of Christianity and 

truth conceived as universal and having an objective norm, he 

holds that this conception of truth is mistaken. He then offers 

us another concept of truth, but one uhich does not justify 

missionary work as the preaching of the most adequate and 

universal truth having an objective norm. Moreover, he holds 

that this latter vieu of truth is the only possible one for which 

is a better or the best religion. Thus missionary uork rests on 

a vieu of truth uhich, although held by Christians, is untenable; 

hence missionary activity should on his account not be engaged 

in, at least as it presently is. Thus again the religious 

philosophy of Phillips and Christianity are in disagreement as 

regards actual practice and the vieu of truth upon uhich this 

practice rests. But here, again, the confusion, if it is one, 

regarding truth has not been shoun to be a philosophic confusion 

about the actual concept of truth in Christianity. Rather, if 

he is correct, that concept of truth itself is a confusion. 

Again, this uould seem to count against religion, at least 

Christianity, as a uhole. 
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It is the case that missionary work rests on a conviction 

that Christians are in possession of the truth. Their norm for 

truth is Jesus as being God incarnate, and hence the revelation 

of God. If Jesus is God, Christians will have a norm. That 

Jesus is God as the Christians have understood this is what has 

been ruled out as being even possible for Phillips. This is so 

so since what this means for the Christian within the historic 

community is that Jesus is of one substance with the Father. 

One underlying presupposition of this, I have argued, is that 

God exists as an individual. Since Phillips has maintained that 

this is a confusion regarding the reality of God, he must also 

maintain that the whole Christological dispute, the worship of 

Jesus, and missionary work are all based on a confusion. Yet 

these are very central things in Christianity. If a philosophical 

account claims to be of Christianity and yet rules these out, 

what kind of an account is it? It is not one which by the 

criterion Df adequacy, adopted in the first chapter, is adequate 

to the Christian form of life since it leaves no room for central 

features of Christianity. By the Fideist criterion for correct

ness, then, it seems that the Fideists account of God's reality 

is in fact incorrect. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the previous chapters, I have dealt with the issue of 

God's existence and nature. I have accepted the Fideists' claim 

that a proper understanding of God is to be gained by an examina

tion of the religion in question, viz., Christianity. The second 

and third chapters dealt with the inadequacies of Phillips' argu

ments to the effect that God's existence is not a factual matter 

and that he is not properly conceived to be an individual. The 

arguments used to prove or show these things being insufficient, 

it was at least possible that within the Christian religion God 

is conceived to be an individual who exists in fact. In the 

fourth chapter, I attempted to show that God is conceived or at 

least presupposed as an individual, given the teachings and 

practices of the Christian community. Thus there were no good 

reasons for saying that it is a philosophical confusion to con

ceive of God as an individual, and there seem to be quite good 

grounds for saying that believers in the Christian tradition do 

so conceive of him and presuppose that he in fact exists. Thus 

the account of God's reality given in this particular form of 

Fideism, taking Phillips as a paradigm, is clearly not compatible 

with Christianity, looking features of this religion, i.e., the 

beliefs and practices contained within the tradition. Yet 

1*»0 
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Fideists may be taken to have accounted for another "untraditional 

Christianity." 

In this chapter I uish to do three things. First, I 

shall investigate whether or not it is possible for a traditional 

Christian rationally to accept the Fideist "Christianity," by 

being rationally persuaded that God does not exist. If this 

latter can be established as possible then the statement "God 

exists" can be seen to be factual as well as extensional, for 

that God exists and does not exist are both conceivable. Although 

I believe it conceivable that a Christian may rationally come to 

accept the non-existence of God, I shall show how the types of 

support for this are different from those so far offered by the 

Fideist. Secondly, I hope to show in what sense God's existence 

is an ontological presupposition of Christianity. Thirdly, 

assuming that I am correct in concluding that the nature of God 

given us in Phillips' conceptual account is not the nature of the 

Christian God, I shall investigate why it is that Phillips has 

failed to give an account of God's reality differing from that 

acceptable to the traditional and orthodox Christian. The reasons 

for this it is suggested make it impossible for him to give an 

acceptable account, and rest on his views of meaning, justifica

tion and skepticism. 

Factuality and l\leo-Christianity 

The Christian community historically has conceived of 

God in a way that Phillips claims to have precluded, and his 
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accounts of prayer, knowledge of God, dependence on God, etc. 

are based upon a notion of God different than that actually held. 

As Phillips himself admits, uhat we think about God will determine 

what is thought of dependence on God and prayer to him. Since 

Phillips does not hold a Christian view of God his other accounts 

also fail, unless there is a good deal of inconsistency within 

Christianity concerning what is meant by "God." Phillips' 

situation is, I think, analogous to one who tells us about chess, 

while never referring to the King. He stated that what surprised 

him is that so many Christian philosophers seem to be talking 

about a God who is an existent among existents, and an agent 

among agents. What I have tried to show is that this is not 

surprising at all. The many Christian philosophers, and many 

atheists too, have on my view been talking about God, whereas 

Phillips has not. Unless, then, he can show that God as an 

existent is not important to the Christian religion, or is not 

essential to it, his account certainly is not adequate to the' 

Christian religion. 

Can his account be considered one which may be accepted 

by Christians? In one sense, clearly yes. It is a possible way 

of talking and acting, so anyone psychologically capable of 

living the Phillipian religious life may of course accept it. 

But can one give good reasons for accepting this religion in the 

place of traditional Christianity as found today in Catholicism 

1. Phillips, CP, pp. 81-83. 
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and Orthodoxy, e.g.? Can there be reasons seen and accepted as 

good ones by someone standing within the tradition? I think that 

there are a number of ways in which one might possibly justify an 

acceptance of a religious life without a natural God. One of 

these is by an appeal to the life and teaching of Jesus; a second 

is by an appeal to scripture and/or tradition; a third by appeal

ing to what is rationally demonstrable in a sense of "rational" 

acknowledged by believer and athiest. 

Christianity is concerned to be faithful to Jesus. What 

being faithful here amounts to is looking at him in a certain 

way, and understanding, preaching and following his teachings. 

Thus a Christian is concerned, among other things, to understand 

the person and teaching of Jesus. Jesus himself might be 

approached in many ways. Since it is generally acknowledged 

that there was a historical figure, born in Bethlehem, etc., 

called Jesus, there are historical studies of him. These are 

not nearly so extensive or detailed as of some other historical 

figures, but the task of finding or constructing a historical 

picture of Jesus is not a logically impossible one and is now 

underway again even after the critiques given of finding the 

2 
historical Jesus. Of course what the Christian finds of central 

importance are the accounts and teachings of Jesus in. the New 

Testament. The writings of the I\lew Testament are, no matter 

2. Cf. Guenther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth, trans. 
Irene and Fraser McLuskey with J. M. Robinson (New York: Harper 
and Bros., 1960). See also James M. Robinson, A New Quest of 
the Historical Jesus (New York: SCM Press, 1959). 



what view is held concerning revelation and authority, a product 

of the early Church. They were written by members of the early 

Church and what works from among hundreds were chosen to be in

cluded was a decision of the Church. Thus Jesus as portrayed in 

the New Testament is a mixture of the historical Jesus and the 

Christ of faith, as it is sometimes expressed. In addition to 

the writings of these Scriptures are those of the Fathers and 

the Christological Councils, which were formative of teachings 

concerning the nature and person of Jesus. In addition there 

are liturgical and other documents which show how Christians 

thought of Jesus. A rough and non-exhaustive, and perhaps not 

trichotomous, classification may be made concerning Jesus into: 

1) the historical Jesus of Nazareth, 2) the Christ of faith as 

found in the New Testament, and 3) Jesus the Christ as expressed 

in the Christology of the early councils. I am presuming here, 

although I think that it may be supported, that an orthodox 

Christian believes that accounts of the historical Jesus, the 

biblical Christ and the Christological Jesus are consistent. 

Moreover he holds that: 1) is necessary for 2) and 3); 1) and 

2) are necessary for 3); and that 2), and 2) and 3), are correct 

statements or expressions regarding 1) and 2), respectively. 

This will let us see how a Christian may reject the traditional 

teachings concerning the person of Jesus or even Christianity 

as a whole. 

A Christian, concerned to be faithful to Jesus, can then, 

it seems, rationally reject the expressions of Christology for a 
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number of reasons and still remain a Christian. He might, e.g., 

hold that the Christology of traditional Christianity is not 

correct as regards either the biblical Christ or the historical 

Jesus. He might see conceivably that 3) is not a correct expres

sion of 2). R. Bultmann, for example, has given an existential 

interpretation to Paul's writings which does not carry the onto-

logical import of "powers and principalities" or of the soma 

pneumatikon that those writings were taken to have had. A. von 

Harnack has claimed that Patristic and Christological thinking 

were not faithful to biblical thought, due to a hellenizing 

influence. Both of these men have attempted to drive a wedge 

between the biblical Christ, or biblical teaching, and the 

thinking and teaching which followed, although they have attempted 

this in different ways. If a radical discontinuity can be shown, 

then it might be reasonable to reject the views about Jesus 

expressed in the Homoousios and Hypostases doctrines as correct 

interpretations or statements concerning the biblical Christ. In 

that sense, what counts as true in Christianity or truly 

Christian might change. It is conceivable, in my opinion, that 

using the results of scriptural and historical studies the 

traditional interpretations of Jesus can be shown to be incorrect, 

although so far I do not think that it has been shown. If it 

comes to be demonstrated, however, my arguments as taken from 

Christological disputes are irrelevant, or at most trace out 

confusion. 
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One might also attempt to show that the biblical and/or 

Christological accounts are untrue to the historical Jesus. One 

might argue as G. U. F. Hegel does in The Positivity of the 

Christian Religion and The Spirit of Christianity that the early 

Church, including the disciples, misunderstood the teaching Df 

Jesus. According to Hegel, who attempts to reconstruct the 

teaching of the historical Jesus from the Gospels, Jesus actually 

and historically fought against positivistic doctrine and a 

positive moral code. His teaching was essentially that we are 

to became free to love all men selflessly. The "positivity" in 

the bible and the formative councils is, according to Hegel, 

attributable to Judaism, within which Jesus lived and taught. 

Concerning, for example, Jesus and the disciples, Hegel states, 

"He broadened their horizon a little, but not beyond every Jeuish 

idea and prejudice.Thus Hegel attempts to drive a wedge be

tween 1), and 2) and 3). The villain Df the story is Judaism, 

whose positivistic spirit historic Christianity shares. The real 

spirit of true Christianity, which is faithful to the historic 

Jesus, is that of freedom and love. Hegel's arguments are a 

combination of what might be seen as primitive historical study, 

cultural anthropology, biblical exegesis and philosophy. These 

disciplines have undergone considerable development since his 

time, and, again, if one can show that most probably the bible 

3. Georg W. F. Hegel, "The Positivity of the Christian 
Religion," Early Theological Writings, trans, and ed. T. M. Knox 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971), p. 81. 
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and councils were distortions of his teachings, then these latter 

will not serve as they have previously as sources and standards 

of Christian truth. Christianity, or Christendom, as a historic 

phenomenon, might even be called "Un-Christian." 

Suppose that we do capture a sufficiently accurate 

account of the historical Jesus and the disciples to become con

vinced that Jesus indeed had a physical father, said few of the 

things which he reportedly said in the New Testament, had his 

body stolen from the tomb, and that the disciples suffered 

extreme nervous and psychological disorders after his crucifixion. 

Suppose, moreover, that we discovered that Jesus' life was a 

constant struggle against Jewish "positivity" and the concept of 

Yahweh. Suppose he said things like, "You search for Yahweh but 

you must free yourself of Yahweh: the example of my life is 

enough for you," "I am the true way of life and when you see 

this you will be free," and, "You live in darkness and bondage, 

but if you see my way of life and teachings as true and suffi

cient, you will live in freedom and light." Certainly this is 

speculation. All I am claiming is that it is conceivable and 

logically possible that the disciples and early Church misunder

stood Jesus. If that ever comes to be seen as probable, for 

example, through historical and biblical study, then a Christian 

would if rational certainly have a different notion of Jesus, 

one not consistent with the biblical Christ and a fortiori the 

Christological Jesus. 
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Would such discoveries justify a Christian's rejecting 

God, i.e., would it be reasonable for him to say that God does 

not exist? That still depends, of course. The support for belief 

in God's existence might come from many sources. One of these 

might be that it is a presupposition of uhat Christians have 

thought to be true of the sacraments and the Church. Thus they 

might hold it to be true that the sacraments and the Church are 

loci of God's efficacy in the uorld, and understand this to be 

such that God's existence is necessary for the truth of uhat they 

hold here. They might think that no other interpretation of 

sacraments and the.Church is adequate to account for uhat they 

think remain true descriptions of sacraments. But if such as 

the above discoveries uere made concerning Jesus and the disci

ples, I cannot see that the traditional roles of sacraments and 

Church could be maintained, since they are too closely connected 

uith the divinity of Jesus as it has been traditionally conceived. 

Thus even if the justification for God's existence uere internal 

to religion, e.g., we experience God in the sacraments and find 

his efficacy in the sacraments and life of the Church, then he 

may uell give up belief in God's existence. On the other hand, 

uere such discoveries to come to pass, he might turn to Judaism 

or Islam or even form another theistic religion. 

Nou suppose that scriptural and historical studies show 

tuo further things. First, they shou that talking uith God as 

reported of Abraham, Moses and Job, e.g., is in all likelihood 

a literary device for reporting an internal dialogue of a man 
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in spiritual conflict. Secondly, indications are that Moses and 

the writers of the Pentateuch, e.g., used Yahueh as a device to 

strengthen moral training in a superstitious group of frightened, 

insecure and vacillating nomads. Since our previous Christians 

had the Mem Testament taken from then as the story of God's 

action and teachings, they may well have turned to the Did 

Testament as one or the sole source of this. If the above two 

things could be shown to bs probable, then the Hebrew Scriptures 

too will be seen in a far different light. For example, neither 

need they be seen as containing the truth by which other forms 

of life may be judged. Then, the Judaic-Christian tradition may 

be seen as embracing one form of life among others. 

If this comes to happen, it seems to me that there would 

be little if any support left for belief in God. For God is he 

of whom people learn through the scriptures and tradition. But 

since these have been hypothetically shown to be of most doubtful 

value as characterizations, whether metaphoric or analogical, of 

an existent called "God" or "Yahweh," what is it anymore that 

one is to believe exists? Here one might be thrown back to 

support given by experience of an overpowering other, or argu

ments for a first and final cause, but I, with Phillips, am not 

ready to say that one may reach a knowledge of God, the God of 

the Judeo-Christian tradition, solely through private experience 

or natural theology, since how we conceive of God is public and 

contained within the tradition. If the tradition comes to ba 

shown to be series of misunderstandings, I would want to say 
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that the traditional concept of God, or God, is man's mistake. 

A Christian or former Christian could reasonably say at this 

point, "I uas sorely mistaken; God does not exist." 

Thus there are some factual discoveries which could con

ceivably be made and which would reasonably count against the 

existence of God as an individual. Therefore it seems that the 

existence of God is not only taken as extensional but factual. 

Although perhaps no external justification can be given for 

God's existence, it does seem that there can conceivably be 

good reasons for admitting his non-existence, acknowledged by 

believer and atheist alike. Hence it seems that God's reality is 

factual and material and may be a matter of genuine ontological 

dispute. 

There is another way in which a Christian might be 

brought to say that he was mistaken and that God does not exist 

after all. Catholics, officially at least, hold that an ja 

posteriori argument can soundly demonstrate God's existence. 

Orthodox theologians in large part hold that although such 

argumsnts are so far as we have them unsound, yet they are help

ful ways of thinking of God which are not, I presume, without 

value for believers. On both views and on the views of the 

early councils, God is conceived to be an existent of some sort. 

Now if the existence of God can be demonstrated to be impossible, 

then it seems reasonable to say that he cannot exist, although 

many have thought such a being did in fact exist, or although 

his factual existence was presupposed by their religious beliefs. 
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If such is the case, then the statement "Gad exists" is not 

factual, although it has been believed to be or presupposed as 

a factual truth by historic Christianity. 

If support for God's existence has been taken auay from 

the Christian in one or more of the above uays and he no longer 

holds to or is ontologically committed to an existent called 

"God" then he might accept Phillips' religion and "a God" having 

reality of the kind for which Phillips argues. His "God" has, 

indeed, much in common with that of Christianity as a theistic 

religion. There is prayer, dependence on God, a notion of 

creation. Faith, hope and love remain virtues, with the greatest 

of these being love. Although none of these things remain quite 

what they were, there is a reconciliation between man and man, 

and man and the world, in the "spirit of God," as in the "spirit 

of selfless love." Admittedly the Christian, or former Christian, 

might see value in such a life because of goods he already 

recognizes: it would certainly not be an entirely strange world 

to him, and he could even retain a major portion of his religious 

language. One might even call such a religion "Christian" 

although I myself would prefer to call it "neo-Christian." 

This suggests another way in which we may view Phillips' 

philosophy of religion or religious philosophy. I have argued 

that doctrine is an important part of historical Christianity. 

I have not argued that doctrine is what has kept Christianity 

alive, what has given it its vital force among men. One might 

say that it has been the ability to let men see "meaning" in 
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life, escape despair and live in hope, seeing their fulfillment 

in loving others and accepting everyone and everything as they 

are. "That is," one might say, "as for the real point of religion, 

the truth in religion." Phillips' account has shown how all 

this is possible without ontological commitment to a God whose 

existence is problematic and an embarrassment to philosophers 

and modern men "come of age." Thus he has shown at least that 

a "natural God" is not necessary to a religion. He has, one 

might say, shown how some similar points of the game may be 

kept without the ontological encumbrance of a God who is an 

existent and agent. But for one who still believes in the 

traditional God, to embrace this religion would be turning his 

back on God. Within the Judeo-Christian tradition, with the 

concern of faithfulness, a religion without God is not a viable 

one. 

In sum, my claim is that although a Christian cannot 

remain in the tradition of Judeo-Christian religion and accept 

the religion espoused by Phillips, there are conceivable ways 

in which he might reasonably give up his present religion and 

adopt a neo-Christian one. But these ways also show that the 

traditional concept of God, is based on God's existence being 

assumed as factual. 

The Ontological Presupposition 

Some statements are accepted as true and certain 

practices as truly Christian within Christianity. Once we 
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accept the statements and practices, it seems that, using these, 

God's existence is unquestionable. Yet, I have tried to show 

that a believer might reasonably come to say that he was mis

taken and admit that God dnes not exist after all, even though 

he thought he did. Once a man says that God does not exist, 

however, he will no longer embrace the Christian life as it is 

found within the historic Christian tradition. He will look 

for a new conception of Gad or the conception of a new Gad, or 

perhaps ignore God altogether. If he accepts a new notion of 

God or a new God, activities such as prayer and his idea of 

Jesus being divine and his concept of creation will change, 

taking on new content in accord with his new God or new notion. 

What I suggest is that this can all be accounted for by 

taking the existence of God as an individual who exists in fact, 

not as the nation of God within religion, but as a presupposition 

of the Christian religion. Thus the existence,,, of God is suffi

cient for understanding traditional Christianity and also 

necessary for the validity of the traditional Christian form 

of life and the standards of truth within it. 

In the sections on Orthodoxia and Orthopraxia in the 

last chapter, I tried to show that taking God as an individual 

is -sufficient for understanding these features of religion. On 

the other hand, if someone denies that God exists as an individual 

existent, that God does not SD exist is taken as a good reason 

for the rejection of the traditional expressions of Christology 

and the practices of worshipping Jesus and missionary activity 
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as they have historically been conceived and carried out. Thus, 

although there are accepted standards of truth and truly 

Christian which are found within the community, these are seen 

to be invalid once it is held that God does not exist. 

Although possibly there are no external justifications 

for God's existencem> from natural theology and metaphysics, for 

example, it seems that certain things can count against God's 

existence . Uhat I have indicated here is that scriptural and 
m 

historical studies can conceivably make discoveries which so 

count. If one comes to see tradition, including the traditional 

understanding of scriptures, as a series of mistakes, then he 

might say that God does not exist after all. He may give up 

his present form of life, if he is a Christian; he may be con

firmed in his form of life, if he is an atheist. But then the 

existence of God is apparently presupposed as a factual matter 

for the validity of Christianity. If one believes that God does 

not exist, that constitutes a good reason for giving up the 

tradition as it has historically developed. Again, the existence 

of God is a presupposition of the tradition. 

IVow it was precisely the notion of God as an individual 

existing in fact which I suggested in the first chapter was the 

ontological presupposition of the Christian religion. This I 

think has now been shown, although the belief in God's existence 

need not be viewed as a religious belief, since within religion 

it is not factual. That is, within religion itself it is not 

open to question. If it is true, the tests of truth within 
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Christianity might be valid. If this belief is not true then 

those tests, although used, are invalid. At least "God exists" 

being false, is a good reason to reject them. Then it seems 

that although a specific language-game is played, perhaps it 

ought not be. The question for the modern believer who uishes 

to remain in congruence with the historic Church is whether God 

as an existent is a bit of outmoded ontology or not, regardless 

of what else he might be. 

Some Basic Issues 

The reader may wonder how, if God's reality is actually 

to be conceived as I have indicated, some sensitive philosophers 

can be so mistaken. In this section I hope to show how this 

came about, owing to the way in which the task of giving a 

philosophical account of the concept of God was initially con

ceived and undertaken. This will further indicate that, so long 

as the task is conceived in this way, no adequate account is 

possible. 

The methodological slogan that serves as a starting 

point for Mr. Phillips' philosophical account of prayer is 

stated early in The Concept of Prayer: "The meaning of a word 

is to be found in the way it is used." Later he quotes Norman 

Malcolm who asked a question concerning God in the article, 

"Anselm's Dntological Arguments," viz., why it was that human 

beings even formed the concept of an infinite being. Malcolm 

was sure that there could not be a deep understanding of that 
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concept uithout understanding the human phenomena that gave rise 

to it. Phillips goes on to state: "Difficult though it un

doubtedly is, the task facing us is precisely that of trying to 

reveal the grammar of religious beliefs in relation to the human 

phenomena out of uhich they grow. ... Ue must ask ujhat wor

shipping an eternal G^d means in the uay of life in which it has 

h 
its life." Included in understanding the concept of an eternal 

God in activities such as worship, which comprise the way of 

life in question, is looking to the 'point' or 'points' of 

religion. Thus he thinks the question of what religious belief 

means is answered by an investigation of the point of religious 

worship, and eternal love. This investigation will discover 

such things as the significance of worship and love, the circum

stances that occasion them and those to which an answer or 

5  . . .  
solution is given. The human phenomena out of which religion 

grows, which give it its importance and to which God gives an 

answer in terms of love and meaning are such things as death, 

misfortune, despair. In general the grammar of God is told in 

these terms. 

Although one can agree that the proper use of concepts 

can allow us to discover their meaning, and that it is a great 

service to show the actual connections between religious con

cepts and human phenomena, as well to indicate what the point of 

*». Phillips, CP, p. 03. See also FPE, p. 21. 

5. Phillips, £P, p. 23. See also FPE, p. 21. 
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a religious way of life is, we need not yet agree that the 

Fideist account of God is correct. This is so because "God" is 

taken to have a referential or naming role in just this sense, 

that something called "God" is by the Christian religion pre

supposed to be an individual existing in fact. What Phillips 

has attempted is to understand^ prayer to God, worship of him 

and love of God in a way that demands what he calls an "internal 

connection" between what is done in prayer and worship and the 

human phenomena associated with these activities. By calling 

this connection "internal" I take it that what is meant is a 

"meaning connection" of such a kind that worship of God, prayer 

to him and belief in him are understood in terms of the human 

phenomena which occasion and comprise these activities and con

stitute their point. Furthermore, the "grammar of 'God'" is 

contained in these activities thus understood. One might be 

able to accept all this but balk at the further position which 

underlies Phillips' conception of his task, viz., that the 

meaning of "God" is exhausted in such an examination or "con

ceptual account." What I have attempted to show is that "God" 

not only may have the referential function but actually does, 

and hence cannot be exhaustively analyzed in terms of meaning 

connections with human phenomena. 

It is clear that Phillips does want to understand prayer 

and worship in terms of such internal connections and this may 

be clearly seen in two cases. One of these poses a difficulty 

for his account of prayer, the other is ruled out by him as not 
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being genuinely religious. The first case is one of petitionary 

prayer that Phillips considers, viz., prayer for the conversion 

of the world. He states that in this example it is difficult at 

first to see any internal connection between the prayer and what 

is prayed for, "and for that reason it is hard to know what to 

make of the prayer."^ The second case is that in which a 

believer seems tD be asking for some particular thing. For 

example, a mother prays that her sick child recovers. Lie are 

told that this is not, if religious, a request that God do one 

thing rather than another. If it were this, it would be super

stition. Rather, he states: 

The meaning of the specific request is internally 
related to the expression of readiness to accept 
the will of God. As I have suggested, the believer 
is asking that his desires will not destroy the 
spirit of God in him. . . . since a man is concerned 
with hope and meaning in his life, it is the desires 
which he actually does have which he brings to God.^ 

How does Phillips know all this? Because God is not an existent 

and agent; but if we were to admit that God can bring about one 

thing rather than another, his relation to the world would be 

causal, and God would be an agent. Thus Phillips simply cannot 

admit the possibility of believers religiously asking for 

particular things. There must be an internal connection, and 

where it is absent, the prayer is superstitious. 

6. Phillips, CP, p. 128. 

7. Ibid., p. 122. 
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One SRSS that the slogan as originally formulated was 

really tuofold: The meaning of a word is found in the use, but 

it must be only a certain kind cf use, viz., one in which an 

internal connection can be found. This connection is, iri casu, 

between the prayer and uhat is prayed for, and what is prayed 

for cannot be understood in such a manner that God is causally 

related to the world. But this restriction on the kind of use 

to be admitted is a stipulation and not a discovery. Uhat 

Phillips found difficult to account for or necessary to exclude 

as nonreligious might have served as an indication that he had 

legislated and not discovered. 

God and his existence^ are presupposed in religion and 

thus the word "God" is taken or intended to have a referential 

function. Phillips, however, attempts to understand "God" 

in terms of religious activities and practices which can be 

understood exhaustively in terms of human phenomena by an in

ternal connection, which must be present if any activities and 

practices are truly religious. In his analysis it is impassible 

for "God" to have its required referential function. Therefore, 

I conclude that the Fideist account is not only incomplete and 

incorrect, but strongly incomplete as being methodologically 

incapable of giving a correct account of God and a fortiori the 

Christian religion. 

Presuming that I have correctly understood the Fideist 

position, there is a myriad Df objections which Phillips can 

raise at this point. This will bring to light not only where I, 
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or religion, may be mistaken, but also indicate further reasons 

why Phillips has conceived his task in the way he did. These 

objections are the more basic rejoinders to uhich I referred in 

the last chapter. 

First, on the position uhich I have developed, religion 

presupposes a God mho exists but conceivably might not, at least 

so far as ue knou. If this is the case, then one might ask for 

a justification of religion in general. For if God does not 

exist, religion is at root mistaken. But, the Fideists ask, 

uhat can a justification look like here? Would ue even knou 

uhat ue are looking for? Although ue knou uhat might justify 

specific cases uithin religion, hou might religion in general 

be justified? Am I not seeking justification beyond the point 

uhere it makes sense to do so. 

It may be possible that no justification is possible of 

religion in general using arguments that are uholly external to 

religion. If houever ue uere to take the concept of God, and 

a sound inference from world to God or only a probablistic argu

ment uere forthcoming for God's existence, either of these uould 

serve as a justification of a theistic religion in general, so 

long as it uas possible to identify the entity uhose existence 

uas supported and the God of the religion or religions in 

question. Thus it seems false to claim that ue do not knou uhat 

uould serve as a justification of a religion in general, at 

least if the religion is theistic. Phillips on the other hand 

seems to consider any such arguments as both impossible and 
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irrelevant to religion. If no arguments are possible which even 

establish a probability for God's existence, then I am ready to 

admit that theistic religions are not reasonable by external cri

teria. Someone might even try to say that because of the nature 

of reality and human reason, it follows that religion is not 

reasonable at all or even that it is irrational. This too might 

be considered a justification of religion in general, but in a 

perverse kind of way. Whether or not arguments for God's exis

tence are relevant depends on whether the entity whose existence 

is supported by argument may be identified with God. If this 

were impossible of accomplishment, then we could not or would not 

recognize the arguments for the existence of some entity, such as 

prime mover, as a justification of religion. Whether this impos

sibility has been established is something that can only be 

determined on a case by case basis, having the concept of God 

and his causality and type of argument dealt with firmly before 

us. 

The second objection that might be forthcoming is one 

concerning skepticism. Thus in arguing against, Hick, Hepburn 

and Ransey, with whose positions mine has much in common, 

Phillips claims that there is an epistemological skepticism 

underlying their—and so my—position. We are skeptics as 

regards knowledge and worship of God. It is plausible on our 

view that there is no knowledge or worship of God, since God 

may not exist. The criteria of religious knowledge, e.g., may 
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all be mistaken. But once these are called into question, 

nothing may really be knowledge in religion. 

First of all, Phillips himself has called into question 

the actual standards of judgement concerning truth in Christian

ity, viz., the scriptures as an objective and universal norm of 

religious truth, and tradition. I grant, houever, that the 

standards of truth in religion may be fundamentally mistaken. 

One might use two analogies in discussing this issue. The first 

uas suggested to me uhen used by Dr. J. L. Cowan in a conversa

tion with Peter Winch at The University of Arizona during the 

fall of 1970. Tick-tack-toe, or noughts and crosses, i? a game 

that is played. We may learn the rules and come to know what is 

a good move or a bad one. Yet in another sense no move is a good 

one, since the game is not an "honest" one. One plays the game 

to win when he first learns it and this is at least one central 

point of the game. Yet at some point everyone can discover that 

there is no true contest, and that the game has only had interest 

for one because of the mistaken presupposition that one could 

win, that there was an honest contest. The second analogy is 

that of scientific or technological development. Phillips states 

that to account for new phenomena, scientific laws have to be 

modified or changed. Yet he states, "One would not say that the 

old laws are wrong, or that the new ones are nearer the truth, 

g 
but simply that they differ in their range of application." 

6. Phillips, FPE, pp. 6-7. 
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Consider the laws of cartography which were based on the presump

tion that the earth is flat and the superseding laws which are 

based on the presumption that the earth is spherical or a spher

oid. With the old laws one can distinguish correct and incorrect 

statements or charts and calculations, i.e., internal to the old 

cartography. Yet even if we will not say that the old laws were 

wrong, surely we would want to say that it was based on a mis

taken presupposition. This presupposition can be recognized as 

mistaken because of some of the truths that we already recognize 

outside the particular "game" or endeavor of which it is a pre

supposition, for example, optics and geometry. "We are," as 

•tto Neurath is quoted in W. \l. Quine's Word and Object, "like 

mariners on the open sea who must rebuild their vessel without 

ever laying it up in dock, strengthening it from the best 

members." Religion, I have indicated, might come to be seen as 

resting on a mistaken presupposition from what we know or can 

discover in other endeavors that pertain to it. 

"This language-game is played" cannot in my judgement be 

accepted in such a way that no "language-game" is mistaken. A 

language-game and the corresponding form of life which gives it 

meaning, and statements within it the possibility of truth and 

falsity, constitute a primitive given for understanding, but 

not necessarily for assessment. Whereas on Phillips' Fideist 

view religion is not subject to external criticism, this can 

only be a tenable claim if religion has concepts and assertions 

whose meanings and standards of correct application and use are 
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solely internal to the religion in question. What I have tried 

to show is that there is a way in uhich the existence of God and 

the concept of God are not wholly internal to religion. His 

existence is not merely formal existence within religion. The 

existence of God as an individual existing in fact is a presup

position of the form of life in question. The status of this 

presupposition is open to investigation and support or attack 

by any relevant methods, whatever they may happen to be. 

Thirdly, Mr. Phillips might bring up the point that I have 

made belief that God exists into something which it is not. He 

might claim that I have violated the grammar of belief in two 

ways. First, on my view, what is believed is a hypotheses or 

serves an explanatory role. But then the man who believes in God 

and the man who doesn't are contradicting each other. But this, 

according to Phillips, is not the case. Also, why would it be 

terrible for believers that someone does not believe in God? Why, 

Phillips asks, would it be terrible not to believe that ari entity 

does not exist? Yet the religious believer holds it is terrible 

not to believe in God. Why, then, would it be terrible not to 

believe in God, if this is construed as believing in God's exis

tence? Phillips and Wittgenstein presume that if God is taken as 

an individual no answer is forthcoming. Finally, on the above 

view one might say to a believer, "You only believe ... Oh, 

g 
well ..." But this is not the way belief is used in religion. 

9. Ibid. , pp. 8^-86.. 



165 

So long as it is the God of the Judeo-Christian tradition 

that is in question, if one man says, "God exists," and another 

says, "He doesn't," they may be on my view contradicting each 

other since that existence is extensional and factual. It is 

not merely a way of thinking. Now to deny an entity exists may 

be terrible nr not depending on the entity in question and what 

follows from the denial. If someone denies that there is, or 

doesn't believe that there is, a piece of granite under the third 

cactus to the northwest of a certain signpost in the Mojave 

Desert, this is not too bad in most circumstances. Not believing 

that it exists might be thought terrible if its being there was 

a mark of my honesty or a presupposition for my way of life. We 

all celebrate George Washington's birthday, and on that day honor 

him as the father of our country and as paradigm of patriotic 

virtue. One of us might be somewhat upset if someone didn't 

believe that George Washington existed, for then as useful as 

our celebration might be for patriotic purposes it is in error. 

Even stronger, however, if God doesn't exist, then the Christian 

way of life is largely mistaken, at least in those features which 

were examined in the previous chapter. How one lives and con

siders the world depends to a great extent on whether he believes 

that God exists or not. Thus it is not entirely a question of 

just whether one believes in some entity or other existing. 

Finally, one might well say to a believer, "You'only believe 

there is a God." You cannot say, "Oh, well . . . ," because so 

much depends on the truth or falsity of what is believed." A man 
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may believe that his uife has been unfaithful to him and has had 

an affair with you. That you can't say, "You only believe; Oh, 

uiell . . . shows something about the belief. It does not show, 

however, that it is not a belief in a factual matter, unless 

"fact" is taken to be a state of affairs having no value. But 

this is an unduly limited notion of fact. 

Where I suspect something has gone wrong concerning the 

nature of religious belief is indicated in Wittgenstein's dis-

10 
cussion of belief and Phillips' parallel discussions. In these 

God is understood largely in terms of the belief in God. On my 

view the belief ought also be examined in terms of its object. 

The belief in God is important and has the role it does because 

it is a belief ijn God. The belief is important and serves as a 

basis for a man's mode of life, since God is held to have a 

particular kind of nature, and a believer has staked his life on 

God's existence. On the other hand, Wittgenstein and Phillips 

seem to have been led astray by tending to assimilate belief in 

God to belief in the Last Judgement when this has been incorrectly 

understood. Belief in God jass a belief in his existence is not a 

belief within religion, whereas belief in the Last Judgement is 

a belief within religion. Secondly the Last Judgement _is a 

picture that serves as a norm or measure of a man's life if he 

is a believer. But if one tells a Christian that he does not 

10. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures and Conversations on 
Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief, ed. Cyril Barrett 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), pp. 53-72. 
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think in these terms or that there is truth in it as there is in 

11 
the saying 11 It is better to give than to receive," I do not 

think that the Christian will be content uith what seems to under

lie these remarks. The Christian will want to say that the Last 

Judgement is a "picture" given by Jesus. Whether or not it is 

to be accepted as one that prefigures a future event or merely 

a reminder that many who think themselves righteous and in the 

truth are not really so, is to be determined by how Jesus meant 

to use his story of the Last Judgement, e.g., in Matthew 25. It 

may be that the Christian will think that the picture was meant to 

prefigure a future event, and this to my mind is probably the 

best biblical interpretation. But by accepting the belief in 

the Last Judgement as a paradigm of religious belief, denying 

that it is a belief in a factual matter, and then tending to 

assimilate belief in God with belief in the Last Judgement as 

it has been understood, a wrong picture has been brought to bear 

on belief in God. Since, moreover, God has then been analyzed 

exhaustively in terms of belief, prayers and human phenomena, a 

systematic or methodological misunderstanding of God has been 

introduced. 

One might say that the religions of which Phillips and 

I have given accounts have "gravitated about different paradigms." 

l\lo doubt that is quite true. It would never have occurred to 

11. Phillips, Death and Immortality (London: Macmillan, 
1970), pp. 67 ff. See also FPE, pp. 150-153. 



me to have taken Kierkegaard and Simone Weil as paradigms of 

Christian believers, although they may be deeply religious. 

Job and St. Paul are of course regarded by both of us as relevant 

and paradigmatic cases of believers in the tradition. However, 

the latter cases mere mishandled, if my discussion in the above 

chapters was correct. How can we decide on paradigmatic cases 

where we disagree? Clearly I do not accept Phillips' favorite 

believers. Although no doubt religious, it is doubtful that 

they are paradigmatic Christians, at least as they have been 

represented. Furthermore, even were we both to accept St. 

V/incent dePaul, Karl Barth and Thomas Merton, e.g., as para

digmatic cases of modern believers, not everything they were to 

do and say need be considered as truly Christian or true in 

Christianity. My solution to judging whether or not someone 

may count as a paradigm, or whether specific words and actions 

are Christian, is to appeal to what the Church teaches. This 

may be found in the scriptures and tradition, since it is in 

these sources principally that the standards of truth are sought 

by those whom we would today consider Christians. If we agree 

to this and to accept the apostles as paradigms, we may come to 

agree on some persons today as being truly Christian in general, 

and in their specific words and actions. Even then, however, 

it is conceivable that Christianity is at root mistaken, in a 

way recognizable by the firmest believer. In sum, true Christian 

belief must be traditional, but not necessarily immune from 



criticism or even perhaps justification. This is to say that 

the religious language-game and corresponding form of life is 

not one to which the position of internal standards, outlined 

in the first chapter, applies. The believer and atheist may 

still carry on a genuine ontological dispute. 
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