THE USE OF LANGUAGE AND BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION
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“ ¢ <ood is a metaphysical term, then it cannot be even probable that a
gl(?(xll de;ifstsg.og‘oisto say fha}; ‘God exists’ is to make a meFap}.lyswal uttertz;?lgz
which cannot be either true or false. And by the same crltgnon, no s:SnS ne
which purports to describe the nature of a transcendent god can poss y
literal significance.” ' o
Whatever degartures A. J. Ayer may later have made from hls'uposmox;S HL OtI}Iiz
Language, Truth and Logic of 1935, the above statement stld Iv)rlessments e
the need for Biblical theo%fogy }tlo takeé. into acc<;:;1tt tt}l]ng el;ﬁ(;t;:tunfgse?l}éss nts in
linguistic philosophy. For if such a notion 18 COTrecs niqueness of the
ible’ as at least a partial revelation of 'the nature of a trans
gélgll’? iss ﬁ:ﬁ%ﬁd granted that SIE)Ch the(?logical expressions do havle sorrie Sﬁ%glgﬁ?nfﬁi
the contributions of Iogico-interpretqtlonal a_tnal.ysm are _n{)'t i)n y tﬁa (1sz lo put n
dispensable for exegesis and existential application _of Béb(;c?) tl;.l}ll ulthor(s)
be) which is adequate and faithful to what was intended by tne a .

Ayer’s extreme suggestions concerning the place of .Ir}et.apézysics,d ejtxhlcs, ha}nd-
theology have already been thoroughly and repee;{tedﬁy Cr}lltICIZeh., anﬁ inysrdy;?g
i i i ht. Rather than whip aga
If has somewhat modified his earlier thoug .
fleorse let us assume that the logical positivist school .has oﬁ;ered no suﬂiC}ent {D;lrczturggs
for holdine that theological statements are “mea?mgless . Yet assuming tha t‘le}
Biblical st:tements concerning God have some significance for men,kwe IafreChs'l_
left with the problem of determining how these statements are to be ta en.f ris
tian theism is to reap the full benefit of its supanatu.ral revelation, }? sabz.coufrse
must be steered between the Scylla of complete literalism and the Chary 151.;) ai
symbolism which not only divests all Biblical statemel?ts ({fdany precise, L Ge;?l
i 1 i ibili direct knowledge concerning .
tention, but also denies the possibility of any : > oot :
1IIt1 ?Is] in the plotting of such a course that an analysis of the way in which that
revelation uses language is needed. . . ' .
Reacting against the early extremes of the Vienna Circle and 1ts‘followmg(i
the ordinary language school of philosophy insisted that( ‘woorél.s were }t10 be‘mterpdrertleot
ing 1 i ¢ ere is use
sordi heir usual meaning in ordinary usage. ( Urdinary
?rf(lt%redgéis::ooﬁ “lay” as opposed to “technical”, but as “stock”, stan'dard, as oppﬁ§ed
to “non-stock”). In its most radical form some principles of this type of philo-
sophical method could be pushed to conclude .that “suqh wo’fds, for 1nstanc;§, .gs
“glr)asp” “place”, “show” must always be taken in a “primary .spatlalhsense. ! side
from the fact that it is rather difficult to find any scholar holding such an ex fre?e
position today, this view is also in such discord with the frequent intention ol the
? . . 3
users of such words that we can dismiss it here. . .
An opinion held by a number of evangelicals (}?r at lgfflisg. v»]fhlc}; marzly thl'nh
i i he more obvious difficulties), and whic
hev hold until presented with some of t ; . .
thg usually as IZ‘fundamentalists”, are accused ofl propot&xzﬁl{lg, 1s‘ttlat ?cng;tsur(?}
‘ i i “ordi ”, literal way. ile variety of u
uage is always used in an ordmary R 1 _var ses
1aansginfrlge word wi};hin different contexts 1s recognlz.ed, ‘the.possﬂ)lhty ofha similar
varietc;r in the use of statements is overlooked. The 1'mphcat10ns of an ;m}t) rc1>,pomo.rt-
hic theology in the Old Testament, and the absurdity, for example, of Paul’s wrl(i
E)n of beinbg literally crucified with Christ in the New Testament are patent ari
stfaightforward enough so that this position is now more often used as a travesty
of one’s theological opponents than as anything else. -
As we leave these primal conceptions of the use of language andosteer ha ittle
closer to Charyhdis, the situation grows continuously more complex. Once the pos-
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sibility of a non-literal “symbolic” function of language is acknowledged, the way
is open for a number of currents of thought, of varying depths, on the role of
language, particularly Biblical language. One form of such thought conceives of
the non-literal language of the Bible, that is, its religious language, as expression
of a moral commitment. For E. B. Braithwaite, for example, the logical function
of statements of religious belief is not to talk about or assert facts about God, but
to give voice to such commitment. One’s religious experience, convictions, valua-
tions are stated in theological language, but there is no need for assuming that
such language refers to some God.

W. F. Zuurdeeg’s emphasis on the convictional situation of homo loguens (man
speaking), and his insistence that it is homo convictus (man with conviction) as
over against homo sapiens (man with intelligence) who hopes, prays, swears, and
theologizes,* resembles Braithwaite’s position somewhat. Language expressive of

conviction of a generally religious nature played for Zuurdeeg an integral role in
the composition of the Bible.

“(a) In biblical times convictional language and indicative language were not
distinguished as they are now. (b) When twentieth-century scholars look back
upon the language of biblical times, they can distinguish between a convictional
and an indicative aspect. (¢) It appears to us that what biblical people were
really interested in was what we would call the convictional element; the in-
dicative element was held in the convictional framework.’”

Yet despite this similar recognition of the role of religious language as ex-
pressive of personal conviction, Zuurdeeg assigns a more descriptive power to such
statements than does Braithwaite. There is for him a further metaphorical sense
in which religious language expresses through a mythical form truth about God,
truth unknowable directly because of the gap between infinite God and finite man.

I. T. Ramsey’s philosophy of the religious attitude as a discernment-commit-
ment combining the depth of personal commitment and the universality of mathe-
matical commitment® has much in common with Zuurdeeg’s. For him religious
language is logically odd: it uses ordinary object language with very special qualifi-
cations or combinations of words,” and contains meaningful tautologies which com-
mend the ultimates of explanation.? He concludes that “for the religious man ‘God’
is a key word, an irreducible posit, an ultimate of explanation expressive of the
kind of commiiment he professes.” Because the Bible is so laden with odd uses
of word and statements the problem of Christian doctrine is seen as “systematizing
. . . the riotous mixture of phrases which had characterized the Kerygma.”'?

But as Zuurdeeg exceeded Braithwaite in insisting on the pictorial function
of religious language as descriptive of God, so Ramsey moves farther toward a
fully symbolic view in asserting the possibility of more mediate knowledge of God
by direct analogy. The language of the Bible is appropriately odd logically in its
use of ordinary object language in unusual ways to bring the reader a new flash
of insight in which “the penny drops, the ice breaks”. And in the language of
Christian theology this same function is found; Ramsey talks of it in terms of
“models and qualifiers”. Models of everyday speech, such as “cause” or “good”,
are used in conjunction with special qualifiers such as, in these cases, “first” and
“infinitely”. Knowledge of God is thus communicated through such language by
analogy.

Austin Farrer is another recent thinker sharing belief in the possibility of
some theological knowledge through analogical predication. This way is in fact
necessary because “If God exists, He is unique, and if other beings are related to
Him, that relation is also unique . . . that which shares no identical characteristic
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. . for
i ’ des, direct reasoning is of no use
i else.”! Therefore, he concludes, : . o
lv:lt)}ivligézhgg(;od and analogy must be used. Thus the primary function of religious
n ) 1
language is to analogically state ideas about God. he doctrine of vie analogia
: Itohas particularly been in Thomism, of courselzl, tlflat the o<1: rine of vin analogie
1 isti r example, in
i Christian theology. E. L. Mascall, fo hi
hatsi ’? Olslcr)i:l};egegrlee in his Words and Images, argues for the use of religious language
nd to
:s giving direct knowledge of God through analogy. . ¢ teolosion]
Yet there are still many theologians who dleny th?. possi l1 1t37u;)ge Fredgrick
h a role to religious lang .

v analogy, and hence deny suc relig] :
lI;now'le(fige ?nystance bg,(;ncludes that the analogy of attribution tell§d ust.nﬂth;ngéofgg
‘cfhrre’ s(ilrmption t};at God possesses abstractable cha]rfac%erlspc.s tl eél Ictalllat Othough

S po i i ionable.”’? If Ferré intends

d by men is radically questionable. that h
3}1150 P;S;esslfe dizlfine characteristics similar to human, they are not 1de:;$§%;n}ée
i th};, whole point of analogy. If he would say that there is IiO (rye fance
rgussei the finite and the infinite, then here the view of religious z§npua%‘€iiteral”
toet(‘)xoenbll}l)letely forsake the part religious language tlcar:i playﬁm ittiie:stte;g;ngln iteral”

i gura .

i ing the deity, though perhaps couc hed in figurative )
iy Cfcicrirmwi}}%ether expyressed “in terms of logical p051t1vlsmﬁ {near’unﬁ}sissstléis:é
trersri?cism’s ‘transcendent logical ineffability, or some of N%ogrt (1)lc ?zzssknOWlEdUe
on the impossibity of rational knowledge of a wholly otherh. od, relig qus knowledse
. in thispsense impossible, and Biblical langl,}age is not 1r(11g> fmore than a record
Lsf 1 sychological (“religious”) experiences which many find, for cu ,
to ll)jeyhelpful in giving them “similar” experiences. . o deal with the

If orthodox Christianity is to avoid the charge of fai urft 00f er(:,l  with the

ent life and its needs and to maintain its claim for. som}flz soh o ps cal, bis
%)re's al basis, it must find some means of drawing a line, thoug ;;?rdaghe oed
l'Orlc b tweer; naive literalism and theological §kep‘t1c1sm in interpre m?h' ¢ Biblical

nessage At the same time the valuable contributions of the various 11n rs men-
n'lessilgi.lust not be neglected, for much of what they suggest is tilxtren;e };h%d inent
Euortl}?e work of hermeneutics. Let us look backhat these i)dez:is. werd ;i/e ou P
i herefrom and what must be disca . .
and see what can be gained t v jocarde e
i i insi ictional nature of religious guag
Braithwaite’s insistence on the convi ( . g e
undeniably important; the element of commitment in a passageosus}}ll aihiiaﬁtand
is unavoidably present, and essential to the thruzt of th.e c}Iaptt}elr.t El ! z r?tirely nonf
i d need not imply that i
ommittal nature of the language use ; ont Jo
t}cl)encitive that Isaiah, in this case, had no apprehension of chargctiarlstlise;)ience
(lj)git or, that he had no intention of conveying, not only that particu ellr exp rer t(;,
bet ifmu hts concerning the nature of God to th(? reader. It is cElrntlrec?f C{)ossd b
unceivegof Isaiah’s words as meaning to describe a trar-lsc,i:n ent God an
flc;ve if one wishes, “an empiricist’s view of rehg10u.5. belief 3 " -
7Wh t has been said concerning Braithwaite’s position a}zpltie‘s equa ytto0 uuit-
deeg’ cgnce tion of the convictional situation (and Ramsey ks) 1s.cernfr:;r;1:cinmmthis
eegj And Pindeed Zuurdeeg recognizes the p‘}ace t:or an o ]ect;gart ctor In this
convie s ion i i iti f the “convictor” as a
icti on in his positing o C r )3 of
CO}?VICUI(;H?I}OSEZHI?EN his suggestion of the convictor, M;ltnessei,f gtoof}? a}lztars;?kg%
threat i d promise of new life to the s
e goods by hostile forces, and p ) ] '
thria;ntzogléiti()gnsl4 thr};ugh the overall Biblical (flessa.ge is nlgt antlyi nln}tltia;ei’;ler;%,
bt iati f God’s redemptive work. Ye .
vides a new appreciation o 1 | t cat-
Ilgletntalzg ]g);k?ﬁcal history as Bultmannian mythos there is a basic denial of the

toricity of Judaeo-Christianity which if taken to its logical conclusion is fatal to.
orici

the Christian faith. To continue the passage from Zuurdeeg quoted above® “(d)
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The convictional language of biblical man had a specific form: it was a narrative.”16
If the narrative of the resurrection of Christ ig
tions about God and life, a symbol of the newness of life which is to come to
man through some relation to God, the final b

Ferré. Fundamentally involved here is the question of the na
of man as in the imago Dei, and the purpose of such creation by God. A
a correlation between man as a part of a God-created unjverse and
and assuming a purpose of fellowship in God’s creation of man,

Ramsey’s conclusion about Biblical narrative language appears at first to be
quite similar to Zuurdeeg’s: “the claim that the Bible is ‘history” is only substan-
tiated if ‘history’ refers to situations as odd as those which are referred to by that
paradigm of the Fourth Gosepl: ‘the Word became flesh®”)” Taken as a denial of
the literal historical intent of any Biblical narrative, it is open to the same criticism
we have just noted. Taken as an illustration of the logical oddity of Biblica] language,
it still suggests a dichotomy of thought between Biblical, redemptive history and
“secular” history which is unwholesome in its implication that much of history
is without divine direction or purpose. And it is naturally difficult to show the
logical oddity of the many passages, especially in the O]d Testament, which purport
to be historical with little possibility of doctrinal interpretation.

Approaching the issue from a different angle, there is the problem of treating
the entire bulk of Biblical language as “religious language” as opposed to so-called
“ordinary language”, assuming such a strict division desirable. Whether or not
Zuurdeeg or Ramsey extend their concept of religious language to the whole Bible

would atiribute the same epistemological function to Pascal’s writings on fluid
statics as to his account of his converting vision.

Yet Ramsey’s description of analogical predication as a system of models
and qualifiers is a helpful one, even if the question raised by G. H. Clark as to
whether the analogy is from religious language to object language or the reversels
is ignored. His analysis of the theological parallel as an odd use of ordinary words
or combinations of words seems to correspond fairly well with the way in which

educator, theologian, pastor, or layman.

Mascall’s work continues a part of Aquinas’ contribution here, Farrer’s thought
is interesting in its demonstration of the need for an analogical function for religious
language, but Ferré, denying the informative worth of such analogy, points this
out as well. For him a complete univocity of theological language implies anthro-
Pomorphism in God, while complete equivocity yvields agnosticism;! so there must
be, to use Mascall’s term, a via media. As for Ferré’s doubts about God’s possessing
any characteristics at all in common with man (or vice-versa), we have already
seen the same difficulty in Zuurdeeg.

It is apparent, then, in keeping with the orthodox view of the deity of Christ
and authority of the Bible, as well as with consistent thinking, that some language
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of the Bible is to be taken as “religious language”, some as “ordinary language”.
It is also apparent that within either of these there is a variety of possibilities
as to the type of reference to truth involved. The Biblical student is still left with
the titanic task of determining if possible what kind of language is used in various
parts of the Bible. It is here that Bultmann’s insistence on a study of the thought-
forms of the Biblical writers, and some aspects of Dibelius’ Formgeschichte ap-
proach, are invaluable. While there is naturally a certain danger involved in bring-
ing to one’s attempt to discover those thought-forms enough theological presupposi-
tions to distort the information gathered to illegitimate conclusions, the pursuit
of the historical and cultural background of the Bible is necessary to a correct
assessment of its message today. Such study must include an attempt to discover
both the general Zeitgeist of that time, and the features of the particular situation
in which Biblical statements were made (e.g., Isaiah 7).

An interesting and valuable way in which such an approach bears fruit is in
regard to passages which at the time they were written apparently could have been
taken in a more literal sense than now. Not only is attention to this question neces-
sary for most useful application of Biblical concepts to modern times, but it is
vital to the work of setting the message of God’s word within the context of an-
other language and culture. The Old Testament sacrifices, for example, or Christ’s
washing of His disciples’ feet during the week of His passion illustrate this need
for the ability to discriminate between the elements of the Biblical teaching which
are dependent on the cultural context within which they were given and those
which are of a more universal nature.

In addition, of course, more and more careful study of the nature of the original
languages of the Bible must continue to bear fruit toward a better understanding
of what God would say to man.

Linguistic analysis in philosophy, whether from the side of extreme logical
positivism or from that of the Oxford movement, is to be welcomed by modern
Biblical scholarship as a needed tool and corrective for receiving God’s redemptive
revelation. What further potential for the enhancement of men’s lives lies within
God’s word and still remains to be uncovered will to a great degree be revealed by
a critical approach to the Bible in terms of the nature and function of language.

Wheaton College
Wheaton, Illinois
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