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The article offers a different interpretation of Antony Flew’s views about the problem of re-
ligious language. This interpretation shows that Flew’s ideas can be perceived as a critique
of belief in the content of religious statements, rather than a critique of their meaning. By
interpreting his thought in this way; it is clear that Flew’s approach is not new and we can find
similar ideas in the history of theological thought. In connection with this interpretation, the
authors analyze prevalent theories related to this problem in order to identify the principal
doctrines used to find a new solution. In this regard, the new potential solution is assessed in
order to complete the approach previously undertaken. The main idea is to merge two distinct
and also contrasting concepts found in the literature: “natural” and “sacred”. Such a merging
can begin with the concept of natural language as a theory drawn from the literature on the
philosophy of language. According to the principles of the philosophy of language adopted by
this article, religious language is rooted in natural language, but it is distinct from other forms
in that it is the customized use of natural language by the saints of a particular religion. By
offering an explanation to natural language, it is possible to view saints as the ones who used
natural language in order to talk about the divine sacred realm. Similar to previous thinkers
who spoke about religious language, the authors offer their own analogy. This analogy is com-
pared and contrasted with previous ones to reveal the advantages of the proposed new view of
the problem of religious language. The authors propose a new type of natural language with
the special characteristic of being sacred.

Keywords: religious language, sacred knowledge, natural language, saints, natural-sacred lan-
guage.

Introduction

After putting an end to five decades of atheistic practices, Antony Garrard Newton
Flew contended that his interests about religious language had been wrongly understood
from the beginning [1, p. XI]. In addition to this radical turn of Flew, William Alston be-
gins his article on religious language by writing that religious language does not qualify as
a suitable name to designate a set of philosophic problems and concerns [2, p.234-235].
Such remarks from representatives of two distinct intellectual traditions, as well as the re-
cent decline in discussions on religious language, lead us to the idea that there is an eclipse
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in this area. However, perhaps a reinterpretation of the problem of religious language re-
veals the hitherto hidden aspects of the problem and, instead of abandoning these efforts,
it might enable us to improve this line of analysis — knowing the fact that the problem of
religious language was the most vibrant issue in the circles of philosophy of religion dur-
ing the latter half of the twentieth century.

The importance of this claim could be clearer if we note that the main question —
how can one speak about a sacred entity that transcends this material world just by utiliz-
ing natural mundane language? — has been constantly mulled over by philosophers and
theologians alike. To put it in simple words, if we consider the writings of Thomas Aquinas
and his doctrine of analogy as an effort to deal with the problem of religious language,
then it is possible to understand how old and complex the history of this problem is [3,
p. 14-31]. Therefore, we think that proposing a reinterpretation of the problem of religious
language can be a fruitful philosophical practice.

In short, the decline in debates surrounding the problem of religious language can
be seen as an opportunity to review previous efforts and theorize new approaches to
solve it. To make use of this opportunity, we should first explore previous efforts and
research in detail in order to sketch an accurate picture of the problem at hand and
then, by using useful doctrines of past philosophers, we can theorize a new possible
answer. At the end of this route, important implications of this new answer would be
analyzed.

Reinterpretation of the problem of religious language

After ceasing five decades of atheistic practice, Antony Flew made it clear that his in-
fluential theory on religious language, which gave rise to many subsequent debates during
the latter half of 20" century, was misunderstood:

Although my intention in raising these questions seems clear, I have repeatedly encountered
claims that I was expounding my views about the meaning — or more often the meaningless-
ness — of all religious language. Just as prevalent have been claims that I was explicitly appealing
to (or at least taking for granted) and relying upon the notorious verification principle of the old
original Vienna Circle of logical positivists — that only statements that could be verified using
the methods of the sciences were meaningful.

But in fact, I have never maintained any comprehensive thesis about the meaning or the
meaninglessness of all religious language. My primary purpose in “Theology and Falsification”
was to spice up the bland dialogue between logical positivism and the Christian religion and to
set discussion between belief and unbelief upon different and more fruitful lines. I was not of-
fering any comprehensive doctrine about all religious belief or all religious language. I was not
saying that statements of religious belief were meaningless. I simply challenged religious believers
to explain how their statements are to be understood, especially in the light of conflicting data
(1, p.44].

If one accepts these claims, then it is clear that for about fifty years, Flew’s concern
about religious language was misunderstood. Given new clarifications made by Flew, it
is necessary to reconsider the problem. A review of the reactions to Flew’s ideas reveals
that many interpret Flew’s claims in line with meaningfulness criterion in the logical posi-
tivism context. We can see these reactions clearly illustrated in parables such as Hare’s
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“Parable of Crazy Student™ [4, p. 100], Mitchell’s “Parable of the Partisan™ [4, p.103],
John Hick’s “Parable of Celestial City” and “Eschatological Verification™ [5, p.94-105],
and Plantinga’s ideas and Yandell’s illustration of Plantinga’s ideas in the form of “Parable
of Inquisition Execution™ [6, p. 156-187; 7, p.13]. As it is obvious from these reactions,
Flew’s concern has been understood as a linguistic issue that regards falsifiability as a
meaningfulness criterion and claims that religious statements are meaningless because
they cannot be falsified.

Despite this interpretation of Flew, we claim that Flew’s approach is not purely lin-
guistic in terms of logical positivism. In other words, his ideas can be fathomed without
reliance on the philosophy of language or doctrines associated with Russell, First Wittgen-
stein, Vienna Circle, Popper, and others. Flew uses a parable, extracted from a tale told by
John Wisdom in his article “Gods”, to explain his idea about Religious Language:

Once upon a time, two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. In the clearing were
growing many flowers and many weeds. One explorer says, ‘Some gardener must tend this plot.
The other disagrees, “There is no gardener. So they pitch their tents and set a watch. No gardener
is ever seen. ‘But perhaps he is an invisible gardener’. So they set up a barbed-wire fence. They
electrify it. They patrol with bloodhounds. (For they remember how H. G. Wells’s The Invisible
Man could be both smelt and touched though he could not be seen.) But no shrieks ever sug-
gest that some intruder has received a shock. No movements of the wire ever betray an invisible
climber. The bloodhounds never give a cry. Yet still, the Believer is not convinced. ‘But there is
a gardener, invisible, intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a gardener who has no scent and

! A pessimist student at the University of Oxford, who is frenetic, thinks that all professors are trying
to kill him, and various pieces of evidence he observes every day against his mental presupposition is inter-
preted by him in a way that is consistent with his hypothesis. For example, the kindnesses of professors are
considered as deceptive behavior. By using this parable, Hare claims that even though this student rejects
pieces of evidence which falsify his belief, his belief is meaningful.

2 A partisan, during worship, meets a stranger who claims that “I am the leader of the resistance move-
ment”. The stranger urges the partisan to have faith in him, even if he is seen to be acting against partisan
interests. The partisan commits to this idea but his friends think he is a fool to do so. The first encounter
with the stranger gives the partisan sufficient confidence to hold onto his faith in him even when there is
evidence against it. This belief, finally, can be falsified or verified after the end of the war, but not before it.
Mitchell uses this parable to illustrate the independence of the meaningfulness form falsifiability/verifiabil-
ity, especially in the case of non-propositional faith — such as trust in God which may be meaningful even
when there are pieces of evidence against it.

3 In Hick’s parable of “Celestial City”, two people are travelling along a road. One believes that the road
leads to a celestial city; the other believes that it leads to nowhere. With respect to their presupposition, they
interpret events differently but only at the end of the road it will be clear who is right. So their beliefs could
be falsified or verified, but not when they are on the road. By using this parable, Hick says that a proposi-
tion such as “there is an afterlife” can be verified but not falsified (if it is false, the individual will not know
because no one would be alive to know). This situation is most common in propositions regarding God and
the afterlife — although this can be applied to other propositions like moral ones — which can be verified
only after death. Hick names this kind of verification “Eschatological’, which means a proposition can be
verified but after death. Therefore, even if we use verifiability as the meaningfulness criterion, these proposi-
tions are meaningful.

4 Plantinga, with respect to his linguistic understanding of Flew’s parable, claims that anything which
counts against an assertion must be a part of the meaning of the negation of that assertion. And this leads to
very bizarre consequences. Keith Yandell uses the assertion “Flew exists” to make Plantinga’s point clear. As
a result of Flew's position, part of the meaning of “Flew exists” is the fact that “Flew was never devoured by
a dinosaur” and “Flew was not executed by the inquisition” also counts against “Flew exists” and therefore
is part of the meaning of the negation of it — i. e. “Flew does not exist”. The point is that there appear to be
infinite different propositions that count against Flew’s existence! See: [8, p.33].
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makes no sound, a gardener who comes secretly to look after the garden which he loves’ At last,
the Sceptic despairs, ‘But what remains of our original assertion? Just how does what you call an
invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or even from
no gardener at all?’ [4].

In spite of understanding this parable in a positivistic context, it seems that Flew
emphasizes “Persuasion” or “dogma” instead of meaningfulness criterion. For Flew, it ap-
pears that the believer would insist on their beliefs at any cost. Flew emphasizes that the
community of believers do not let their faith be assessed and tested and, ever their beliefs
are at risk in a situation of contrary pieces of evidence, they somehow escape from being
falsified. This is what makes Flew suspicious of the believers’ understanding of the content
of religious statements because he thinks that for believers, keeping a formal version of
their faith is more important than the content of their faith. This also is the reason why he
distinguishes his view from that of positivists and Popper.

There is no doubt that persuasion is prevalent among the believers in any religious com-
munity. However, it might have nothing to do with the meaningfulness of religious state-
ments, rather it might relate to believers’ understanding of religious statements. The impor-
tance of the understanding of religious language is clear even in Flew’s own parable. Because
the drawback of falsifiability, which Flew maintains that religious statements sufter from,
is all grounded on Flew’s inadequate concept of God. If one conceives God as the gardener
taking care of a garden (as it is illustrated in the parable of the “Explorers and Indivisible
Gardener”), who only facilitates a natural procedure, it is obvious that the existence and
non-existence of this God do not matter significantly. But on the contrary, if one accounts
for the whole procedure of growing plants, in terms of a constant discipline (i. e. Natural
Laws), prescribed by God who is continuously allowing this discipline to be effective and
valid, the whole picture would change dramatically. Unfortunately, the responses of Hare,
Mitchell, Hick and Plantinga to the problem of religious language are offered with a mis-
guided approach, which lacks proper attention to the important role of the concept of God®.

If understood in the light of paying attention to the concept of God, Flew’s parable
can be rendered as a critique of belief in the content of religious statements, rather than
a critique of their meaningfulness. By interpreting this parable in this manner, it is clear
that Flew’s concern is not a new one and we can find similar concerns in the history of
theological thought. Therefore, the reinterpretation of Flew’s concern about the problem
of religious language entails that we should not concentrate on the meaningfulness of
religious statements. Instead, we should understand the problem as a challenge of talking
about the deity, a completely transcendent realm of existence from the natural world, with
a man-made language.

Analyzing theories of religious language

During the flourishing period of the latter half of 20 century, with the decline of
logical positivism, many theories were developed regarding religious language that can be
placed into two major groups: ideas associated with the Oxford school and ideas associ-

5 This analysis originally belongs to Hamidreza Ayatollahy, emeritus professor of philosophy and head
of IAPR (Iranian Association for Philosophy of Religion). I acquired it from him at a lecture at the 274
International Conference on Contemporary Philosophy of Religion.
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ated with the Cambridge school. The latter school consisted of thinkers who posit a for-
mal conception of meaning as the basic approach to the philosophy of language. In other
words, they believe that language can be incorporated into formal logic. These thinkers
included Russell and Wittgenstein in his early writings. On the other hand, the Oxford
school believed that meaning is not determined, and the formal structure of logic cannot
explain the meaning. They regarded meaning as a function of Ordinary Language. Austin
and Wittgenstein in his later period were among the chief members of this school.

A review of these two schools’ ideas implies that Cambridge thinkers tended to focus
more on questioning the meaningfulness criterion of religious statements, while Oxford
thinkers took meaningfulness for granted. Therefore, with respect to previous clarifica-
tions, our approach in this work conforms to the latter group more than the former.

The Oxford school itself had two sets of ideas: on the one hand, some theories regard-
ed religious statements as statements with epistemic content and, on the other hand, some
other theories reject that religious statements have such content [3, p. 67-79]. These latter
thinkers, for example, claim that religious statements have an ethical role in society as well
as provoking and symbolical, and not an epistemic role in describing the realm of deity.

This duality is also significant because: (1) Believers initially tend to value religious
statements as far as they are realistically epistemological; “the vast majority of religious
adherents are religious realists” [9] and (2) Flew’s comments, with respect to our interpre-
tation, is also a focus on this tendency (i. e. epistemic content of religious statements)®. As
a result, those theories which regard religious statement as both meaningful and having
epistemic content, are preferred in regard to the new interpretation of the problem.

An analytical review of the existing theories of religious language and following those
associated with the Oxford school, giving priority to those who admit that religious state-
ments have epistemic content, the following doctrines would be deduced:

1. Religious experience is the source of epistemic content of religious statements.
Most of the theories which endorse that religious statements have epistemic
content tend to resort to religious experience as the ultimate source of meaning.
Alston [10], Crombie [11], Wisdom [12] and Ramsey [13, p.20-21] are among
the theorists who have somehow defended the epistemic content of religious
statements. These four thinkers shared the view that the epistemic content of
religious statements is rooted in religious experience and these experiences
are mediated through religious language. In other words, these experiences are
epiphanic — therefore they have epistemic content — and religious language
is, in fact, a medium to express them. Alston explicitly claims that the truth of
religious statements depends firmly on religious experiences as much as the truth
of scientific statements depends on sensory experiences [10].

2. Religious statements create liability in believers and make them responsible.
The content of religious statements somehow concerns the fate of the audience,
it makes them care about and become attached to these statements. This state of
care is evident in parables put forward by Hare, Mitchell, and Hick mentioned
above. The liability created by these statements exceeds that evoked by ethics to
the extent that Braithwaite, despite his intention to reduce religious statements to

¢ If religious statements do not have any epistemic content, then their verifiability and falsifiability are
meaningless themselves!
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ethical statements, admitted the greater psychological force of these statements
compared with ethical ones [14, p. 16-27]. He says, “the intention of a Christian
to follow a Christian way of life... is the criterion for the meaningfulness of his
assertions” [14, p. 16]. Such liability is also present in the ideas of Tillich [15, p. 11-
12] and Ramsey [13, p. 39].

3. Ecumenical hierarchy in a religious community has a paramount role in shaping
the epistemic content of religious statements. Ramsey was the first who suggested
that religious language is unique because it employs “common models of natural
language” along with “descriptors” that enables it to talk about religious experiences
and external reality, perceived by such experience, as much as possible [13, p.69-90].
His idea, however, was unable to distinguish suitable models and descriptors from
non-suitable ones. In an effort to meet this requirement, Soskice recommended
that interpretative tradition in a religious community should be the criterion for
distinguishing proper from improper statements [16, p.147]. This view implies
realism in regard to religion and has attracted some advocates in other linguistics
debates, such as debates around scientific language [17, p.173-189].

4. The presupposition of a God-Universe relationship has a crucial role in the
meaning of religious statements. John Hick, after admitting what Wilfred
Cantwell Smith claimed in his book The Meaning and End of Religion, believes that
when religious studies are viewed from a high perspective, it becomes clear that
previous intellectual systems, including theology, revolved around the concept
of God whereas current debates in philosophy of religion and theology have
replaced “God” with “religion”. He argues that such a view of religion is the result
of the dominance of approaches such as empiricism, naturalism, and positivism
which are the warp and woof of contemporary philosophy [5, p.112-113]. This
unsavory shift has led to the relegation of the concept of God (including the
proof of the existence of God and various conceptions of God) into a peripheral
or inferior position beside other issues like religious language. This condition
bars philosophical debates from exploring and understanding the effects of
philosophical presuppositions about God in issues such as religious language.
However, as Ayatollahy points out in his discussion of religious language, the
relationship between God and universe directly influences our perception of
meaningfulness, semantics, and epistemic content of religious language as well
as of other important theological issues like the Problem of Evil [18, p.14-18].
Regarding God as the universal gardener, as a celestial father, or as an omnipresent
entity, plays an important role in shaping our interpretation of religious language.

5. Being a literalist concerning religious statements makes their epistemic
content susceptible to being misunderstood. As Stiver argues, a negative
approach toward some statements and considering them as unreal, such those
containing a metaphor, analogy, symbol, and similar figures of speech, and
regarding them as lacking epistemic content is a direct legacy of the Aristotelian
tradition in the history of philosophy [3, p.9-11, 113-121]. If we could somehow
get rid of such presuppositions, we could free up much space for understanding
and appreciating religious texts. This can be accounted for by the fact that if non-
descriptive statements are regarded as having no epistemic content, in the sense
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that epistemic content lies only in descriptive statements, then those religious
statements containing symbolic and metaphoric elements lose their epistemic
content. However, if the epistemic value is not pinned only to descriptive
statements, according to some threads in the practice of philosophy of language,
then symbolical, analogical, and metaphorical statements can also be regarded
as bearers of truth. Accordingly, a vast space would be available to explore the
meaningfulness of religious statements.

In this work, we accept all of these five points. Organizing and consolidating these
points into one doctrine, are in principle possible, in a philosophical investigation of lan-
guage. In other words, the fruits of analyzing the views of religious language and giving
priority to the Oxford school should be organized into a single philosophy of language
doctrine. Expounded upon below, this basis is used as a philosophical stage for theorizing
about religious language.

Proposing a philosophical basis for religious language

Any solution for the problem of religious language must necessarily be built on a base
of the philosophy of language. Here, we build our approach toward this problem on views
associated with the Oxford school which were described above. It should be noted that the
ideas of Wittgenstein, as proposed in his ‘language games’ in his latter philosophy, are the
chief inspiration for views associated with the Oxford school.

Wittgenstein constantly insisted in his later period on what is called “Back to the
rough ground” In Philosophical Investigations, he asserted that language should be as-
sessed in the way it is ordinarily used. As a result, using such categories as symbol and
metaphor is a valid practice in language [3, p. 112-134]. When language is evaluated in
the way it is used, then we must count meaningful anything that is traditionally and com-
monly regarded as meaningful. Language is invariably used by members of a community
and is dynamic and meaningful, and all language variations are therefore admitted. This
is called the theory of ordinary language, which is the inspiration for much theorizing in
the philosophy of language.

As we know, Wittgenstein, Austin, and others are regarded as philosophers of or-
dinary language and they were not primarily concerned with the problem of religious
language. Nevertheless, Seyyed Hassan Hosseini has drawn from these philosophers and
developed a customized version of the ordinary language doctrine for religious language,
especially in regard to the conformity of his views with accepting epistemic content for
religious statements. The present work has employed Hosseini’s natural language doc-
trines — his re-configuration of ordinary language — with minor alterations.

He articulates his theory of natural language with the following six features [19,
p.94-97]:

1. Meaningfulness is multifaceted and multidirectional. Meaningfulness has many
criteria in the philosophy of language. Each theory, referential or ideational for
example, has its own distinctive criteria in this regard and, similarly, natural lan-
guage proposes its own definition of meaningfulness. However, despite its dis-
tinctive features, Hosseini wants to incorporate the merits of previous criteria in
his own view. For example, natural language sometimes uses referential criterion
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(e. g., in scientific applications) and sometimes uses ideational criterion (e. g., in
poetic uses of language). In short, natural language does not limit itself to some
fixed criteria and it follows other theories whenever useful. According to the theo-
ry of natural language, these different criteria are actually fruits of induction from
various ordinary language usages. Therefore, one can extend this theory according
to new language usages in novel situations.

2. Meaningfulness changes constantly. Given the significant role of language usage
in determining meaning, meaningfulness of language units — including words
and statements — is volatile and changes depending on the specific use of those
units. This does not mean that language conventions do not have any role. Rather,
this is to say that meaningfulness is dynamically changing according to different
language conventions.

3. Meaningfulness cannot be reduced to descriptive propositions. Language units
play various roles, and their usage is not limited just to descriptive ones. They
can be utilized in various situations and play various roles: serving as a metaphor,
symbol, synecdoche, or something else. Meaningfulness, in these applications, is
therefore dependent on the usage and on the interpretation. In addition, distinc-
tions such as descriptive and non-descriptive ones, contribute to the meaning-
fulness but they do not determine the meaning independent of the audience and
other factors.

4. Meaningfulness and verification are distinct. Unlike the insistence of logical posi-
tivists on verification as the sole criterion of meaningfulness, natural language re-
gards verification as secondary for the meaningfulness of language units.

5. Verification of truth and falsity comes from a variety of epistemic sources: in nat-
ural language, verification of the statements is in line with the epistemic sources.
According to the multiplicity of these sources, verification can be settled by ex-
perience, ratiocination, speculation, intuition, religious experience, and revela-
tion. Each expression must be assessed and verified with respect to its source of
epiphany.

6. Natural language is the shared aspect of unnatural languages. Un-natural languag-
es such as scientific language or religious language, are rooted in natural language
although they are characterized by their particular language usages. As a result,
it is not possible to fully distinguish unnatural languages from each other, even
though they have their own special aspects. This, however, does not mean that
natural language is the total sum of unnatural languages. Rather, it means that
any unnatural language is assigned a unique character through natural language.

Hosseini believes that religious language is just natural language. He explains the
various approaches to religion based on a 2 x 2 matrix with “ontological” and “epistemo-
logical” in its rows, and “realism” and “anti-realism” in its columns. He adheres to the
belief that religion, from an internal religious logical point of view, would be realistic both
ontologically and epistemologically while also claiming that natural language of religion
is soundly congruent with these philosophical principles and is consequently accepted by
the community of believers.

In this study, we accept natural language as the customized basis of the philosophy
of language for the problem of religious language and try to explain its special aspect. We
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think that religious language is characterized by some property that distinguishes it from
a pure natural language (as formalized above by Hosseini) in the community of believers.
That special property is the very sacrosanctity of religious language and religious state-
ments. In other words, in a linguistic game played by a religious community, it assumes
that such statements harbor sacred knowledge, a property that distinguishes religious lan-
guage from the language of poetry or that of science [20, p.255-272] and these forms also
have their own properties which distinguish them from being a mere natural language.

It should be noted that natural language is not sacrilegious, so it could be charac-
terized by sacrosanctity. For instance, the name of one’s birthplace could be so highly
honorable and respectable in natural language that any failure to respect that would lead
to displeasure and hard feelings. But the sacrosanctity of religious language among the re-
ligious community goes beyond that. The sacrosanctity of religious language is due to the
fact that this language deals with sacred issues that transcend this world and its ordinary
categories. It seems that the liability of a religious statement, according to the teachings of
the extant theories, is rooted in this very sacrosanctity.

Therefore, assigning this lofty sacrosanctity to religious language completes the theo-
ry of natural language. At the same time, it appears that being natural and being very sac-
rosanct simultaneously, is somehow a paradox in regard to modern thought. The present
study postulates the notion of saints of religion as the sole origin of religious statement in
order to explain how sacred knowledge is gleaned from natural religious statements. In
fact, the present study follows Soskice in recommending realism in connections with tra-
ditions of the religious community [16, p. 108-115], but with a slight difference: whereas
he concentrates on tradition and the model of interpretation in a religious community,
the present study stresses the central role played by saints of religion, as special persons, in
meaningfulness and the interpretation of religious statements.

Saints of religion and religious language

From a believer’s point of view, categories such as ‘God, ‘Holy Texts, etc., along with
the category of ‘Saints, form a coherent whole in which each category has its own im-
portance in terms of a believer’s system of beliefs. However, looking at the discussions in
contemporary philosophy of religion reveals that there is no independent discussion or
debate as well as other intellectual practice that is exclusive to ‘Saints.

In this work, ‘Saints’ is understood as those who are eminent persons that: a) can
convince their audience that they are inspired with or linked to divinity and b) can convey
teachings from sacred truths of divine realms. This category is known as ‘prophet, ‘mes-
senger’ and etc. in Abrahamic religions of Judaism and Islam whereas in Christianity,
the figure of Jesus as ‘God the Son’ (following the doctrine of incarnation) and ‘apostles,
‘saints’ etc. fulfill the same role. In this article consequently, we use the term ‘saints’ in an
extended way with respect to its ordinary usage and historical individuals.

Ghafari, by analyzing a case study of Avicenna, shows that a review of the classi-
cal intellectual discussions on Abrahamic religions reveals that previous debates revolved
around the category of ‘Saints’ more robustly than the contemporary philosophy of reli-
gion do [21, p.62]. The significance of saints of religion in the problem of religious lan-
guage becomes even more pronounced when we realize that most of the religious texts
and sacred books are in fact collections of sayings and teachings of saints.

184 Becmnux CIT6TY. Qunocopus u korgnuxmonoeus. 2021. T. 37. Boin. 1



Nonetheless, introducing ‘Saints’ into the current discussions requires a solid justi-
fication since it has been commonly underrepresented in the philosophy of religion lit-
erature. But it seems that even if we choose to evaluate religion from a secondary point
of view, rather than from the believers’ point of view or from an internal religious per-
spective, we will still find that the category of saints in religion, as some authorities in
the religious community especially for religious or sacred knowledge, is worthy of being
discussed and explored in religious studies.

It is also possible to claim that it seems all epistemic disciplines emergent in social
contexts possess some epistemic authority. In other words, as Alston also has defended
in his “Religious Experience and Religious Beliet” and also in his Perceiving God, justifi-
cation of a belief somehow depends on the belief-forming “process” [22; 10, p.72]. This
“process”, shaped by a certain portion of society, enjoys a special position that determines
the beliefs held by the majority. We emphasize here, in accordance with the scientists who
enjoy eminence in the scientific community, that saints also possess a position of authority
in spiritual and epistemic matters of religious knowledge within a religious community.

Using the category of ‘saints, as defined here and extended in respect to standard
usage of this term, is not without precedent in the philosophy of religion. John Hick, an
eminent contemporary philosopher of religion, explicitly points out that ‘incarnation’
is a kind of resolution for the problem of religious language [5, p.82-83]. According to
philosophical criteria, using this special Christian doctrine is not fully reliable as it is an
entirely internal religious category, yet it is possible to use a more abstract implication
of this doctrine as far as it does not turn the discussion into examining one religious
tradition and also does not contradict the approach of the philosophy of religion. In
fact, this introduction of the doctrine of the incarnation of Jesus Christ into the phi-
losophy of religion by Hick implies that saints of religion, as we define here, and their
positions, corresponding to what has been previously said, could be very important to
the philosophy of religion.

It is the saints of religion that specify the religious and non- religious knowledge.
This authority inside the community of the believers is established by virtue of the fact
that saints of religion are linked with divine realms. In simple terms, although all believers
are linked with divine realms to various degrees, the best and noblest form of man-deity
connection belongs to saints of religion. Belief in this connection is so important that its
acknowledgement appears even as a necessary condition of faith in Abrahamic religions.
Connection with divine realms grants saints of religion a sacred status. This relationship
is manifested in the religious experience and spiritual states exclusive to the saints of re-
ligion. To put it differently, the highest form of religious experience and spirituality in a
given community of believers belongs to saints of religion and lets them realize the sacred
truths of the divine realms, a fact that makes religious statements attributed to saints of
religion highly epiphanic.

Regarding the semantics of religious statements, it is obvious that saints have a special
role for interpreting religious statements since their perceptions surpass those of other
believers and they are the sole origin of the statements. In fact, the interpretation hierar-
chy in a religious community would be determined by the hierarchy existing in religious
experience.

In short, the present article, emphasize the role of saints in the problem of religious
language that includes the following shortened items:
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1. Saints of religion are figures with the noblest relation to the divine realm. This
privilege grants saints an epistemic authority on truths of the divine realms.

2. Religious Statements are the expressions and utterances made by saints.
Religious statements are generally made by or attributed to saints of religion.
The epistemic content of such statements depends on the religious experience of
saints. Inspired from an epistemology defended by Alston, as a scientist expresses
his scientific opinions which are based on his sensory observations in a labora-
tory and which are informative, similarly, saints express religious statements on
truths of the divine realms based on their religious experience. As a result, reli-
gious statements are distinct in that they are the words of those with access to sa-
cred knowledge via their connection with divine realms. Religious statements are
natural language in its root. On the one hand, religious statements are just like
other utterances common among the individuals and on the other hand, religious
statements are sacred and stand above these other utterances since they are pro-
duced by those who can experience the noblest religious truths.

3. There is an interpretation hierarchy, in a religious community, with a high au-
thority for saints in it. The semantics of religious statements could be ultimately
determined by saints of religion. Just as a scientist or poet surpasses others in ex-
plaining his point or intention, saints of a religion can interpret their teachings
better than anyone else. As a result, the interpretation hierarchies in a religious
community are necessary and closely follow the hierarchies in terms of religious
experience.

Therefore, according to the principle of the philosophy of language adopted by this
study, religious language is rooted in natural language, but distinct from other forms in
that it is the customized use of natural language by saints of religion. The extent that saints
have access to the truths of divine realms and also the validity of their teachings accord
with those truths, are simply irrelevant in this study. That is because we are dealing with
the problem of religious language and not with problems such as religious experience
and religious epistemology. Regarding the philosophical presuppositions about the God-
Universe relationship, by the idea proposed by this study, these issues also will be con-
nected to the problem of religious language. After reinterpreting the problem of religious
language and trying to prepare a new answer for it by analyzing the literature of this issue,
it is revealed that this problem has some important connection with other famous topics
of contemporary philosophy of religion, such as religious experience, religious epistemol-
ogy and concepts of God.

Analogy

During the second half of the previous century, Flew popularized the problem of
religious language by reformulating ‘the parable of the invisible gardener. After this and
in reaction to his analogy, various analogies were put forward by Hare, Mitchell, Hick,
Yandell, etc., which is mentioned above.

We also wish to propose our own analogy for the same purpose. Adapting and com-
paring this analogy with the previous ones is helpful as it clarifies the differences and ad-
vantages of this new view to the problem of religious language. This analogy also imagines
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world explorers (the same as Flew’s), but those whose conflict over a plot does not distract
them from their original purpose:

A group of world travelers decide to explore the world in a scientific-recreational
journey. There is only one member whose sensory and cognitive faculties are completely
sound. Others, however, suffer from some deficiency: one has hearing problems, another
olfactory problems, another suffers from a gustatory deficiency, and another has difficulty
seeing properly. As a result, they choose the healthy member as their guide.

Once on their way, many incidents befall them and introduce them to various expe-
riences. During these events and experiences, the members rely on the sound member’s
account and guidance and follow his lead. Sometimes, there is beautiful scenery but the
visually challenged member cannot appreciate it. Thus, he must rely on descriptions made
by the sound member. Sometimes, there is a pleasant melody in the air but the member
with impaired hearing cannot appreciate these sounds. Thus, he must rely on a description
of the melody expressed by the sound member.

This sound member, however, faces some challenges. The root cause of all problems
lies in the fact that he perceives correctly while others’ perceptions are inadequate. He can
see but some cannot; he can hear but some cannot. There are times that the leader warns
about a pitfall on the way and orders caution, but the unsound member(s) fails to correctly
understand the leader’s warning or ignores it entirely and so, he falls into the pitfall. The
leader sometimes has a hard time convincing the member with the smelling condition
about the quality of a scent.

During their journey, there are times when the sound member must stop the group
in order to move on independently and perceive and appreciate the conditions that are
unfathomable to others since travelling requires complete health. There is a dark cave, for
instance, that requires strong eyesight for seeing the path, strong smell for sensing toxic
fumes and strong hearing for the sound of dangerous beasts. After rejoining the group, the
leader provides them an account of his observations. However, members understand the
leader only partially and fail to fully grasp what the leader has witnessed. He may even be
criticized and asked: ‘what is this nonsense you are telling us?’ In fact, the members cannot
directly perceive his experience and their weaknesses also have partially obliterated their
previous observations and insight. As such, they cannot be convinced about leader’s ob-
servations and regard his sayings as empty and nonsensical, as hollow effusions of a crazy
bard rather than empirical and valid intuitions.

Nonetheless, the leader has some trustworthy mates who firmly believe his remarks.
They value the teachings of the leader over their own observations and they can assimilate
their understandings to his as well as compare their description to his.

Final points and conclusion

William Alston begins his essay in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion by
stating that religious language is a misnomer in addressing some issues in the philosophy
of religion. Alston demonstrates his point by asking a clever question: ‘Do you speak in
English, French or Religious language?!” [2, p.234]. He believes that such a misunder-
standing is the result of the wrong tendency in distinguishing between ‘language’ and
‘speech’: the former is an abstract system that (per se) is used to communicate whereas the
latter is the actual application and usage of the former. Religious language refers to the use
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of language for religious messages which encompass a vast spectrum of contents: from the
statements on prayer and worship to moralities, canonical instructions and ontological
statements about divine realms.

In line with Alston’s subtle points, and by limiting the spectrum to the ontological
statements about divine realms, the present article concludes that religious language is the
use of natural language by saints of religion or the language of saints of religion. In this ar-
ticle, the epistemic content of religious statements is sometimes compared to the epistemic
content of scientific statements, but some points should be clarified here. Regarding the
sense experience, some may contend that all individuals have equal access to external real-
ity whereas this is not true in the case of religious experience. In fact, this could not dis-
qualify religious experiences. Alston offers a detailed account of the differences between
sense experience and religious experience, and demonstrates that the differences cannot
negate the epistemic content of religious experiences [10]. This also shows that one of the
other philosophical topics which could have a role concerning the problem of religious
language is religious experience. Our understanding of religious experiences could change
the results of the acceptance of the theory proposed in this article. For example, if we be-
lieve that mystical experiences are the same core of religious experiences in all religious
cultures, then this theory may not result in a hard version of pluralism. But if we do not
believe that there is a shared core for religious experiences in varieties of religious cultures,
then this theory would result in a hard version of pluralism, fideism or exclusivism.

This article emphasizes the authoritative character of saints, which distinguishes them
from others in a religious community. In our parable above, not everybody who claims to
have seen something is capable of providing an authoritative description. For example, the
claimer must have actually experienced that thing with a healthy set of cognitive faculties.
Or he must be fully attentive when describing his observations. When such requirements
are met, we could accept the belief-forming process as justified and his account of that
thing is convincing and revelatory even to one that has some deficiency in his cognitive
faculties. This person does not doubt the validity of such statements and achieves some
knowledge in spite of not having needed perceptive faculties for direct perception.

Therefore, by the introduction of saints into the philosophical debates around reli-
gious language, a new horizon opens up for investigating meaningfulness, semantics, and
the epistemic content of the statements about God.

It cannot be denied that, however, religious statements differ from, say, scientific
statements. This is the very point that Flew emphasizes in his analogy. According to this
article, the difference refers to the intense resistance of the believers against the rejection
of the religious statements. Inspired from some scholars, religious statements concern the
fate of the audience, elicits concern pushes them toward “persuasion’, see: [3, p.80-84].

Persuasion is defined as the firm faith that is not abandoned easily. This is in line
with the liability of religious statements which is rooted in their sacred content. When a
believer expresses his belief, his statement implies his intention to act according to that
belief. Obviously, the more effective and liable a belief is, the more resistance is shown in
face of rejection of that belief. As shown in this study, resistance does not threaten mean-
ingfulness, epistemic content, and rationality of religious statements.

Finally, it should be noted that the approach proposed by this study for addressing the
problem of religious language introduces some rational duties for the believer. It is easy for
anyone to claim that he is a saint, and start telling some sacred fictions, just the same as it
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is easy to claim to be a novel scientist who discovers many secrets of nature. Consequently,
any believer who wants to believe in a sacred story, told by a saint candidate, must use
rational criteria in order to evaluate claims and the claimer. This also could lead to certain
limitations on pluralism. In other words, any saint candidate, belief-forming process and
religious system of belief, could (and should) be compared with others by rational criteria.
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PenurnosHslin A3bIK KaK eCTeCTBeHHO—CBHIIIeHHbIﬁ A3PIK*

Macyo Tyccu Caeitou?, Ceiied Xacan Xoccunu?

1 Hay‘lHO-]/ICCHeIIOBaTeIII)CKI/[ﬁ VHCTUTYT 'YMaHNUTApPHbBIX HAYK
U VICCTIE[OBAHMIL B OO/TACTY KY/IBTYPHI,
14377-74681, Vicmamckas Pecrry6rmka Vpan, Terepan, 64-s yi1.
2 Texuonornueckuit yausepcuret llapuda,
11365-11155, Vicmamckas Pecrry6mka Vpawn, Terepan, yin. Asagn

g puruposanus: Massoud Toossi Saeidi, Seyed Hassan Hossini. Religious language as natural-sacred
language // Becthux Cankr-IleTepbyprckoro ynusepcurera. Punocodns u konpmkronorns. 2021.
T. 37. Boim. 1. C. 176-190. https://doi.org/10.21638/spbul7.2021.114

B crarbe 3HaUYMTENbHOE MECTO yAe/NeHO MHTeprpeTaryu B3IsagoB A. Dm0 Ha mpobmeMsl
PeNuriosHoro s3bika. JJaHHas MHTepIpeTanus MoKasblBaeT, 4To uaen A. Do MOXXHO BOC-
IIPMHUMATD KaK KPUTUKY Bepbl B COflEpXKaHIe PEIUTVO3HBIX YTBEPXK/CHWIT, @ He KPUTUKY
ux 6eccMbICIeHHOCTH. ECM MpUHATD TaKylo MHTEPIpPeTALUIO, CTAHOBUTCA OYEBUIHO, YTO
noaxop A. Do He HOB U B ICTOPMU TEO/IOTMIECKOIT MBICIN IIOJOOHbIE U/IEN Y>Ke BHICKA3bI-
Bamich. Kpome Toro, B crarbe AaH aHa/mM3 Hanbo/mee 3HAYMMBIX TEOPUIL, KACAIOLINXCS pac-
CMaTpMBaeMOIl IPO6IEMBI, C I[e/bI0 BBIABICHNS OCHOBHBIX ITOCTY/IATOB /s MOVCKA HOBBIX
pertuenuit. Hanra ocHOBHas ufesi COCTOUT B TOM, YTOOBI OOBEAUHUTD [BE COREpIKAIuecs
B /IUTepaType IO BOIPOCY pasfe/ibHble M IPOTUBOIOCTAB/IsIeMble KOHIEIIINI: eCTECTBEHHOE
u cBsALeHHoe. Takoe oObeMHeHNe MOXET OBITh Ha4yaTO C IOHATYA €CTeCTBEHHOTO A3bIKa
KaK Teopuu, B3sATON 13 IuTeparypsl 1o ¢punocopun sspika. CormacHo npuHumam ¢umo-
codui s3bIKa, IPUHSITHIM B JAHHOI CTAThe, PEMUTVO3HBIN SI3BIK IIPOMCXONNUT 113 €CTECTBEH-
HOTO A3BIKa, OT/IMYME JKe ero OT MHBIX (OPM B TOM, UTO OH IIPEACTaB/sAeT c06Oil Crydail
crienuGuIecKoro UCIONIb30BAHMS eCTECTBEHHOTO 3bIKa CBSTBIMIL TOJ WV MHOJ TPAfULININL.
[TpennoxuB 06bsCHEHIE €CTeCTBEHHOMY SA3BIKY, MbI MOYKEM B ITOTe PaCCMAaTpPUBATh CBATDIX
KaK VCIIO/Ib3YIOIVX eCTeCTBEHHDII SA3BIK [/I IIOBECTBOBAHNA O MUpe CaKpaabHOTO U 60-
JKeCTBEHHOTO. [T0j06HO MpefIIeCcTBYIOIIVIM MbIC/INTE/ISIM, PACCYXK/IAIOIINM O PETUTHO3HOM
sI3bIKe, MBI IIpeilaraeM COOCTBEHHYIO aHAIOTHMIO. IIpefcTaB/sieTcsi MO/Ie3HBIM CPaBHUTH
U COTIOCTABUTb €€ C IPEbIAYIINMY, TIOCKOTIbKY 9TO ITO3BOMUT IPOSICHUTD PA3/INUNA U BbI-
SIBUTH IIPEMMYIIIeCTBA HOBOTO B3ITIsA/a Ha IPOOIeMy pelUIO3HOro A3blka. MBI IIpefaraemM
HOBBIII TUII €CTECTBEHHOTO A3bIKa, 00/Ia/jaoliero 0co6oil XapaKTepUCTUKOIL.

Kniouesovie cnosa: peHI/II‘I/IOSHbII?I A3BIK, CBAIICHHOE 3HAHNE, eCTeCTBEHHBI S3bIK, CBATHIE,
CCTCCTBCHHO-CBHmeHHbIﬁ A3BIK.
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