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Can Anything be Beyond
Human Understanding?

KAI NIELSEN

The answer to the question of my title, if anything could reason­
ably count as an answer, depends in large part on how we take
'can' and 'beyond understanding'. I will come to this. But my
discussion also takes place against the background of D.Z. Phillips's
remarks about 'the vicissitudes of human life being beyond human
understanding' and about the ' lim its of human existence' . All, in
tum, take place against the background of thinking about religions
in a non-rationalistic Wittgensteinian manner. I will argue that
there are senses in which Phillips is right in his claim that there
are vicissitudes in human life which are beyond human under­
stand ing, but that these senses are of little philosophical interest.
In the senses that might deliver philosophical gold, the claim is
at best false.

Phillips is a charter member of the club which I have called
Wittgensteinian fideists.' I am still inclined to believe that my
criticisms of Wittgensteinian fideism were essentially correct. That
notwithstanding, I have considerable sympathy with what Phillips
says about theodicies and towards what he takes to be the key
division in the philosophy of religion: a division not between
believers and unbelievers, but between rationalistic believers and
unbelievers, on the one hand, and non-rationalistic believers and
unbelievers on the other. The rationalists think it important to
formulate theodicies or anti-theodicies, to examine what 'miracles'
can show, and to examine the proofs for the existence of God
with an eye to determining whether any of them could after all
be sound. By contrast, a non-rationalist approach takes such ra­
tionalistic philosophical questions as questions which tend to
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distract us from serious thinking about religion. Here I am in
agreement with Phillips. But for reasons I will make clear in this
essay, I do not wish to characterise the non-rationalists (whether
believers or not) as people 'who recognise that the limits of hu­
man existence are beyond human understanding' (I, 153).2

It should be noted, however, that the Weltgeist has gone against
both of us . I had hoped twenty years ago that the discussion of
religion - including the deliberations between belief and unbelief
- would take a broadly Wittgensteinian/Kierkegaardian/Feuer­
bachian/Barthian tum. Instead, such non-rationalism was short­
lived, going along with the rise and fall of Oxford linguistic
philosophy. The dominant trend is now towards the pre­
Wittgensteinian and pre-Kierkegaardian issues and questions:
towards a kind of religiosity which discusses the traditional meta­
physical questions of natural theology making use of analytical
philosophy and modal logic, but still proceeding as if only Geach,
Dummett and Kripke - but not Wittgenstein, Quine, Putnam,
Davidson and Rorty - ever existed. We get foundationalist argu­
ments for or against realism rather than a sense that the dispute
between realists and anti-realists is a pseudo-issue better dissolved
than resolved. Rather than leaving such metaphysical issues to
benign neglect, most analytical philosophers of religion rush in
to take either a staunch metaphysical realist stance, as in the case
of William Alston, or, with Dummett, they adopt a firm anti-re­
alist stance. Insisting on 'ontological seriousness', they take such
metaphysical theses at face value and try to resolve them. Davidson,
Putnam and Rorty have, by contrast, shown us the way to go
here; and more generally, they have set aside metaphysical issues
as unanswerable without falling into positivist dogma. With Putnam
there is from time to time a nostalgic looking back, but there is
also a firm understanding that metaphysics is a house of cards
which neither requires nor stands in need of answers. But con­
temporary analytic philosophy of religion, seemingly unaware of
these developments, is deep in the metaphysical mud. Phillips
sets his face against this as firmly as I do. This is all to the good.
But he unwittingly tangles himself in some metaphysical issues
which stand in the way of a perspicuous understanding of our
forms of life, and with this, of our lives.
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II

Phillips has written voluminously on what I should characterise
as a Wittgensteinian approach to the philosophy of religion. In
years past I have corne to grips with roughly the first half of
Phillips 's corpus on this broad topic. As I remarked initially, I
have not changed my views in any essential respects about what
I called Wittgensteinian fideism. But in the last decade my disin­
terest in the philosophy of religion has become so great that I
have read very little of the literature, and except for the follow­
ing two essays I have not studied Phillips's later work at all. Here
I shall concentrate on two recent essays germane to my topic: his
'On Not Understanding God' and 'From Coffee to Carmelites'. I
shall argue that in these essays Phillips surely wants to get out
of the fly bottle, but that he has not succeeded and that this fail­
ure carries a salutary lesson.

III

I now turn to his arguments and to his narrative. Phillips claims
that in philosophy, and in our Enlightenment culture generally,
there is a reluctance - rooted, he believes, in prejudice, or at least
in confusion - to admit 'that there is anything which passes be­
yond human understanding' (II, 131).3 There are many things, of
course, that we do not understand - ignorance and self-decep­
tion are widespread. Even when we work at them in a careful
and disciplined way - as scientists, logicians or philosophers ­
there are things we fail to understand. There is wide cultural
agreement about this.

However, this is still something which just happens to be the
case. It does not at all mean, or even suggest, that what we fail
to understand 'is something which is beyond understanding'. What
we fail to understand remains in principle, the orthodox claim
goes, within the reach of human understanding. There is nothing
that is necessarily beyond human understanding. 'That something
could be necessarily beyond human understanding seems to be
an intolerable thought, the denial of a philosophical vocation.'
(I, 153) Phillips takes the belief that this is so to be a pervasive
philosophical prejudice flying in the face 'of what is platitudi­
nously obvious: that there is much that passes beyond human
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understanding' (II, 131). He believes that a philosopher might,
and a fully perceptive philosopher will, come to understand that
there is something - necessarily - beyond human understanding.
And a crucial bit of this is 'that the limits of human existence are
beyond human understanding' (II, 131). It is surely evident that
if accepted this would give consolation both to the Kierkegaardian
knight of faith and to the Camusian-Sartrean existentialist athe­
ist. But this is not a fine brash philosophical thesis to be affirmed
or denied, but a philosophical muddle which rests on a failure to
command a clear view of our language. It is a claim which should
be up for dissolution rather than resolution.

Let me tum now to an explanation of why I say this. What is it
to say that when 'one is reacting to the vicissitudes of human
life . . . one is reacting to something which is beyond human under­
standing' (I, 160)? And what does it mean to say, as it is standardly
said by religious people, that 'the ways of God are beyond hu­
man understanding' (I, 163)? Put otherwise, the ways of God are
said to be inscrutable. If, as I think, it is a right move in philoso­
phy to begin thinking about God by exploring 'the grammar of
talk about the ways of God, given in our language, instead of
assuming ab initio standards by which such talk must be assessed',
then we will start our exploration by simply acknowledging that
religious people say that God is inscrutable and that His ways
are beyond human understanding. That is just how we play, if
we play such language-games at all, the language-game of Chris­
tian, Jewish and Islamic God-talk.

So why does Phillips say 'that there is something necessarily
beyond human understanding' (I, 168)? According to Phillips, what
is crucial here is to recognise that we are up against, not limita­
tions to human understanding which might be overcome, but the
very limits of human understanding. Whether your reaction to a
recognition of the limits, rather than the limitations, of human
understanding is religious or non-religious, if it is not confused
it will be a recognition that there is nothing to be understood, nothing
to be put right by understanding or action (I, 168). Samuel Beckett
says it, with a succinct translation into the concrete, when he has
his character Hamm say, 'You're on earth: there's no cure for
that' (I, 168; S. Beckett, Endgame, Faber & Faber, 1976, p. 37).

What sorts of things does Phillips say are necessarily beyond
human understanding and can take no relevant explanation, for
there is nothing to understand? He tells us that there are certain
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facts of human existence which can typically be given mundane
causal explanations, but where our reactions to them show us, if
we reflect, that even when perfectly correct these explanations
are plainly not to the point. They are, that is, not what is to the
point when we react to these facts of human existence: facts of
what Phillips obscurely calls the limits of human existence. Here
we are talking about the vicissitudes of human life. As I noted,
in some ways they are explainable, or at least in principle could
be, but in an important respect they are still necessarily beyond
human understanding. (I would think, since in the relevant re­
spect they are not a matter of understanding or knowledge at all,
they would be beyond superhuman understanding, if such there
be, as well. They would be beyond God's understanding as well
as ours, and since there is nothing to be known, that would be
no limitation on God's omniscience or omnipotence). The charac­
teristic facts in question are the 'blind forces of nature, the un­
predictable visitations of disease and death, the transitoriness of
fame, treason by friends and kin . .. [and] the limitations of time
and place' (I, 161).

Suppose a writer, caring much about her work and struggling
against odds to achieve something of merit and insight, is, unknown
to herself, about to receive the Nobel prize for literature. But the
day before the announcement was to come to her, she suddenly
and unexpectedly has a heart attack and dies without ever knowing
that she has received the award. It is natural in such circumstances
to lament 'Why did it have to happen to her just then, on just
that day?' As Stephen Toulmin has noted with his conception of
a limiting question, this 'Why?' is not a request for an explana­
tion but a verbal expression of a cry ofanguish.' We character­
istically ask it when we have good causal explanations of why it
happened. Weare not looking for more information; indeed, un­
less we are metaphysically befuddled, we are not asking for any
bit of knowledge or any explanation at all . We recognise, caus­
ally explainable though it is, that we are just up against one of
those brute contingencies that happen for no rhyme or reason.
There is no justifying it or blaming anyone for its happening; we
are here outside the domain of what is justifiable and what is
not. (If it cannot be justified, it makes no sense to say it is unjus­
tified either. Such normative terms have no hold or application
here.) Why it happened, looking atit normatively, is beyond under­
standing. And it is a plain example of things that happen again
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and again and are to be contrasted with a child's death from star­
vation - one of the thirty-five thousand that so die everyday - or
people dying of AIDS brought about by a transfusion of tainted
blood. These latter things could, with care and commitment, be
prevented. They are things for which certain people are respon­
sible/ and they are unjustifiable in that wrongs are done to people
that can and should be prevented. But the writer dying just then,
dismaying as it is, is nothing that is up before the bar of moral
or otherwise normative assessment, criticism or deliberation; it is
not the sort of thing that with foresight and resolute action could
have been prevented or ameliorated. Questions of neither justifi­
cation nor exculpation are in order; there is nothing normatively
relevant to be known.

While it is at least plausible to believe that in the order of causes
a principle of sufficient reason is at work, it is altogether implausible
to believe that such a principle is at work in the domain of good
and bad such that there is a justifying or excusing reason for
every bad or good thing that happens. Some bad and some good
things happen to us for no reason, and where they are horren­
dous enough we may cry out against them. What is puzzling is
not that these things happen but that Phillips makes such a hue
and cry about them. If we like we can talk about the 'limits of
human existence', 'the limits of understanding', of something being
necessarily beyond knowledge or understanding. But this is just
a grandiloquent way of saying what could be expressed more
prosaically and less misleadingly by saying that these matters are
important to us/ and that they are not matters of knowing or
failing to know/ of understanding or failing to understand, of reason
or lack of reason, but things to which the notions of knowing
and understanding, for God or man, are not applicable.

IV

To sum up : The vicissitudes of human life are often understood
well enough, in the sense that we know their causes. We also
know that they happen for no rhyme or reason; and because of
this the notion of justifying them, or failing to justify them, makes
no sense. But there is no need to make a mystery out of that.
There is no intolerable thought here, making mish-mash out of
the 'life of reason', that something is, or even could be, necess-
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arily beyond human understanding in that sense. It is simply the
case that in the domain of the normative the principle of suf­
ficient reason does not apply. Horrible things happen for no reason,
with no one to blame, with no injustice being done.

Is there, however, perhaps some more significant sense in which
something could be said to be necessarily beyond human under­
standing? We - meaning people who are likely to read this essay
and people from a similar social stratum who share, in general
way, a similar way of life - find certain other cultures utterly
alien to us such that we cannot, or so we believe, understand
them. These other people live in 'an alien society' which we can­
not understand from within the mode of understanding we pos­
sess . There is sometimes, to circumscribe the claim further, a radical
incommensurability between two societies (II, 133). Phillips accepts,
plausibly enough it seems to me, the Wittgensteinian point that
'language gets its sense from the way it enters human life' (II,
132). But when people have radically different lives there will 'be
as many differences in their languages as there are in their lives'
(II, 132). As a result, they do not just fail to understand each other;
they cannot understand one another.

This is H.O. Mounce's view, which Phillips is criticising in part,
but also partially endorsing - though not very plainly. It appears,
that is, that Phillips is endorsing the radical incommensurability
just characterised. Sometimes there are societies, say A and B, in
which there are some things in A which the people in B cannot
understand: they necessarily pass beyond understanding for them.
This, Phillips seems to agree, can and does sometimes happen.

But such an incommensurability claim misses the quite differ­
ent, though mutually supporting, points made against it by Donald
Davidson, Isaac Levi and Charles Taylor.! If in. saying that the
beliefs, conceptions and concepts of society A are incommensur­
able with those of society B, we are saying that there are beliefs,
conceptions and concepts expressable in the language of B which
are untranslatable into the language of A, then we have said some­
thing which is at best false. Where we treat meaning holophrastically
and go moderately holistic, as do Quine and Davidson, there is
no indeterminacy of translation. There are, as a matter of fact, no
languages which are mutually untranslatable." This is true even
of the radically different languages of radically different cultures.
(This was even stressed, paradoxically, by the articulators of what
came to be called 'the Whorf-Sapir hypothesis'.) Moreover, given
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the resources for mutual comprehensibility between radically dif­
ferent languages of radically different cultures, there are no good
reasons, if we go holophrastically, to think that there are even
terms in one language that cannot be understood in the terms of
the other language. Where the one culture is very alien to the
other, and where it is very difficult to understand a concept in
the language of the one culture by utilising the resources of the
other, there is a temptation to speak of incommensurability. But
we cannot reasonably ask for term-by-term translation. We need
to go holophrastic, and moderately holistic, and still we will make
mistake after mistake, and perhaps never in fact get the transla­
tion of the alien language just right. Marcel Proust, for example,
has been translated into English a number of times.

A good example of what I am contending is that of E.E. Evans­
Pritchard's and Peter Winch's treatment of the Azande concept
of witchcraft, a concept which certainly does not, to put it mini­
mally, match our own? But Winch, in correcting Evans-Pritchard's
errors and at the same time building on him, gave us an under­
standing of the Azande concept. Moreover, if we necessarily could
have no understanding of the concept, such that in principle no
attempt to characterise or elucidate it in our language or any other
language could succeed, then for reasons Davidson has forcefully
argued we could never know whether or not that was SO .8 We
would understand nothing at all here. But that is very different
from saying there is some belief, concept, conception, term, sen­
tence or truth which passes beyond the understanding. We would
at least have to know enough about it to understand what it was
that passes beyond our understanding. Let us fabricate some
language and suppose there is in that language a term 'uzad'.
Suppose I master the language but still do not understand 'uzad',
All my efforts to get a grip on it fail. But to say that it is logically
impossible for me, starting from my native tongue, to translate
or understand it, as distinct from saying that so far all attempts
at translation have failed, makes no sense. At least to know that
'uzad' is part of the language in question, I must understand it
as a word, a phrase or perhaps a sentence in that language. I see
that it fits or fails to fit with other grammatical sentences in the
language. I catch something of its syntax. If I do not understand
anything like that, then I am in no position to say that there is a
term, concept, conception or belief in the language of that culture
that I cannot - necessarily - understand. The thesis that there are
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concepts of an alien culture that necessarily pass the understand­
ing of the people of another culture is an incoherent conception,
probably a product of the Kantian scheme/content dogma criti­
cised so effectively by Davidson.

We can escape these difficulties by dropping talk of 'necess­
arily' or 'necessity'. Doing so leaves us with the banality that it is
often difficult in certain particular respects to understand others
both within our own culture and, even more obviously, in differ­
ent cultures." Sometimes they have notions we do not understand
very well at all, notions that thoroughly baffle us. Moreover, it is
not only the people in New Guinea that I have a hard time under­
standing. The skinhead with the shaved head with a red stripe
painted across it, his arms and chest almost completely tattooed,
with long earrings and a strange gait, is nearly as strange to me.
I observe him as he gets on the same bus as I do and then the
same metro, and I wonder what he is thinking, what ambitions,
hopes and fears he has, what sense of himself he has and why it
is that he so decks himself out. I feel at a considerable distance
from such a person: his life seems, and no doubt is, alien to me;
and mine to him, no doubt. But there are also all the familiar
ways in which I could learn about the life of such a person. There
is no logical or otherwise conceptual barrier of incommensurability
here, or, as far as we can discover, anywhere else either, which
justifies, or even gives sense to, the belief that there are, for a
person in a given culture, other people in the same or in another
culture, with conceptions so alien to this person that they are
necessarily incommensurable, that is, untranslatable, such that this
person can have no understanding .of what they mean when the
others speak: each being immersed in a different conceptual scheme
such that both are conceptually imprisoned in their own perspec­
tive with no possible understanding of the other.

Suppose we say (pace Davidson) that incommensurability should
not come to untranslatability but either to non-comparability or
to the lack of shared standards of rationality, making common
acceptance and assessment impossible. The response to this should
be that once untranslatability is abandoned, there is no reason to
believe that comparability is impossible or that we have so little
common toehold in rationality that some sharing in understand­
ing and common acceptance of what is rational and what is not
is even in principle impossible. Of course, people, over time and
place, will have different standards of rationality.'? But to say, as



170 Kai Nielsen

Phillips does, that there is no common rationality which people
can appeal to, is to say more than that standards of rationality
differ. To establish this claim, we would need to know not only
that standards differ, but also that they have no central features
in common. The platitudinous truth is that in some respects they
differ and in some respects they are the same. With that same­
ness, even if it is rather thin, we have some common starting­
point from which we could reason and deliberate about our
differences, using something like what John Rawls and Norman
Daniels have called the method of reflective equilibrium.'! To think,
as did Lucien Levy-Bruhl, that there is something like a primi­
tive mentality that leads primitive people to think utterly differ­
ently than we do, is at best a groundless claim. Our wiring is
very similar and with our large brains (something cutting across
cultures) we can, if other things do not go too badly, think. More­
over, we all have beliefs, desires, intentions and plans. We wish
to realise our desires, to see whether our beliefs and desires fit,
or fail to fit, reasonably well, and the like. And if they hang together
reasonably well, we will seek a better fit. (If this is folk psychology,
make the most of it.) With these capacities and resources we can ,
and do, deliberate about what it is reasonable to think and do. It
is not plausible, perhaps not even intelligible, to think that we
will run up against points where what we take to be reasonable
to believe or think is so different from what people in other cul­
tures take to be reasonable, that it is necessarily the case that any
cross-cultural deliberations and comparisons will be fru itless, or
will break down, revealing a radical incommensurability of per­
spective. It is more plausible to believe that than to believe in
incommensurability as untranslatability. And if there are com­
mon resources of rationality, there will also be common resources
for comparability. To put the point more modestly, if such delib­
eration and such comparisons are necessarily impossible across
cultures, such that the disputants even in theory cannot under­
stand one another or deliberate together, then (a) give some evi­
dence for that, and more fundamentally, (b) show how it is that
we can know, or even coherently believe, that this is so. There is
the empirical fact that understanding, fruitful argument, agree­
ment, and so on, across cultures, and even within cultures, is
difficult. But we must not, if we wish to remain relatively clear­
headed and reasonable, slip from that fact to the claim that they
and we are conceptually imprisoned in utterly incommensurable
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frameworks . There is no good reason to believe that mutual
incomprehension and bewilderment are so intractable and so deep.

v

50 the fact that there are cultures alien to each other, and that
even within a single culture there are very different people with
very different perspectives (say a Hamann and a d 'Holbach, a de
Maistre and a Condorcet), gives us no toehold for the belief in a
radical incommensurability whereby some people necessarily pass
beyond the understanding of some other people. But Phillips also
considers, critically following Mounce, whether 'there are things
which pass beyond the understanding of all human beings: things
which human beings can never come to understand' (II, 136; my
italics). The kinds of cases Mounce presents, and Phillips considers,
are our trying to understand the condition of a dog, what it is
like to be a bat, or whether fish can feel pain. Mounce works
with these examples in order to 'illustrate the difference between
that which we fail to understand and that which passes beyond
human understanding' (II, 131). Phillips argues, cogently I be­
lieve, that the bat, the dog or the fish cases do not show us that
'there are things which pass beyond the understanding of all human
beings; things which human beings can never come to understand'
(II, 136-41).

There are also, it is claimed, things that one class of human
beings can never understand about another class. The rich, Mounce
has it, can never know what it is like to be poor, to live on the
dole for example. But (pace Mounce) the rich can see, indeed ob­
serve rather systematically (travel with their eyes open, as de
Beauvoir and 5artre did); they can read social scientists' accounts
of poverty, extend their understanding by the reading of imagin­
ative literature, and the like. Like George Orwell they can even
live and work with the poor, taking jobs the poor take, living
with the poor as the poor live. But Mounce would say 'that no
matter how much understanding of the poor the rich have, they
do not know exactly what it is like to be poor' (II, 141-2). Even
Orwell could not know what it is like to be poor, even after liv­
ing and working with them and writing Down and Out in Paris
and London, for he was not poor and did not have the same ines­
capable vulnerability as the poor. On Mounce's account, to really
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know what it is to be poor comes to saying that you must be
poor. Since the rich do not have to live with poverty, they do not
know, and cannot - really - know, what it is like to be poor. But
this is to turn something by means of an implicit, persuasive
definition into a tautology that on normal readings or under­
standings it is not. It is very likely true that most of the time the
poor know more about poverty than the non-poor. But the non­
poor can know a great deal about poverty; and in some cases
someone like Orwell, who acutely observed and reflected on what
he saw, might very well come to know more about poverty and
being poor than do many of the poor. At least we cannot rule
this out by conceptual fiat. Similar things can, and should, be
said about paranoia and schizophrenia. Harry Stack Sullivan prob­
ably knew more about what it is like to be schizophrenic than
most, perhaps all, schizophrenics. We cannot justifiably identify
'understanding a way of life' with 'living a way of life'. These
examples do not show that there are some things for some human
beings which necessarily pass beyond their understanding.

The dog, bat and fish cases may seem to show that there are
some things which pass beyond the understanding of all human
beings. But I think Phillips shows that those familiar claims are
mistaken. I do not know whether fish feel pain or not; but by
studying carefully their nervous system and the like, and watch­
ing carefully their behaviour, I, and others, could come to a reason­
able understanding of what is likely the case here. Similar things
obtain for understanding what it is like to be a bat or a dog. A
dog to which you are very close and know very well might, when
you look at him reflectively, come to seem enigmatic to you. You
wonder what is going on in his head, how he perceives the world.
And this is even more so with bats, with whom most of us do
not live in very close contact. Phillips shows how we could come
to understand such animals reasonably well. There is not some
conceptual gulf between what they are and how they react such
that we could not understand them at all. What Mounce, and in
this case Thomas Nagel as well, show is that we can never know
from the inside, as it were, what it is like to be a dog or a bat,
but this is only, again by the use of an implicit persuasive defini­
tion, to identify knowing what it is like to be a bat or a dog with
being a bat or a dog. But this works no better for these cases
than for the others. Dog trainers and some dog lovers know a
great deal about dogs without being dogs, and bat specialists can
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know a great deal about bats without being bats. In general, to
understand or know x is not the same thing as being x or even,
in some tendentious sense, experiencing xY We have no plaus­
ible or even firmly coherent model for saying that there are some
things - a bat, a dog, a god, God, a Martian, a computer, or what
not - that human beings necessarily cannot know so that these
things are beyond human understanding. And this is not hubris,
but a reasonable grasp of how our language-games are played.

VI

Mystical experience, and mystical awareness of the inscrutable,
God in particular, is sometimes used as an example of what few
special people who have had that experience can know, and that
others cannot understand - necessarily cannot understand. Those
of us who have not had mystical experiences cannot understand
what the mystic can. It is sometimes claimed that this religious
case 'w ill yield a genuine example of understanding something
that for most people passes beyond the understanding.

There are, of course, problems about the very intelligibility of
talk of mystical experience, for the mystic as well as non-mystic.
But that aside, there is, at least on the face of it, much that can be
learned about mystical experience from those who ha ve not had
it but have carefully studied and reflected on it. William James,
W.T. Stace and Ninian Smart have, without having had mystical
experience, written about it with care, and sometimes insight; and
some people have, to some extent at least, understood them." To
say that what the writers and readers understand is not really to
understand mystical experience, for to understand the experience
it is necessary to have it, is to make the unjustified claim of ident­
ifying understanding x with having x. We have already seen that
there is no justification for that claim. Thus it cannot be correct
to say that the mystical experiences, spiritual exercises and more
generally contemplative practices must pass beyond our under­
standing if we have not had mystical experience. Mystics were
not, of course, born mystics. They came, typically after rigorous
self-discipline, to experience something which at one time was
beyond their understanding. Phillips claims that what they came
to experience came about as the result of a transformation, not
an extension, of their prior understanding. The claim is that only
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by such a transformation of the understanding can such experi­
ences be understood (II, 143).

Suppose it is claimed that reading these accounts of mystical
experience, including the writings of someone like St John of the
Cross, will not convey real understanding until the reader has
had the experience itself. Those readers who have not had mysti­
cal experience, the argument goes, are to St John's reports like
the blind are to the sighted. To this we should respond that the
analogy is apt. The blind can understand what sight is; they just
cannot see . The mystical experience case seems to be fully anal­
ogous. Moreover, even if the understanding requires a transfor­
mation of experience, the transformation is rooted in something
we already have and is familiar to us, and we could not have
such a transformation, with the changed perspective on life it brings,
without it. It is a necessary background condition for the trans­
formation. Indeed, extension and transformation slide into one
another. In those ways the stress on a sharp contrast between
extension and transformation is in error.

St John of the Cross thought that what he was saying would
only be fully understood by those specially prepared to receive
it. But this 'being specially prepared' was to have received a cer­
tain spiritual training; and this is, as Phillips remarks, 'a matter
of building on, extending, ordinary religious practices' (II, 146).
There is a transformation which takes place in mystical experi­
ence, but it is a transformation which is essentially connected with
the religious practices and conceptions which preceded it. Mysti­
cal experience does not come about as a result of some unrnediated
initiation. The belief that it does, Phillips writes, is itself 'a magi­
cal view of mysticism' (II, 146). So mystical experience is not
inherently inexpressible, the mystic's claims are not self-authenti­
cating, and they are not something that can be understood only
by someone who has them. Again we have nothing that goes
beyond understanding.

VII

It has not been shown that it is the case, or even can be the case,
that the experiences or understanding some people have necess­
arily pass beyond the understanding of all human beings. Con­
tingently, of course, there are many things that some people know



Can Anything be Beyond Human Understanding? 175

and others do not and cannot know. Children, to say nothing of
infants, do not know many things that normal adults do. Primi­
tive peoples know some things that we do not know and we know
some things they do not. In both cases some things contingently
pass beyond the understanding of some people. These things are
the merest truisms, but true for all that. They are only worth
reminding ourselves of because of certain philosophical confusions."

It is only slightly less truistic to say that if there are gods, or if
God or intelligent Martians exist, these beings (if that is what
God is) will know things that no human being as a matter of fact
can know. But this is like saying that human beings cannot hear
certain sounds that dogs can; as when we blow a whistle that we
do not hear ourselves but dogs do. There is no conceptual, or
logical, ban on our hearing these sounds; it is just the case that,
as a matter of fact, we cannot hear them. But what the Martians
or gods, if such there be, and what God, if He is even possible,
can know that we cannot is just like that. This, however, is not
the kind of 'failing to understand' in which Phillips is interested.
It is not the model he wants for trying to understand what 'pass­
ing beyond one's understanding' amounts to. Moreover, philos­
ophers, like everyone else, have not been at all reluctant to admit
that things can and sometimes do pass beyond our understand­
ing in these - philosophically speaking - trivial ways. However,
where we stick with 'in principle' and 'of necessity' in trying to
model the understanding of something passing beyond human
understanding, we run into trouble teasing out a coherent sense
for these claims. If a Martian can understand it, why is it logi­
cally impossible for us? If an adult can understand it, why is it
logically impossible for a child? If God understands it, why is it
logically impossible for us? There seems to be no answer to these
questions. At the very least Phillips has suggested none.

Suppose we drop the qualification 'human' and say instead,
including even God in our scope, that 'there may be something
beyond understanding; not something accidentally or temporarily
beyond it, but something necessarily beyond understanding'. It
is a tautology to say that if something is not a matter of knowl­
edge or understanding, so that there is nothing to understand or
fail to understand, then it cannot be understood. But it is extravagant
rhetoric to say that we have here something which passes be­
yond understanding. This is more like bad poetry than philosophical
description and analysis. To say that we understand something
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which it makes no sense to understand is a contradiction; to say
that we should not try to understand what in principle is not a
matter of understanding is a truism - though it is perfectly true
that as a second-order matter we can come to understand that some
things are not matters of understanding or knowledge at all. But
as we have seen, we get into trouble when, as Phillips does, we
add 'human' to qualify 'understanding'. If understanding is logi­
cally impossible, then it is logically impossible, period. Bringing
God in will not make the slightest difference. What we have seen
is that in a triv ial, philosophically uninteresting sense, Mounce is
right that it is 'platitudinously obvious that there is much that
passes beyond human understanding', but that in the philosophi­
cally interesting ways of construing that claim it is at best
thoroughly problematic.

We talk in an inflated and obscurantist way when we talk of
the limits of human existence or the limits of understanding. In
both instances, if it means anything, it means, as Phillips shows,
that in certain situations there is nothing to understand: not for
us, for Martians, for computers or for God. So if there is nothing
to understand then there is no object of, or proper occasion for,
wonder or perplexity over the fact that there is something which
passes beyond understanding that we could not set right by under­
standing. That is about as evident as anything can be . Consider
an example. People age and sometimes their powers - physical,
intellectual and on occasion even moral - fail. There are reason­
able causal explanations of why this happens. But there is no
mystery here, nothing to wonder or be perplexed about, or to
reflect on with an eye to making sense of it. It is just a brute fact
of the world, one of the contingencies of the world which matters
to us. It does not pass beyond understanding in the sense that
we do not know why it happens; neither does it pass beyond
understanding in the sense that God or a Martian could see the
justification for it while we cannot. There is no justification for it:
not because it is unjustified, but because it could be neither justi­
fied nor unjustified. Such normative notions have no hold here.
(Not seeing this is, in part, what is the matter with theodicies.) In
that sense they are not a matter of knowledge. Suppose a great
poet grows senile and comes to write drivel. Faced with this we
may say 'Oh, why did it have to happen to him? Why? Why?!'
This is our old friend the limiting question again, expressing our
lament and anguish and our sense of regret that the world is
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such. The 'Why?' does not ask for an explanation, for more knowl­
edge, for a rationale, excuse or justification to be supplied, or
anything like that. It gives vent to our feelings. It is an expres­
sive use of language. To say that it points to something which
passes beyond understanding is misleading at best, for it sug­
gests that something like understanding is at issue, when what is
at issue are human reactions and deliberations in the light of these
brute facts on what are the more appropriate reactions in such
circumstances, if this can ever be reasoned out or reasoned and
felt out. (That we can in some instances deliberate on what are
the most appropriate feelings does not mean that feelings them­
selves are a form of cognition or a form of knowledge or under­
standing.)

VIII

What has all this to do with Divine Inscrutability? Phillips, want­
ing to avoid theodicies, wants as a 'philosopher ... to understand
what is meant by saying that God's ways are beyond human
understanding'. What he has perhaps succeeded in showing us,
or at least given us some understanding of, is what can sensibly
be meant by 'God's ways are beyond understanding sans phrase'.
But then he has in effect also shown us that there is nothing to
be understood except that the whole matter should be set aside.
Moreover, even if we do somehow get, against what I have ar­
gued, some appropriate understanding of what it is for God's
ways to be beyond human understanding, this does not mean, as
Phillips is quick to point out, that we understand God (I, 168-9) .
But we then fall into still other difficulties. The hope was that by
coming to some understanding of 'the place that the belief that
God's ways are beyond understanding has in the lives of believers',
we could gain a foothold on what it is to believe in God and
what it would be to encounter God (I, 169; II, 149). But if this
does not help us to understand God, then, we should ask, what
does? It seems that the very concept of God, in developed forms
of Judaeo-Christianity and Islam, is incoherent. The idea of God
as an 'infinite individual transcendent to the universe' has at least
the appearance of a contradiction; and the definite descriptions
used to teach the meaning of 'God', where these descriptions are
supposed to specify a non-anthropomorphic reality, all seem so
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problematic as to yield no tolerably firm sense of what we are
talking about. We seem to have no more than human reactions to
a something, we understand not what. Divine Inscrutability is so
inscrutable that we do not even have a sense of what it is to
scrutinise here. IS If God is utterly beyond human understanding,
then there is nothing to be said, nothing to be thought, nothing
to be perplexed about, nothing to wonder at. Accounts of encounters
with God, of coming to know and love God, of living or standing
in the presence of God, of sensing or feeling the grace of God,
are what Axel Hagerstrom called 'empty phrases' without sense."

Phillips claims that the mystics do not give reports, flawed or
otherwise, 'or descriptions which fall short of the mark, but ex­
pressions of their encounter with God' (II, 149). He also says that
this encounter with God, if genuine, must be an experience which
passes beyond all human understanding (II, 149). Given the other
things he says, it must be an experience which necessarily, and
not just contingently, passes beyond human understanding. But
we have seen that this is an incoherent notion, and this being so,
that the very notion of an encounter with God, at least on this
reading, must also be incoherent.

Phillips might respond, as he does to Mounce, that like most
philosophers I place too much weight on understanding. I worry
about the coherence or truth of the belief that, where God is con­
cerned, we need to understand that it is something which passes
beyond our understanding, 'at least while we are on earth'; and,
over-intellectualising things, I try to see if any coherent sense can
be made of that. Phillips remarks that 'religious reactions . . . are
very different. When they speak of that which passes beyond
understanding, they invite us to consider the possibility of react­
ing to human life in a way other than by understanding' (II, 149).
One reaction that Phillips takes to be religious, and appropriately
so, is that of wonder. But it is to wonder in such a way that we
can think of the grace of God. It is not the speculative wonder of
the Greek philosophers. Phillips thinks that this is a natural way
for wonder to go for the person of faith. But we - including in
the 'we' the person of faith - need some understanding of 'God '
to see how the 'gifts of nature can be seen as gifts of grace', God's
grace (II, 150). But then we cannot just be reacting to human life
in a way other than by understanding. The very possibility of so
reacting requires some understanding, and we cannot have that
if God is necessarily beyond human understanding.
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Phillips might respond that the language of the mystic, like
religious language more generally, is in our midst and 'language
gets its sense from the way it enters human life'; so that ' the
language of walking with God, meeting God, gets its sense, if it
does anywhere, from the way this language entered the life of St
John of the Cross' (II, 151). That language, which is one paradig­
matic strand of religious language, involves talk of God being
beyond human understanding as well as talk of the importance
in the religious life of 'dying to the understanding'. Phillips would
no doubt claim that in saying that such talk is incoherent, that it
does not make sense, I must be importing standards of rational­
ity or in telligibility from outside the religious language-games
actually played; and it is unclear where these standards could
come from, what authority they could have, why we should appeal
to them, or why the religious person, or anyone else, should pay
any heed at all. They seem, Phillips could say , like news from
nowhere, arbitrary impositions from out of the blue.

I agree with Phillips that language gets its sense from the way
it enters human life. This is a lesson we have rightly taken from
Wittgenstein. But language must be taken more holistically than
Phillips takes it. We must not take one language-game or linguis­
tic practice, or even a localised cluster of them, standing by them­
selves. It is not enough to say, 'This language-game is played'.
We need to look at the language more broadly and try to gain a
perspicuous representation of how various language-games in
various domains of our talk and thought, of our discoursing with
each other, go, or fail to go, together. Thus we might come to
recognise that religious talk ('God-talk' as I call it, as distinct from
other religious talk, such as the Buddhist might engage in) could
have the grammar - the logic, in Phillips's extended sense of 'logic'
- that he says it has and still be incoherent because of the way it
stands with other parts of our talk. That something like this is
the case is what I think. But I can think that, while still taking it
that language gets its sense from the way it enters human life,
because I look at language more holistically than does Phillips ­
thinking that a moderate holism, such as we find in Donald
Davidson and Richard Rorty, squares better with how our lan­
guage and thinking works than any balkanised or molecular view
of language.

I think, and indeed hope, that God-talk, and religious discourse
more generally, is, or at least should be, dying out in the West,
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or more generally in a world that has felt the force of a Weberian
disenchantment of the world. This sense that religious convic­
tions are no longer a live option is something which people who
think of themselves as either modernists or post-modernists very
often tend to have. It may even be partly definitive of being such
a person. For Alasdair MacIntyre, and presumably for Phillips as
well, this is a distressing, or at least a saddening, matter. For me,
firmly modernist as I am, it is a hopeful sign. As Richard Rorty
puts it, perhaps we can at last get the Enlightenment without the
Enlightenment's rationalism. Among the intelligentsia such attitudes
of disenchantment are widespread; and these attitudes, given a
moderate amount of security and wealth, can reasonably be ex­
pected to trickle slowly down to the rest of society. The view
from North America is that the view has not trickled down ex­
tensively to the population more generally. There has, however,
been a lot of such trickling down in the securer, more prosperous
and better educated Scandinavian societies.

This Weberian and Habermasian sense of how modernity can
be expected to evolve under conditions of security and abundance
could go with a view like Phillips's that language gets its sense
from the way it enters human life. Simon Blackburn has stated,
though rather as an aside, what many philosophers who have
been touched by modernity or post-modernity think, including
such Wittgensteinians as Richard Rorty. Blackburn remarks:

Practice alone rules whether the choice of a mathematical or
physical or psychological or modal or moral religious language
stands us in good stead. The philosopher may, as a lucky ama­
teur, make a contribution to recognising the excellence or the
infirmity of some discourse, but there is no profession of being
lucky. And when a discourse or way of life dies, as the religious
way has effectively done in the West, this is never because it
could not stand the scrutiny of Minerva, but because the con­
solations and promises it offered eventually lost their power to
animate us. The philosopher can only ride the hearse declaim­
ing that he thought the patient dead before the rest did."

There is a little hyperbole here, but not much. It seems to me
that this is the situation we are in. Perhaps this is a superficial
way of looking at or reacting to religion, a way that has not looked
at it carefully enough, sympathetically enough or long enough;
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but then again, perhaps not. Phillips tries to exhibit sources of
animation, but he has in reality afforded more of a reason for
thinking that the discourse is, or at least should be, dead. He has
tried, by assembling reminders, to show us that there are some
sources in our lives and language that will reveal how the conso­
lations and promises of Christianity, and religion more broadly,
still have the power to animate us . But he has, I think, failed . It
is time, if we have an impulse to do any declaiming at all, to ride
the hearse.
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