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GOD-TALK 

KAI N IELS EN  * 

Anthony Ralls in a perceptive article argues clearly and 
to my mind persuasively that  the existence of God is a presup- 
position of Chris t iani ty as t radi t ional ly  conceived and tha t  
'God '  is " a  shor thand for  a logically individuat ing description 
which must he satisfied if the expression 'God '  is to be correc- 
t ly  used on any given occasion."  (1) He also claims with con- 
siderable plausibili ty tha t  'meet ing God '  has an idiosyncrat ic  
use. God is not an ent i ty  given in experience;  "we  can know 
only the act ivi ty or effects of God, not God himself ."  (p.8) Thus  
we cannot meet God as we might meet Grace Kelly or the Abo- 
minable Snowman. The expression 'meet ing  God '  is " m a d e  
available for  use as a diploma to be conferred on any peculiar-  
ly significant experiences of his effects ."  

So far  so good. This is admirably s t ra ight forward  stuff. 
Unfortunately,  however,  all does not end well, for  in the finaI 
and crucial par t  of Ralls '  essay we find not the longed for  mo- 
ment of t ru th  but  a batch of dark  sayings. The dark sayings 
occur (pp. 10-11) at a juncture  that is crucial to his elucidation 
of 'God '  or 'God exists' .  God, Ralls has argued,  is said to be 
a unique being with unique properties.  We are told that  to " p e r -  
ceive that  God exists, is to perceive that  it is as the result  of  
God's activity tha t  certain things take p lace ."  ( p . 1 0 ) R a l l s  
points out, explaining the obscure with the obscure, tha t  to 
make the claim quoted above is to claim " t o  perceive that  the 
proper  description of certain sensible events involves the make-  
ing of statements which presuppose the existence of a supra- 
sensible cause ."  (p. 10) 

Ralls is aware of the pecul iar i ty  and the obscurity of this  
claim. He tries in his concluding paragraphs  to clarify it. He 
first remarks that  " to  perceive the existence of something 
is not necessarily to perceive that t h ing . "  'To perceive '  some- 
times means 'To become aware of '  as I might become aware  
that  the woods are on fire simply by seeing black smoke billow- 
ing above the trees. God's existence, Ralls argues, is perceived 
in two ways:  1) God's  existence is perceived in everything that  
happens;  and 2) God's  existence is perceived in certain distinc- 
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r part icular  occurrences. I f  it were argued,  Rails continues, 
that  God's existence could only be perceived in the first way or 
if  it were argued that  God's existence could only be pereeived 
in the second way, the concept of God would be vacuous, but if 
He eould be perceived in both ways the concept may not be 
vaeuous. The core of his argument is this:  God exists " i s  to be 
justified, insofar as a form of description whieh is appropriate  
to certain favourable e v e n t s -  the basis of r e v e l a t i o n -  is per- 
ceivcd to be appropriate  to all events ."  The part ing of the Red 
Sea or the disappearance of Jesus from his grave leads one to 
be aware of a being whom one then perceives to be not only 
the supra-sensible cause of these extra-ordinary events but the 
:supra-sensible cause of all events. 

There are too many putatively factual  elaims here that are 
in reali ty devoid of factual  intelligibility and all the s tandard 
difficulties about a "supra-sensible eause"  remain. I t  is indeed 
t rue  that  to perceive the existence of something is not neees-- 
~arily to perceive that  thing. I see smoke but not the fire, I hear 
the  thunder  but do not see the lightning, but I have none the 
less become aware that  there is a fire and that  there !lave been 
l ightning flashes. In  these cases there is something I could 
direetIy perceive (i.e. the fire and the l ightning) but in fact  
did not, which enables me to make this claim. When speaking 
of God, however, there is, as Ralls insists, no direct perceiving 
or  encountering God. It  is not the case thai there is a God whom 
I might directly perceive (look at, smell, taste, feel, encounter) 
but  did not ;  and it is not the case that  there have been other 
situations of this type in which God has been directly perceived 
when events of this type have been perceived . Thus in the case 
of God we have no grounds for asserting that  we have per- 
ceived the existence of something without  perceiving tha t th ing .  
I f  we say the causal relation is unique here and as such is diff- 
erent, for the cause is a supra-sensible cause, we are, by appeal- 
ing to such a concept, liftil~g o~lrselves up by our own boot- 
s t raps for the concept of a supra-sensible cause is at least as 
problematical as the concept of God. Af te r  all, what could be 
meant  by a supra-sensible cause or a t ranscendent  cause? To 
give an adequate elucidation of ' cause '  is no mean task, but 
one thing is clear:  when we are talking of events, to say that  
X is the cause of Y is to give one to unders tand that events of 
type Y occur when and only when events of type X occur. But 
we could (logically could) know that su(.h a relation obtained 
and thus that a causal relation obtained only if events of type 
X and Y could be independently observed so that  we could see 
if they were in constant  conjunction. Where it is logically im- 
possible to make such an observation we cannot say that su(~h 
a relation obtains or fails to obtain. But if X is supra-sensible 
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or t ranscendent ,  as God must  be, X could not, even in principle,  
be di rect ly  perceived, and if X could not  - -  logically could not 
- -  be direct ly  perceived X could not be indirect ly perceived 
either, for  ' i nd i r ec t ly '  could not make  a non-vacuous contras t  
here. In  short  ' a  supra-sensible cause '  or ' a  t ranscendent  
cause '  appears  to be ve ry  much like a ' r o u n d  square '  or, if this 
is too strong, at least  like ' a  democrat ic  ca r ro t ' .  These phrases  
have not been given a use;  they have no established role in a 
language-game.  

I f  what  I have said about  ' supra-sensible  cause '  is essen- 
t ial ly correct, Ra l l s '  a t t empt  to elucidate God-talk fails. On 
Ral l s '  analysis, to say tha t  God 's  existence is perceived in every-  
thing' that  happens  is to say that  God is the cause of eve ry th ing  
tha t  happens.  But  since ' c aus e '  here is elliptical for  ' supra -  
sensible cause '  we must  conclude that  'God  is the cause of every-  
thing tha t  happens '  is devoid of t ru th-va lue  and thus of fact-  
ual significance since at least one of its const i tuent  terms, i.e. 
' c a u s e '  (meaning here ' supra-sensible  cause ' ) ,  has no use. But  
if tha t  s ta tement  is devoid of factual  significance so too must  
' G o d ' s  existence is perceived in everything"  be devoid of such 
sio:nificance. 

Yet  even if I am wrong and even if, as Geach believes, such 
a Humean  conception of causality, as I in effect relied on, is 
thoroughly  myth-eaten,  there are, I am sorry  to say, f u r t he r  
logically independent  difficulties in Ral l s '  account. I f  eve ry -  
thing' we could (logically could) perceive shows tha t  God ex-  
ists and nothing could conceivably show tha t  God does not ex- 
ist then 'perce iv ing  God to exis t '  is devoid of factual  or des- 
cr ipt ive content,  for  a descript ive word or phrase not only 
me~ns what  it does but  also excludes what  it does not mean,  
and a descript ive sentence not only describes a state of affairs 
but  excludes cont rad ie tory  states of affairs. But  given the con-  
dition Ralls sets up no perceiving could possibly count as not  
perceiving' God. so 'perceiving'  God' .  wi thout  a non-vacuous con- 
trast ,  is devoid of descript ive or factual  significance. To say 
tha t  God is not only perceived in every th ing  that  exists but  is 
perceived in special c i rcumstances as well, does not show tha t  
'God  is perceived in everything'  that  happens '  is non-vacuous, 
for  we still do not know what  it would be like not to perceive 
God. To say tha t  in another  sense of ' p e r ce ive '  than that  used 
in 'God  is perceived in everything",  God is p(.reeived in par t icu-  
lar  occurrences but not in other occurrences does not establish 
the factual  intell igibil i ty of 'God  is perceived in every th ing ' .  
Only by trading' on the above equivocal use of ' pe rce ived '  can 
we make it appea r  that  'God is perceived in eve ry th ing '  has a 
non-vaeuous contrast .  
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Final ly  what  could be meant  by 'God  is perceived in par-  
t ieular  occurrences '?  W h a t  par t icu lar  occurrences would ins- 
tan t ia te  this ? The Red Sea par ts  and the Israel i tes  walk th rough  
it and then it closes over  the pursu ing  Egyp t i ans :  does this 
show " G o d ' s  h a n d " ?  Does this count as perceiving (~od in a, 
par t icu lar  event? All the old difficulties are here!  The non-be- 
l iever could admi t  he had no explanat ion for  the Red Sea so 
p a r t i n g  and closing. He might  even admit,  though what  exact ly  
this could mean is not clear, that  it was scientifically inexpli- 
cable and still say tha t  he does not m~derstand how in perceiv- 
ing' these bizarre but  still per fec t ly  non-supra-sensible series 
o f  events he was or could be perceiving God. Since (}od is t ran-  
scendent  to the cosmos, since (Jod is something that  is not even 
in principle to be seen or encountered or even spat ial ly re la ted 
*o the universe, the occurrences of events of the Red Sea type  
could not be all tha t  is meant  by ta lk ing  of the existence of 
God. We again do not know what  would, or even in principle 
could, count for  or against  'Par t icmlar  occurrence X points to 
the existence of an infinite, personal,  t ranscendent  idividual ' ,  
or  ' Pa r t i cu l a r  occurrence X points toward  another  par t i cu la r  
t ha t  is in principle unobservable ' .  There is nothino' tha t  even 
in principle could confirm or disconfirm the assertion or denial 
of  these pu ta t ive  fac tual  assertions. But  this makes them de- 
void of the fac tua l  intell igibil i ty tha t  Ralls r ight ly  demands  
of  them. I f  p and  not-p are equally compat ible  with any  and 
every  conceived state-of-affairs then p and not-p are both 
devoid of fac tua l  content  or significance. But  both, ' Pa r t i cu l a r  
occurrences X point  toward  an infinite par t icu lar  tha t  is in 
principle  unohservable ' ,  and the denial of this pu ta t ive  fact-  
ual  s ta tement  are equally compatible  with an5" conceivable 
state-of-affairs.  Since this is so, we have not succeeded in show- 
ing how either the s ta tement  or its denial could have the fact-  
ual intell igihili ty or content  that  they must  have in order  to 
show how they can give factual  content to ' ( lod  exists ' .  But  if  
"God exis ts '  is not  intelli~'ible in this way, it laek.s the logical 
s ta tus  it must have if it is to fill Christian expectations.  I f  it 
does not have this s tatus (!hrist ianity will have lost the kind 
of  suppor t  which enables the believer to assert  with justificat- 
ion tha t  Chris t iani ty  is something' more than  a moral ly  sia'- 
nifieant myth.  

These are all old poiuts and they involve arguable,  thouo'h 
perhaps  per fec t ly  som~d, presupposit ions.  The subt lety of Rai ls '  
analysis,  until we come to his last two pages, would lead one 
to suspect that  he had some way around these well-known 
difficulties, but so fa r  a~ I have been able to discern he doe~ not 
a t  all meet  them or show us that  they are in real i ty  spurious 
difficulties. Perhaps  l{alls does not wish to deny that  these are 
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crippling difficulties, for  at one point he confesses that  he does 
not  find 'God exists '  "who l ly  intel l igible",  Yet, it could and 
has been argued, tha t  this no impediment  to belief, for  the God 
of  Christ ianity and Judaism is by definition a mystery.  I t  none- 
theless remains the case that  the kind of difficulties I have 
been raising about  'God exists '  seem to deprive it of all fact- 
ual intelligibility, but  this is just  the sort of intelligibility it 
must have if, as Ralls avers, 'God exists '  is a crucial ontologi- 
cal presupposit ion of Christianity. 

Perhaps  Ralls can show us a way out of the dark woods or 
show that  these ra the r  s tandard difficulties I have raised are only 
conceptual confusions on my part.  That  there be some surcease 
to what  may be my conceptual malaise is not  impor tant  (except 
to me) ; but others, faced with claims bearing a family resem- 
blance to Ralls '  claims, have raised similar objections and are 
thus perhaps gr ipped by a similar disquietude. I f  Ralls can be 
ou r  Virgil, I, and I suspect others as well, will be ext remely  
grateful.  


