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Course Description

• Dr. Fiala will lead participants on a journey through the 
philosophy of religion. This will include questions of theology 
(definitions of God, the problem of evil, and so on), as well as 
questions about what counts as religion and questions about the 
status of religious belief. The course will engage these questions 
with an open mind, aiming to stimulate conversation. Dr. Fiala 
will provide insight into the theories of important thinkers in the 
history of philosophy while connecting the topic to current 
controversies.

2

mailto:afiala@csufresno.edu


4/3/24

2

Big Questions
What is Religion?

What is Philosophy?
What is the Philosophy of Religion?
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Course Plan

• April 3
• Defining Religion
• Contemporary problems in the philosophy of religion

• April 10
• Adventures in natural theology
• Proving (and disproving) the existence of God
• Critiques of Religion

• April 17
• Exploring faith and knowledge
• Can we know religious objects or must we have faith?
• Fideism and the Wager

• April 24
• The challenge of religious diversity
• Other critiques of religion (ex. feminism)
• Religious Liberty
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Fiala Easter Column, Fresno Bee, March 31, 2024
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article287190845.html 

• Truth and power have always 
been at odds. When Jesus 
claimed that he came into the 
world to testify to the truth, 
Pontius Pilate scoffed, “What is 
truth?” The powerful do what 
they want, indifferent to the 
truth. The meek end up 
suffering. 

Antonio Cisneri, Ecce Homo (ca. 1880)
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Fiala Easter Column, Fresno Bee, March 31, 2024
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article287190845.html 

• The Donald Trump melodrama 
provides a more recent example

• Was the 2020 election a fraud? 
Was Jan. 6 an insurrection? Did 
Trump pay off a porn star? Did he 
really rape E. Jean Carroll? Leaving 
those sordid affairs aside, what is 
Trump really worth? 

Antonio Cisneri, Ecce Homo (ca. 1880)
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Fiala Easter Column
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article287190845.html 

• But the bandwagon has no substance. The opinions and beliefs that 
percolate through social media are merely gossip and gas. Things do not 
magically become true because people keep repeating them. 
• In an economy of bubbles and bunkum, we don’t know what anything is 

really worth. The rise and fall of meme stocks and celebrities as much about 
herd mentality as it is about any concrete value. And the “truths” that 
bounce around on social media are produced by “influencers” instead of 
experts.
• The antidote for this is obvious. We need better critical thinking. We also 

need faith that in the long run the truth will triumph. 
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Fiala Easter Column, Fresno Bee, March 31, 2024
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article287190845.html 

• This takes us back to Jesus and his interaction 
with Pilate. It is there that Jesus said, “My 
kingdom is not of this world.” This is a 
reminder that there is another, better world in 
which truth and virtue matter. The kingdoms of 
this world float on hot air. Wisdom and truth 
have deeper roots. 
• It is instructive to note that Jesus did not argue 

with Pilate. The powerful are not interested in 
genuine arguments about truth. They pander 
to the mob, do what they want, and then wash 
their hands. This means that in the short run, 
untruth may succeed. But one of the hopeful 
messages of Easter is that in the long run the 
truth will prevail.
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Intro to Philosophy of Religion

• What is religion?
• Is there an essence to religion?
• Is it a family resemblance concept?
• How do various instances of ‘religion’ relate to on another?

• Is it true?
• What does it mean?
• Does it make sense?

• Is it good?
• Is it useful, beautiful?
• Psychologically, socially, economically, etc.

• And how can we know?
• What is the argument?
• What is the evidence?
• What counts as “knowledge”?
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Philosophy of Religion vs. 
Sociology/Psychology of Religion
• Sociology of religion
• What are the “religious” beliefs, customs, and practices of various people?
• How can we describe them?
• What is their function and what social structures support them?

• Psychology of Religion
• What is the psychological basis of religious beliefs, customs, and practices?
• What needs or drives are satisfied by them?
• What cognitive processes are involved in them?

10
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Philosophy of Religion
• Conceptual Analysis: 

• What counts as religion?  Can we even define the term?  What theory of meaning is required to 
provide an account of religion?  Do the sociologists and psychologists even know what they are talking 
about?

• Are religious beliefs, customs, and practices true?
• What do these beliefs actually mean?  What entities, theories, and ideas are implied by certain 

customs and beliefs?
• Are these beliefs/customs coherent?
• What does it mean for a belief to be true?  Can customs/practices even be true?

• Are religious beliefs good, useful, beautiful?
• Is the usefulness of a belief sufficient?  Or does it also need to be true, good, or beautiful?  How do we 

prioritize these possibly conflicting values?
• Are religious ideas, entities, beliefs, and customs knowable?

• How can we know anything “super-natural”?
• What is the value of knowledge in comparison to faith?
• What is the epistemological status of authority, texts, traditions, and customary practice?
• Is it acceptable to believe something you can’t know?
• What is the role of illusion, wishful thinking, appeals to authority, ad hominem arguments, and other 

fallacies in religion?

11

Lived/Revealed Religion
• Rituals, practices, texts, traditions

Theology and 
Metaphysics
• Arguments & analysis of God 

within theistic religions; or 
of other metaphysical 
entities and claims

Philosophy of Religion
• Conceptual analysis and justification
• What can we know?
• What does it mean?
• Is it true?

Sociology & 
Psychology of 
Religion
• Description and 

functional analysis

12
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What is religion?

13

What is religion?

• In the West, we tend to think of religion as 
being about God. But like the term 
“religion,” “God” is also a term that is 
vexing and fraught with complexity.  In this 
sense, “God” is less an answer than a 
question. And this question has had deep 
and pervasive historical significance.

• Fiala, Secular Cosmopolitanism (2016), p. 95
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An ostensive definition of religion
à point to examples of religion (“Family Resemblance”)

• Religion is:

• Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, 
Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc., including 
”Greco-Roman”

• [[What else could count here?]]
• [[BUT how do we know what else might count?]]

15

What is Religion?
•Books and Texts

•But which books?
• Homer?
• Bhagavad Gita?
• Shakespeare?
• The Koran?
• The Book of Mormon?

16
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What is Religion?
• The teachings of divinely inspired prophets 

and priests

• But who are the prophets and priests?
• Moses
• Buddha
• Jesus
• Mohammed
• Joseph Smith

17

What is Religion?
• Lived Practices of communities 

(culture)

• But which practices count as religious?
• Education
• Diet
• Rituals, Sabbaths, Festivals
• Clothing
• BUT: 4th of July, Black Friday, ball games?

18
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What is Religion?
• Something about God?

• But who/what is “God”?
• Zeus
• Yahweh
• Jesus
• Allah
• Krishna

• And what about non-theistic “religions”
• Ex. Buddhism

Venus of Willendorf
24,000 years ago

19

What is Religion?
• A story/theory of salvation (soteriology) and ultimate 

destination (eschatology)

• But which theory?
• Buddhist nirvana?
• Christian atonement, grace, and judgment?
• Bodily resurrection, separation of soul and body, transmigration 

of souls?

• And what about theories that deny the need for salvation?
• Ancient Taoism—physical immortality?
• Epicureanism—live well, be happy, don’t fear the gods, accept 

mortality

20
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What is Religion?
• People, institutions, and hierarchy who 

self-identify as a group

• But which groups/institutions count as 
religious?  And why?
• Permanence?
• Power?
• Prestige?

• What about non-hierarchical and 
counter-cultural groups?

21

What is religion?

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica
• Re-legit = re-reading or contemplating, 

ruminating, and pondering
• Related legible

• Re-eligere = re-seeking, re-finding, or re-
connecting (to God)
• Related to eligible (choice and choice-worthy)

• Religare =  process of binding 
• Related to: ligature, ligament, obligate

Thomas Aquinas
1225-1274

22
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What is Religion?
Desire for meaning—related to Curiosity

• This is not merely curiosity about the literal truth of 
religion. Rather, it is about the mythic power of religion, 
what religion tells us about the meaning of life, ethics, 
political reality, and so on. And in fact, I still believe there is 
a lot to learn about religion—and by studying religion we 
learn a lot about ourselves, including about the ways we 
find and make meaning.
• I remain curious about religion because I am curious (in 

both speculative and existential senses) about human 
beings. 
• There is a vast variety of religions in the world. I am curious 

about what other people believe, where they live, how 
they pray, and what they eat. My speculative curiosity 
impels me to ask whether their beliefs are true. 

23

What is Religion?
Desire for meaning—related to Curiosity

• But religion is also more than merely a set of truth 
claims. It is also a system of practice, rituals, and 
mythic meaning, lived out in the real lives of people in 
places like Jerusalem and Jaffa. 
• I agree with the general result of the critical theories 

of religion we have discussed here. But I remain 
curious about the human condition and about the 
various ways that human beings make sense of 
themselves and the world. It is this curiosity that drew 
me to the Holy Land. I became more skeptical there. 
But I also became more curious.

24
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Religion and the Human quest for meaning

The religious sense recognizes instinctively 
that the ultimate questions human beings 
ask—What is the meaning of existence? Why 
are there pain and death? Why, in the end, is 
life worth living?  What does reality consist of 
and what is its object?—are the defining 
essence of our humanity… They are the 
determining substance of what makes human 
beings human.

• Huston Smith, Why Religion Matters (HarperCollins, 
2001), 274.

25

Example: Tillich on ‘ultimate concern’
• Religion is the state of being grasped by an ultimate concern, a 

concern which qualifies all other concerns as preliminary and 
which itself contains the answer to the question of the meaning 
of our life. Therefore this concern is unconditionally serious and 
shows a willingness to sacrifice any finite concern which is in 
conflict with it. 
• The predominant religious name for the content of such 

concern is God -- a god or gods. In nontheistic religions divine 
qualities are ascribed to a sacred object or an all-pervading 
power or a highest principle such as the Brahma or the One. In 
secular quasi-religions the ultimate concern is directed towards 
objects like nation, science, a particular form or stage of society, 
or a highest ideal of humanity, which are then considered 
divine. 
• Paul Tillich, Christianity and the Encounter of the World Religions (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1963), 4-5.

Paul Tillich
1886-1965

26



4/3/24

14

Lived/Revealed Religion
• Rituals, practices, texts, traditions Theology and 

Metaphysics
• Arguments & 

analysis of God 
within theistic 
religions; or of other 
metaphysical 
entities and claims

Philosophy of Religion
• Conceptual analysis and justification
• What can we know?
• What does it mean?
• Is it true?

Sociology & 
Psychology 
of Religion
• Description and 

functional 
analysis

Religion vs. Theory (Philosophy) of Religion

27

Taliaferro, “Philosophy of Religion” 
(Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023)
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/philosophy-religion/

• A religion involves a communal, transmittable body of 
teachings and prescribed practices about an ultimate, 
sacred reality or state of being that calls for reverence 
or awe, a body which guides its practitioners into what 
it describes as a saving, illuminating or emancipatory 
relationship to this reality through a personally 
transformative life of prayer, ritualized meditation, 
and/or moral practices like repentance and personal 
regeneration.

• [[Not only about “God” or gods… ]]

Charles Taliaferro
b. 1952

28
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Jense, What is Religion? (Routledge, 2020)
• Religion is: “semantic and cognitive networks comprising ideas, 

behaviors and institutions in relation to counterintuitive 
superhuman agents, objects and posits”

• Religion includes: “imagination, experience, intentionality, 
narrative, discourse, classification, cognitive governance, 
emotion regulation, action, behaviour, roles, social control, 
authority, institutions, power, economies, exchanges, 
reciprocity, sociality and world-making”

29

Jense, What is Religion? (2020)
Five types of theories of religion:
• Functional: Émile Durkheim: religion has a functional role in society

• Psychoanalytic: Sigmund Freud: religion is produced by psychological 
and cultural forces, drives, needs

• Theological/Existential: Paul Tillich: religion is about “ultimate 
concern” and existential need

• Anthropological/Linguistic: Clifford Geertz: religion is a set of symbols 

• Cognitive: Pascal Boyer: religion is the result of cognitive processes

30
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What is the meaning of religious language?

31

Some typical religious claims: Are they true?  Are they good?  
Are they knowable?  And what do they mean?

1. There is a “God” who caused the universe but who does not 
really interact with it (deism—Aristotelean ‘prime mover’)

2. There is a wise and benevolent God who is concerned with 
humanity and history and who  performs miracles (theism)

3. There are many gods who interact in many ways with human 
beings and with one another (polytheism… ancient Greeks, 
Shamanism, etc.)

4. There are many manifestations of divinity, ordered in some 
hierarchy (panentheism, henotheism or kathenotheism… 
Hinduism?)

5. There is a God who has a special relationship (covenant) with 
his chosen people (Judaism)

6. There are two gods who are struggling for dominance 
(Zoroastrianism, Manicheanism)

7. There is a Unitary Godhead from whom emanated a lesser 
”god”or demiurge who created this universe (NeoPlatonism, 
Gnosticism)

8. There is a triune God who created Man (Adam), punishes sin, 
incarnates himself into the person of Jesus, and who offers 
redemption and atonement for sin (Christianity)

9. There is only one God who communicated with the prophet 
Mohammed: “There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the 
Messenger of God” (Islam)

10. There may be some gods… but these need to be transcended 
(trans-theism… Buddhism, Jainism… ancient Greek Stoicism) 

11. There may be some gods but they are indifferent to human 
beings (Epicureanism)

12. There is some universal energy that flows through the world 
(Taoism, New Age)

13. There is no God (atheism)
14. We cannot know whether the claims of religion are true 

(agnosticism)
15. “All life is suffering” (Buddhism: first noble truth)
16. ”Life is Good” (secular humanism?)
17. There is one and only one afterlife (Christianity, Islam)
18. There are many afterlives (Platonism, Hinduism, Buddhism)
19. There is no afterlife (Epicureanism, humanism)
20. There are ghosts, demons, angels, and other spiritual beings 

(supernaturalism)
21. Miracles occur: historically, or contemporarily 

(supernaturalism)
22. Natural science accurately describes all of reality 

(materialism/naturalism)

32
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How would we know that it is true? Is it 
good? Is it knowable? What does it mean?
1. Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord: And thou shalt love the Lord 

thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might 
(Judaism: Deuteronomy, 6:4-5).

2. For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life 
(Christianity: Bible: John, 3:16).

3. There is no god but God (Allah). Muhammad is the Messenger of God  
(Islam: Shahada).

4. I teach suffering and the cessation of suffering (Buddha, Four noble 
truths)

33

MEANING OF RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE AND BELIEF?
Michael Scott, “Religious Language” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/

• Realism: 
• Religious beliefs are true or false

• Positivism (à Logical Positivism): 
• True/False propositions are either analytic or empirical
• A.J. Ayer: Religious claims are “nonsense” (not empirically verifiable)

• Wittgenstein: God-talk is a gesture… or way of speaking… meaningful 
within a language game
• Not strictly true/false

• 20th-21st Century: Complexity of Religious Language
• Fictionalism, analogy, prayer, praise

• Cognitivism: we can know Truth/Falsehood—and religious claims express a 
kind of knowledge
• Non-cognitivism: we do not know religious truth—rather, religious claims 

are emotional, social, exhortative, etc. = not aiming to be true/false

34

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/
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Positivism (àLogical Positivism)

• Positivism (à Logical Positivism): either analytic or empirical
• “Triangles have three sides” (analytic: true by virtue of concepts)
• “This triangle is green” (empirical: verified or falsified by observation)

• Religious claims are “nonsense” (not empirically verifiable)
• Ex. A.J. Ayer

• Also moral and aesthetic claims are nonsense
• Perhaps also a kind of emotivism or intuitionism

• Critique of positivism
• We also want meaning (a larger coherent theory of things)

35

Ayer, Logical Positivism, Verification-ism

• A.J. Ayer Language, Truth and Logic (1936)
• Ayer argues that religious statements… are “literally 

meaningless.” According to Ayer, a statement is factually 
contentful if and only if it is empirically verifiable.

• Goal: “the elimination of metaphysics”
• Emotivism: ethical, aesthetic, and religious language 

expresses emotional states

• Problems: 
• What counts as verification?
• Is the principle of verificationism itself verifiable? 

A.J. Ayer
1910–1989
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From Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic
• There is no opposition between the natural scientist and the 

theist who believes in a transcendent god. For since the religious 
utterances of the theist are not genuine propositions at all, they 
cannot stand in any logical relation to the propositions of 
science. Such antagonism as there is between religion and 
science appears to consist in the fact that science takes away one 
of the motives which make men religious.

• We are often told that the nature of God is a mystery which 
transcends the human understanding. But to say that something 
transcends the human understanding is to say that it is 
unintelligible. And what is unintelligible cannot significantly be 
described.

37

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy of language/meaning
• Early Wittgenstein (Tractatus): “picture theory of 

meaning”
• Tractatus 5.6 The limits of my language mean the limits of my 

world
• Non-natural “things” (God, good) cannot be expressed 

meaningfully in language
• Religion is not True/False à only a way of gesturing/acting

• Later Wittgenstein (Investigations): meaning is use in a 
language game 
• Investigations #43: “the meaning of a word is its use in the 

language”
• Religion is something we do with words… depends on how we 

use them

Ludwig Wittgenstein
1889-1951
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The Later Wittgenstein
Language Games and Forms of Life (Ordinary Language Philosophy)

• Focus on the way religious language functions in the life of religious 
practitioners (God, the soul, prayer, resurrection, the afterlife, etc.)

• D.Z. Phillips: To ask whether God exists is not to ask a theoretical question. If it is to 
mean anything at all, it is to wonder about praising and praying; it is to wonder 
whether there is anything in all that. This is why philosophy cannot answer the 
question “Does God exist?” with either an affirmative or a negative reply … “There 
is a God,” though it appears to be in the indicative mood, is an expression of faith.

• Realist critique of the Wittgensteinian Approach
• Religious people seem to think that what they claim is true/false 

• (and so religious believers tend to be realists about their beliefs) 

• [[à Could WE be mistaken about the nature of our own ‘believing’?]]

39

Are religious statements really un-verifiable?
• Swinburne: religious statements (at least some of them…) can be verifiable

• Ex.: whether God is a wise creator who creates an orderly universe

• We can predict, for instance, that a world created by God will exhibit various kinds of 
orderliness. It seems, therefore, that some religious statements should be in a good a 
position to satisfy the standards of literal content set up by the empirical verification 
principle.

• Ayer’s reply: “to assert the existence of a god will be simply equivalent to asserting 
that there is the requisite regularity in nature” (1936: 115). 

• Clearly, Ayer contends, this is not all that religious believers intend to assert in saying 
that God exists: they are committed to the existence of an unverifiable supernatural 
agent.

• John Hick: we could, in theory, verify religious statements post-mortem!
• (SO what exactly are the conditions for verification??)

40
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John Hick on “eschatological verification”
= post-mortem verification…

• The broad idea is that the theistic conception… is capable of 
experiential verification, although according to Christianity the 
verifying situation lies in the final fulfillment of God's purpose for us 
beyond this present life.

• It should perhaps be stressed again that 'eschatological verification' is 
not a desperate ad hoc device invented to meet a challenge, but draws 
out that aspect of the traditional theistic system of belief which 
establishes that system as a complex factual assertion. 
• Some have seen it as a fatal flaw in the theory of eschatological 

verification that it rests upon belief in continued human existence 
after death. For this belief seems to them a fantastic fairy-tale, not to 
be taken seriously. Here I can only say that the Christian understanding 
of the universe includes belief in life after death as an indispensable 
component, and that if that belief could be proved to be false Christian 
theism (though not every theism) would thereby be falsified.
• John Hick, “Eschatological Verification Reconsidered” Religious Studies 13:2 

(1977), 189-202

John Hick
1922-2012

41

Non-Cognitive Theories
• Ayer: “emotivism”
• Braithwaite: religious statements are action-guiding “stories”

• religious statements are “primarily declarations of adherence to a policy of 
action, declarations of commitment to a way of life.”
• “A religious belief is an intention to behave in a certain way (a moral belief) 

together with the entertainment of certain stories associated with the intention 
in the mind of the believer” (Braithwaite, 1955—Empiricist View of Religion)

• George Berkeley: “mixed theory”
• Some religious claims intend to be declarative
• But other religious claims are “practical”

• Ex. “Grace” is not declarative: no distinct idea of what it means 
à rather, it aims to produce a ‘holy’ kind of life

42
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Non-Cognitive Account of 
Paradoxical Content
• If the claims make no sense and cannot be understood, then 

paradoxical claims cannot be true/false 

• Ex. the Trinity

• Maybe this is merely emotive/practical: encouragement to 
contemplate the riddle…

• Apophatic theology and mystical language… (cf. via negativa)
• Showing the limits of our language and ways of knowing

43

Reductionism and Revisionism
• Reductionism: explaining religious claims by way of something else

• Ex. Christians explained ‘pagan’ beliefs as created by Greek/Roman powers

• Naturalistic reductions of religious language
• Spinoza: pantheism: Religious language should be understood as claims about nature
• Huxley and others: God talk is really about forces of nature

• Ex. “God is love” = “the universe is benevolent”

• Revisionism: we should understand religious claims in this way
• But is this what religious believers really mean?
• Non-revisionism takes religious believers claims at face value

• [[What do religious believers really mean when they make claims about God??]]
• [[Can religious believers be mistaken about what they mean??]]

44
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What do speakers ‘mean’ when they use religious 
language?

• What kind of “speech act” is a statement of belief? 
• (cf. Austinà illocutionary acts)

• Declarative
• Analogical or Metaphorical speech
• Praise/Prayer
• Fictionalism
• Religious Purposes
• Mysticism

45

Analogical or Metaphorical Speech
Michael Scott, “Religious Language” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/

• Not intended to be precise or literally true

• “When God is the subject matter, expressions undergo a suitable ad hoc loosening as 
part of normal, literal communication.”

• “Religious metaphors are the only way of stating truths about God, and the content of a 
metaphorical utterance about God cannot be stated, even in part, in literal terms.” (= 
irreducibility of metaphor to literal truth)

• “This appears to undermine truthful communication about God. If, however, talk of God 
is not in the business of expressing truths, according to what norm are utterances about 
God affirmed or rejected?”

• à How can a metaphor or analogy be ‘true’ or guide action or be a matter of critical 
inquiry??

46

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/
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Praise/Prayer
• Jean-Luc Marion: praise
• “God is good” addresses rather than describes God
• BUT: still aims to say something ‘true’ or descriptive of 

God
• But praise by mortals is always inadequate and cannot fully 

express the wonder of God

• Jacques Derrida: prayer
• “Derrida proposes instead that religious talk about God 

should be understood as prayer rather than praise. Unlike 
praise, prayer is a form of address that, Derrida argues, is 
entirely non-descriptive.”

Jean-Luc Marion
b. 1946

Jacques Derrida
1930-2004

47

Fictionalism
Michael Scott, “Religious Language” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/ 

• “Fictionalists defend the moral and intellectual legitimacy of engaging with a field 
of discourse for speakers that do not believe that the sentences of that discourse 
are true.”

• Quasi-Assertion and Pretending
• True within a domain (ex. Euclidean geometry, fictional universe, religious traditions, etc. 
• “the fictionalist accordingly pretends that the claims of religion are true.”

• [[Cf. Fiala: ‘playing along’]]
• Revolutionary (or revisionist) fictionalism: admit it is fiction and play along
• “Revolutionary fictionalism is motivated by the wish to continue to receive the social and 

other benefits of engagement with a religion without commitment to its truth.”

• BUT: what do religious believers really believe?
• Do they believe it is true or only fiction?
• Does faith require doxastic/dogmatic belief = believing that it is literally true?
• Or is there another kind of ‘faith’ that is not ‘true’?

48

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/
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Religious Purposes (and “expression”)
“Non-representative” language
• Kant: religious language is a regulative ideal useful in moral life…
• Wittgenstein: religious language is part of a religious language game

• Ramsey: religious language expresses ‘discernment’ and ‘total 
commitment’ à expressions (non-representational) of:
• Eternal purpose
• Cosmic wonder

• Rowan Williams: religious language changes our way of 
existing/perceiving: saying (and silence) connect subject and object in 
a complex web of ‘representation’

49

Concluding Questions Regarding the Meaning 
of Religious Language
• Is religion about True/False claims?
• How can we know whether these claims are True/False?
• Is religion a kind of nonsense (not knowable) (cf. logical positivism)?
• Can we understand the meaning of religion as a practice without 

asking about True/False (cf. Wittgenstein)?
• What do religious practitioners do (form of life)?  
• And what do religious practitioners think/believe about their own 

practices (are believers realists or not? à and could they be 
mistaken)?

50


