
Abstract
It is argued that, although there are no ineffable truths, the concept of ineffability nevertheless does have application—to certain states of knowledge. Towards the end of the essay this idea is related to religion: it is argued that the language that results from attempting (unsuccessfully) to put ineffable knowledge into words is very often of a religious kind. An example of this is given at the very end of the essay. This example concerns the Euthyphro question: whether what is right is right because God wills it, or whether God wills it because it is right.
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Ineffability and Religion

1. The question whether there are any ineffable truths: its clarification and one simple argument for answering it negatively
Are there any ineffable truths?
I am reminded, in addressing this question, of Donald Davidson’s reaction to a similar question that he poses in his celebrated essay on the idea of a conceptual scheme:
 could there be a language whose sentences were untranslatable into any of ours? ‘It is tempting,’ Davidson writes,
to take a very short line indeed: nothing, it may be said, could count as evidence that some form of activity could not be interpreted in our language that was not at the same time evidence that that form of activity was not speech behaviour. If this were right, we probably ought to hold that a form of activity that cannot be interpreted as language in our language is not speech behaviour. Putting matters this way is unsatisfactory, however, for it comes to little more than making translatability into a familiar tongue a criterion of languagehood. As fiat, the thesis lacks the appeal of self-evidence; if it is a truth, as I think it is, it should emerge as the conclusion of an argument.

Davidson’s objection is to the shortness of the short line, then, not (so to speak) to its direction. At a key moment later in the essay he finds himself addressing the following subsidiary question: ‘[H]ow well [do] we understand the notion of truth, as applied to language, independent of the notion of translation[?]’
 And his answer, which he goes on to elaborate, is a virtual re-appropriation of the short line: ‘[W]e do not understand it independently at all’.

In considering whether there are any ineffable truths, I too find myself tempted to take a short line which, on reflection, I think has only its shortness to be held against it. In what I take to be a Davidsonian vein I want to say that we do not understand the notion of truth (at least when it is construed in the most narrowly literal way) independent of what can be expressed linguistically; or rather, more cautiously, that we do not understand the notion of a truth independent of that. (The individuation involved in talking about a truth, by forcing the question of where one truth stops and another begins, clearly puts additional demands on talk in general about truth.) But I also concede that there is much more to be said.

In due course I shall give a brief indication of what more I think can be said. But first I want to make clear that I take myself to be defending a negative answer to my opening question (whether there are any ineffable truths). That is, I am construing the effability of a truth as the possibility of its being expressed linguistically.
That is already something of a dictate. (There are non-linguistic means of expression.) But it still leaves a great deal of room for further construal. Any claim about what can be expressed linguistically raises substantive questions about the interpretation of all three of ‘can’, ‘expressed’, and ‘linguistically’. For instance, can a truth be expressed linguistically only if there is a sentence in some existing language that has precisely that truth as its content? Or does it suffice that there be some (true) sentence in an existing language that has that truth as part of its content? If the latter, in what sense of ‘part’? Does it perhaps suffice that there be some sentence in an extension of an existing language that has that truth as its content? If so, then what counts as an extension of an existing language? Or is the appeal to existing languages too restrictive? Does it suffice that there be some (true) sentence in some possible language that has that truth as (part of) its content? Then what counts as a possible language?

Many of these questions have divergent but equally legitimate answers. They are equally legitimate in the sense that any apparent conflict between them is purely terminological. They simply correspond to different definitions of effability. For my own part, when I deny that there are any ineffable truths, I do so by what seem to me to be the lowest reasonable standards. (I shall not now try to spell out in detail what these are. But, as a rough indicator, I take something to be effable if and only if, first, it has content in virtue of which it is either true or false—both my belief that grass is green and indeed the truth that grass is green would be clear cases in point—and, second, this content is entailed by the content of some possible representation in some possible language that is capable, in principle, of being understood by a finite being.
) This makes my denial as uncontroversial as I think it can be—though certainly not completely uncontroversial. It also leaves me free to acknowledge the many important and interesting senses in which there are ineffable truths. Most of us have said something like, ‘Words cannot express how I feel at the moment’, and have known a certain anguish in saying it. I by no means want to challenge our right to say such things, nor to belittle the significance of our doing so. Here I am reminded of a wonderful sentence by Bernard Williams in which he refers to ‘that worthwhile kind of life which human beings lack unless they feel more than they can say, and grasp more than they can explain’.
 Furthermore, my overarching concern in this essay is with the relationship between ineffability and religion, and the sort of ineffability that I do allow has much, clearly, to do with the latter. Even so, I am keen to adopt the least demanding criteria that I can make sense of, because they are the ones that are most suitable for broaching the issues of principle that ultimately interest me.

2. An outline of another argument for answering the question negatively
Having to that extent clarified my rejection of ineffable truths, I now want to proceed to the brief indication promised of how I think this rejection can be justified. ‘Brief indication’ is the operative phrase. I shall just give the barest outline of an argument, partly because I have filled in some of the details elsewhere
 and partly because, as will become apparent, I think the interesting questions about the relationship between ineffability and religion lie elsewhere.
The argument has two steps. The first step is to the intermediate conclusion that any truth must be expressible in some way or other. The second step is from there to the conclusion that any truth must be expressible linguistically.
First, then: it makes sense to talk about a truth only where it makes sense to posit some corresponding identifiable entity that can be said to be true. Thus suppose we say that there is a truth in the concluding section of the chairman’s report. Then unless we mean simply that one of the sentences in the concluding section is true, we must at the very least be envisaging the possibility of someone’s making a claim that is somehow entailed by the chairman’s report and that is true. There cannot be a truth in the concluding section of the chairman’s report unless some such possibility obtains. Again, suppose there is a truth about human endurance that someone is about to learn. Then it must be possible for that person to come to manifest a belief about human endurance that is true. In general, given any truth, unless it is already of a kind to testify to its own expressibility (as in the case of the sentence in the concluding section of the chairman’s report), then it must be possible for there to be some corresponding independent true thing. But that possibility just is the possibility of the truth’s being expressed. Any truth must be expressible in some way or other.
That brings us to the second step in the argument. The expression of a truth, if not already linguistic, must at least be some kind of representation. That is, it must be something with content, which thereby answers to reality—correctly, of course, in as much as it is the expression of a truth. A very primitive organism interacting with its environment and thereby processing data, say a cockroach trying to find its way back to some scrambled eggs that it has recently been tasting,
 would be producing representations in this sense and thus, if it has got things right, would be expressing truths: truths about how its environment is.
 But given any true representation r1, it must be possible, however indirectly, to integrate it with any other true representation r2. That is, it must be possible to produce a third true representation r3 whose content either is or in some sense includes the product of r1’s and r2’s. For r1 and r2 will between them have content, and this content will furnish a truth which, like any other, must be expressible. Now in many cases there will be radical differences of kind and content between r1 and r2; for instance, r1 may have been produced by a cockroach looking for scrambled eggs, and r2 may be the manifestation of a recondite belief about human endurance. More particularly, in many cases there will be such radical differences of kind and content between r1 and r2 that r3 must express the content of at least one of them without the benefit of whatever immersion in that content, or engagement with it, or access to it, its producer enjoyed. (Otherwise r3 may not be able to express the content of the other representation at all. It is not possible, for instance, to express a truth about human endurance from the point of view of a cockroach.) But this in turn will require an abstraction and a sophistication that make it out of the question for r3 to be anything other than linguistic. In such a case, r3 will be, in the undemanding sense that I am adopting, a linguistic expression of the truth originally expressed by r1. But since r1 was just an arbitrary true representation, we can conclude that any truth must be expressible linguistically.
3. Ineffable states of knowledge, and reasons for believing in them
I think we must give up the notion of an ineffable truth then. But I do not think we must give up the notion of ineffability per se. Despite the argument that I have just sketched, I am convinced that some things are ineffable.
But what things? Clearly, if the word ‘things’ is not to stand proxy for ‘truths’ here—which it does on the most natural interpretation—then something needs to be said about what it does denote. And this has to be done without reducing the idea that some things are ineffable to either nonsense or triviality. For example, it is either nonsensical or trivial to say that subatomic particles are ineffable. Subatomic particles can be described linguistically. But they cannot be expressed linguistically.
There does however seem to me to be an acceptable answer to the question, ‘What things?’, namely, ‘States of knowledge’. The idea that some states of knowledge are ineffable is certainly not either nonsensical or trivial. But it is, in my view, true.
In a while I shall try to substantiate this idea. But first I think it is worth signalling another advantage that it has over the idea that there are ineffable truths: one can give examples. One can specify a particular ineffable state of knowledge without in any sense belying its ineffability. Of course, one cannot do this by using the schema ‘A knows that x’, which would require that the knowledge be put into words.
 But one might be able to do it by using some other familiar schema, such as ‘A knows how to x’.
 And certainly one might be able to do it in a less familiar way. By contrast, suppose that one wanted to specify a particular ineffable truth. We might think that one could do this by identifying and describing some non-linguistic expression of that truth. But whatever one proffered, one would straightway be vulnerable to the objection that it would itself, if one’s attempt had been successful, either constitute or be convertible into a linguistic expression of the truth in question.
, 

Very well, then; what can be said in favour of the view that there are ineffable states of knowledge? Well, there are states that have all the hallmarks of knowledge but that nevertheless lack content; they are not representations; they do not answer to how things are. Hence nothing counts as expressing them linguistically. When I say that these states have all the hallmarks of knowledge I mean basically three things. First, they are enabling states. That is, very roughly, they are states that dispose those who are in them to act on their goals, their aims, their projects, and their wants in ways that tend to lead to the promotion or satisfaction of those goals, aims, projects, and wants. Second, those who are in these states are enabled not only to realize specific possibilities but to negotiate possibilities and to adapt their activities to an indefinite range of goals, aims, projects, and wants—and other contingencies. Third, these states have a place in ‘the logical space of reasons’.

The states I have in mind can nearly all be classified as states of understanding, the concept of understanding being a very broad and versatile one. All sorts of things can be objects of understanding: languages; specific linguistic items such as words or sentences; theories; data; works of art; people. But wherever it occurs and whatever its object, understanding helps us to organize our knowledge into something coherent, manageable, and unified. It is itself a kind of knowledge. It is knowledge of how to process knowledge. However, in the cases I have in mind, it is not knowledge that answers to anything. A state of understanding of the sort I have in mind is an enabling state, just like any other state of knowledge; and in particular, it enables whoever is in it to make sense of things. But that is not to say that it enables whoever is in it to make the ‘right’ sense of things. There is no question of right or wrong here.

A simple example is my knowing how to exercise the concept of greenness: my knowing what it is for something to be green. This does not consist in my knowing that anything is the case. It is rather a matter of my having the wherewithal to know that various things are the case. For instance, it enables me to know that the leaf I am looking at is green. But it does not itself consist in my knowing that anything is the case because it does not answer to how the world is. Even if the world were different in some way, provided I were still in this state, it would count as a state of knowledge. I would still know what it is for something to be green. At worst, the knowledge would be of less use to me, say because I had little or no interaction with green things. (This was the sort of thing I had in mind when I said just now that there was no question of right or wrong here. It is neither right nor wrong for me to make sense of things in terms of whether or not they are green.) By contrast, my knowledge that the leaf I am looking at is green does answer to how the world is. If the leaf were brown, though I were for some reason still in this state,
 then my state would no longer be a state of knowledge. It would be a state of mistaken belief about what colour the leaf was. I would be wrong about the leaf.
Another example of my ineffable knowledge is my knowing how to act out my autobiography: my being able to make narrative sense of my own life. Even if I do this in a way that renders my life desolate or ugly in various ways, I cannot thereby be said to have misrepresented anything. It is much like my knowing how to exercise concepts. Indeed a very important part of it is my knowing how to exercise concepts. Making narrative sense of my life is to a very significant extent a matter of determining what concepts I shall live with: whether or not, for example, to make use of the concept of chivalry, or that of blasphemy, or that of sin.

Not that this leads as directly to the link between ineffability and religion that concerns me as it seems to. It is certainly true that a central example of what I was just talking about is determining whether or not to make use of religious concepts, the concept of blasphemy and the concept of sin being themselves cases in point. But this link between ineffability and religion is not all that distinctive. There is little of note to be said about it, in this context, that cannot just as well be said about the link between ineffability and astrology, or ineffability and sport. The link between ineffability and religion that concerns me, on the other hand, is much more peculiarly a feature of religion. And it emerges, as I shall now try to indicate, in a much more oblique way.
4. The attempt to put some of these ineffable states of knowledge into words
There are some ineffable states of knowledge such that we can say what would result from attempting (unsuccessfully, of course) to put them into words. This is a thesis that I have been at pains to defend elsewhere,
 and I shall not now attempt a full rehearsal of that defence. But some of its key features are relevant and worth reiterating.
First, we can say what would result from attempting to put these ineffable states of knowledge into words only because there is a shared temptation to treat the states of knowledge as though they were effable. To attempt to put them into words is to succumb to the temptation, or at least to affect to succumb to it, and there is enough uniformity in the temptation to sustain standards of ‘correctness’ for doing so.

Now the temptation to treat ineffable states of knowledge as though they were effable is of a piece with the urge that we humans have to transcend some of our most basic limitations. For the very fact that we have such ineffable knowledge, which enables us to make sense of things, is an indication of our radical finitude: it is an indication of the fact that there are things of which we need to make sense, things that are not of our own making. (An infinite being, for whom there existed nothing that was not of its own making—nothing whose every feature it had not itself determined—would have no need to make sense of things in order to know them. Its creating them would be its knowing them.
) This means that the attempt to put such knowledge into words will often involve a distinctive interplay between our awareness of the basic limitations in question and a pretence either that they do not exist or that they are somehow other than they are.
How, then, does all of this bear on the link between ineffability and religion that concerns me?
Simply in that the language that results from attempting to put our ineffable knowledge into words is very often of a ‘religious’ kind (where the scare-quotes signal that I mean no more than that the language has certain resonances and associations that would naturally be classified as religious). ‘Very often’ is an important qualifier. I do not claim that attempts to put our ineffable knowledge into words result only in such language; nor, for that matter, that such language results only from attempts to put our ineffable knowledge into words. It would be a serious depreciation of both ineffability and religion to think that there was complete overlap here. But there is significant overlap, both in the sense that there is overlap that counts for much and in the sense that there is much of it. In the remainder of this essay I shall try to sketch why I think this is so.
5. Three areas of overlap between the language that results from such attempts and religious language
There are three broad areas of overlap.
First, because the attempt to put our ineffable knowledge into words involves prescinding from our limitations, there is an area in which we make play with images of unlimitedness and infinitude. These we are tempted to apply in the first instance to ourselves. We are tempted to regard ourselves as standing in some sort of relation of creativity to the objects of our knowledge. Where we are creative, in the formation and the free exercise of concepts, we are tempted to regard ourselves as creating what we know, not just creating the wherewithal to make sense of what we know. But then, with re-awakened self-consciousness about the very limitations from which we have been prescinding, we naturally recoil from describing ourselves in such terms. So we end up making play with those same images of unlimitedness and infinitude, but applying them now to a reality beyond ourselves. Our original temptation to say that we are thus and so becomes a temptation to say that there is that which is thus and so. Our original temptation to say that we create and sustain all the objects of our knowledge becomes a temptation to say that all the objects of our knowledge have a creator and a sustainer; that there is that which determines their every feature. Eventually it becomes a temptation to talk of God.
Secondly, there is an area in which we talk of conceptual necessities as though they admit of alternatives. This is because attempting to put our ineffable knowledge into words means treating it as though it had content; which in turn means treating it as though there were something independent of it to which it answered; which in turn means treating our grasp of the sense that we make of things as though it were the grasp of what is there anyway, indeed as though it were the grasp of some cosmic contingency that we had come up against; which means, finally, treating the conceptual necessities that we acknowledge, in virtue of having this grasp, as though they themselves were contingencies—as though they admitted of alternatives. Aware, however, that such conceptual necessities are not contingencies, we are inclined also to talk of these alternatives as ‘transcendent’ alternatives, in the hope that this will somehow preserve the necessity. An integral part of this entire process is that we fasten on the deep contingencies that do in fact underpin our ineffable knowledge (above all, the various relevant constancies of nature, including the various relevant constancies of human nature, that enable us to make sense of things in the way we do) and treat them as though they were part of the cosmic contingency of which our ineffable knowledge gives us a grasp.
Thirdly, there is an area in which we endow those very same contingencies with a kind of necessity. This is for two reasons. The first reason is (once again) to respect the necessity of the conceptual necessities that those contingencies underpin, the conceptual necessities that we acknowledge in making sense of things in the way we do. The second reason is to safeguard our capacity to make sense of things at all.
The second and third areas might almost be assimilated. In each case we are trying to transcend the framework within which we make sense of everything. And in each case we are aware of the need, at the same time, to be able to make sense of it. What result are two different aspects of the fact that we cannot ultimately combine these feats. We end up trying to make sense of the framework in incompatible ways: on the one hand, as a framework that we are in the process of transcending, a framework within which we merely happen to make sense of everything, a framework that admits of alternatives; and on the other hand, as a framework that we know we cannot transcend, a framework within which we do indeed make sense of everything, a framework that admits of no alternatives. In the second area we try to resolve this tension by construing the framework as a framework within which we make sense merely of everything that is non-transcendent. In the third area we try to resolve the tension by acquiescing in the thought that the framework is something that is beyond our horizon altogether, something for which the question of what alternatives it admits of is a question that we cannot so much as broach. This means that, although there is certainly a sense in which the second and third areas are assimilable, there is also a sense in which each is the obverse of the other. In the second area we treat what is necessary as though it were contingent. In the third area we treat what is contingent as though it were necessary. In both areas, had we not been involved in an attempt to transcend our framework—had we not been involved in an attempt to express the inexpressible—we could have unproblematically affirmed the necessity of what is necessary while at the same time acknowledging the contingencies that allow us to have the concepts to think in such terms. For example, we could have unproblematically affirmed that whatever is green must be coloured, while at the same time acknowledging that we would not have had the concept of greenness at all had we not had, say, the faculty of sight.
The first area of overlap is the most self-explanatory. It is as if we have an aspiration to be God, which, under pressure of our self-conscious awareness of the absurdity of such an idea, survives as an aspiration to come together in union with God, and thus to acknowledge and to affirm God. Wittgenstein writes of ‘two godheads: the world and my independent I’.
 The aspiration is to see these two—God and the self—come together in union. Attempting to put our ineffable knowledge into words involves talking as though they do. It involves talking as though God exists. There is clearly much more to be said about this. But I shall reserve further comment for the very end of my essay, in the light of discussion of the second and third areas of overlap.
To return to the second area, then: let us reconsider the necessity that whatever is green is coloured. It is a shared feature of our concept of greenness and our concept of colour that the former contains the latter. This is reflected in the fact that we use the sentence ‘Whatever is green is coloured’ to express a rule. The rule is that we are not to count something as green unless we also count that thing as coloured. That we have such a rule—that we have the concept of greenness at all—is a contingency, sustained by all sorts of other contingencies. As I commented above, we would not have had the concept of greenness had we not had the faculty of sight. When we reflect on our ineffable knowledge of what it is for something to be green, and attempt to put that knowledge into words, we are liable to see just such contingency in what the knowledge answers to. We are liable to see the link between being green and being coloured as a component in some brute structure that has somehow been imposed on the world, and that might just as easily not have been imposed on it. This in turn will suggest other possibilities: possibilities in which this link does not obtain; possibilities in which there are colourless green things. But these cannot be ‘real’ possibilities. It is after all necessary that whatever is green is coloured. And this is why, as I intimated above, they will appear as ‘transcendent’ possibilities. That is, they will appear as possibilities that go beyond all that we can make sense of. And all that we can make sense of will in turn appear to have the structure it has because of whatever, at that ‘transcendent’ level, prevents these other possibilities from being realized—whether we cast this as Divine fiat,
 our own fiat somehow devolved to us from on high, or something else entirely.
 Attempting to put our ineffable knowledge into words involves talking as though there is a supernatural reality that both surpasses and shapes all that we can make sense of then.
What follows? Are we also liable to say that, for all we know, we shall some day discard this link between being green and being coloured, in acknowledgement of colourless green things? No. Precisely what ‘transcendent’ possibilities are supposed to be are possibilities that we can never reckon with; and, as far as ‘real’ possibilities are concerned, there is no question of our ever having to acknowledge colourless green things.
Even so, we are liable to seek insurance against those contingencies which, though they do not allow for the ‘real’ possibility of our some day discarding the link between being green and being coloured because it no longer obtains, do allow for the ‘real’ possibility of our some day discarding the link between being green and being coloured because we are no longer able even to think in such terms. For it is indeed a ‘real’ possibility, familiar to anyone who has considered the problem of induction, that hitherto recurring patterns of nature should break down in such a way that, even if we are still here, and even if we are still able in some sense to function, we shall have completely lost whatever it takes to know how to exercise the concept of greenness. Naturally we hope that this will not happen. But this is only a hope. And even if this ‘real’ possibility, the possibility that we shall cease to be able to make chromatic sense of our environment, is of purely theoretical interest, the possibility that we shall cease to be able to make good narrative sense of our lives is one to which we are constantly and disturbingly exposed. Some of the concepts that we use to tell our stories rest on frail historical and social contingencies that we shall certainly outlast. Our hope is that we shall not also outlast all the contingencies that allow us to replace them. But it is possible that we shall. In attempting to put our ineffable knowledge into words, and in reckoning at the same time with a distinction between ‘transcendent’ possibilities and ‘real’ possibilities, we are liable to banish those threatening possibilities to the realm of the ‘transcendent’. We are liable to take comfort in some ‘transcendent’ safeguard (as it may be, Divine providence) that we shall always be able to find point in what we do and what befalls us. And this in turn brings us back to the third area of overlap. In seeking security, not only against the break-down of the conceptual necessities that we acknowledge in telling our stories, but also against the break-down of our capacity to tell any stories at all, we are liable to talk as though the contingencies that enable us to carry on doing so are in some sense necessary, just as the contingencies that enable the earth to carry on revolving on its axis are in some sense necessary: utterly steadfast, utterly to be relied upon.
There is another aspect of this. These contingencies include our valuing certain things and our regarding certain things as important.
 One way in which we are liable to cast these particular contingencies as necessary is by counting ourselves as having come to recognize and to value what is valuable, and as having come to recognize and to regard as important what is important, where being valuable and being important are themselves part of the fabric of the world. In particular, we are liable to count infinitude as intrinsically valuable. For infinitude, in the form of freedom from various limitations, is basic among the things that we value. In fact it is precisely because we value it that we are tempted to treat our ineffable states of knowledge as though they were effable in the first place. To succumb to that temptation is to be motivated by the lure of infinitude. There is a sense, then, in which we are doubly liable to treat infinitude as something more than what we (merely, effably) value; as something that is, simply, valuable.

Clearly, at work in all of this, are certain Gestalt switches. What we see now under the aspect of necessity we see now under the aspect of contingency; what we see now under the aspect of unlimitedness we see now under the aspect of limitation. When we are trying to put into words what cannot be put into words, the world shimmers. Our efforts will be judged, in part, by how well our use of language enables us to reproduce that effect. If we can make play with words in a way that reproduces it very well—if we can frame a sentence that thereby counts as the result of attempting (unsuccessfully) to put some ineffable state of knowledge into words—still, of course, this will differ in all sorts of important ways from framing a sentence that counts as the result of attempting (successfully) to put some effable state of knowledge into words. In particular, in the former case, it is possible—more than possible—that the negation of the sentence would have served just as well. For whatever features of the original sentence allow it to be put to this effect (the images it conjures up, the associations it has, the lines of thought it suggests), negating it may very well leave them intact. Thus consider the following famous sentence from Wittgenstein’s Tractatus:
The world of the happy man is a different one from that of the unhappy man.

Robert Fogelin, commenting sceptically on this sentence, remarks, ‘A competing sage might say that the world of the happy man is no different from that of the unhappy man (and this too has a ring of profundity)’.
 In fact, however, if Wittgenstein’s sentence is the result of an attempt to express the inexpressible, then any unclarity about what makes it better suited to this rôle than its denial, indeed any intimation that it is no better suited to this rôle than its denial, need occasion neither suspicion nor surprise. Who knows but that both Wittgenstein’s sentence and Fogelin’s reversal of it, each in a suitable context, may be apt to achieve the same broad effect; or at least, that they may be apt to achieve complementary effects?
 Certainly they have something important and relevant in common which neither shares with, say, ‘The world of the happy man is a funnier one than that of the unhappy man’ or ‘The brain of the happy man is a different one from that of the unhappy man’.

One thing that this serves very forcibly to remind us is that, when we say of some sentence that it counts as the result of attempting to put some ineffable state of knowledge into words, we are not thereby saying anything about how that sentence should be assessed if proffered as a simple expression of the truth. It is clear that we are not saying anything to vindicate such a use: we are not giving any reason to think that the sentence is true. But it is equally clear, and it is equally important, that we are not saying anything to discredit such a use: we are not giving any reason to doubt that the sentence is true. This is relevant to the question of how deflationary my project in this essay is. While the project is certainly compatible with the view that standard uses of religious language, in assertoric mode, are either false or nonsensical, it is a further question whether it encourages such a view. I insisted earlier that religious language does not result only from attempts to put ineffable knowledge into words. Much depends, obviously, on what other impulses to the use of religious language there are, and how far these can be assimilated to that which I have been describing. But that is by no means the only relevant issue. There is also the issue of whether various uses of religious language could survive the self-conscious recognition that they were nothing but unsuccessful attempts to express the inexpressible. It is not at all clear to me that they could not. In general, I would want to downplay any suggestion that I was involved in a ‘debunking’ exercise.
Let us return to the idea that attempting to put ineffable states of knowledge into words can involve making play with contradictory ideas. I want to close with what seems to me a particularly significant example of this, an example that illustrates all three areas of overlap. I have in mind the Euthyphro question, raised by Socrates in Plato’s dialogue of that name: whether what is holy is holy because the gods approve of it, or whether the gods approve of it because it is holy;
 or, in a version with greater resonance to Christian ears, whether what is right is right because God wills it, or whether God wills it because it is right. As I have already observed, there is a temptation, in the third area of overlap, to treat some of what we contingently value as intrinsically valuable; as being the right thing for us to value. A Gestalt switch then takes us back to the second area of overlap, where we acknowledge ‘transcendent’ alternatives: ‘transcendent’ possibilities in which different, incompatible things are the right things for us to value. Running these together, we are liable to see God’s ‘transcendent’ will as what prevents these ‘transcendent’ possibilities from being realized. What is right, we are liable to say, is right because God wills it. But we shall also want to do justice to the ‘transcendence’ of the alternatives. Our original urge was to say that ‘really’ nothing else is to be willed. So we are also liable to say that God wills what is right because it is right. It is like an antinomy. Both sides of the debate alternately urge themselves upon us. Moreover, whichever view about the Euthyphro question we are inclined to adopt at any given moment, there remains the original link between what we are prone to regard as intrinsically valuable and what we ourselves happen to value. Thus whether we are more inclined to say that what is right is right because God wills it, or to say that God wills it because it is right, it will still be the case that what is right—by our own reckoning—impinges on us primarily as what we will. What is right; what God wills; what we will: these we shall regard as one and the same. This takes us back finally to the first area of overlap, in which we see ourselves as one with God.
But of course, everything that we are liable to say here is tempered by our self-conscious awareness of the many opposing things that can, quite properly, be said: most glaringly, and most pertinently, that we are not one with God. Ultimately all this talk is destined to crumble and disintegrate. Of course it is. How can there be ultimate satisfaction where attempting to do the impossible is concerned? To say that some bit of language results from the attempt to express some inexpressible state of knowledge is by no means to say that producing that bit of language does justice to everything that fuels the attempt. It cannot. To be engaged in the attempt is to be engaged in a restless and hopeless endeavour in which not even inconsistency can bring peace. I think of Kierkegaard’s desperate and moving struggle to come to terms with the Euthyphro question, itself a struggle (I would argue) to come to terms with something ineffable. Kierkegaard wrestles hard to understand how Abraham can be willing to sacrifice Isaac at God’s command. He writes:
It is supposed to be difficult to understand Hegel, but to understand Abraham is a trifle. To go beyond Hegel is a miracle, but to get beyond Abraham is the easiest thing of all. I for my part have devoted a good deal of time to the understanding of the Hegelian philosophy, I believe also that I understand it tolerably well, but when in spite of the trouble I have taken there are certain passages I cannot understand, I am foolhardy enough to think that he himself has not been quite clear. All this I do easily and naturally, my head does not suffer from it. But on the other hand when I have to think of Abraham, I am as though annihilated.

The use of ‘religious’ language to attempt to put into words what cannot be put into words relates to that sense of annihilation. But it neither refers to it nor even expresses it. It compounds it.
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